[ Downloaded from journal.isihistory.ir on 2026-06-12 ]

[ DOI: 10.61882/islamhistory.1.57.66 |

Article history:

Received 25 November 2024
Revised 08 February 2025
Accepted 07 March 2025
Published 21 March 2025

Quarterly Research Journal of Islamic History

Volume 15, Issuve 57, pp 66-81

ISSN: 2251-9726

Foundations of Social Reform Thought in the Civilizational Life of the
Imams (Peace Be Upon Them): With Emphasis on Nahj al-Balagha

Alireza. Vasei'”

! Associate Professor, Department of Islamic Art and Civilization, Research Institute of Islamic Sciences and Culture, Mashhad, Iran

* Corresponding author email address: vasei@isca.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Scientific

How to cite this article:

Vasei, A. (2025). Foundations of
Social Reform Thought in the
Civilizational Life of the Imams
(Peace Be Upon Them): With
Emphasis on Nahj al-Balagha.
Quarterly Research Journal of Islamic
History, 15(57), 66-81.

I8 oxorch

© 2025 the authors. This is an open
access article under the terms of the
Creative  Commons  Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC
BY-NC 4.0) License.

Despite the extensive contemporary discussions concerning the functional role
of Imamate, among Twelver Shi‘a there exists no disagreement regarding the
ethical and cultural leadership of the Imams, although differing viewpoints
remain concerning the manner in which their effective role was exercised. The
realization of such influence is ordinarily contingent upon participation in
political structures and access to power; nevertheless, the presence of devoted
and obedient followers partially compensated for this limitation and created a
sphere of social influence for the Imams—an exemplary model that has
inspired other social actors as well. The confrontation of religious leaders with
social deviations and abnormalities, together with their sense of responsibility
toward societal reform, constitutes a transhistorical concern. Relying on
primary sources and existing scholarly findings, this study employs a
descriptive-historical method for data collection and thematic analysis for
interpretive explanation in order to address the central research question: What
are the principal foundations or components of social reform thought within
the Imamic tradition, with particular emphasis on Nahj al-Balagha? The article
advances the hypothesis that respect for human dignity and the protection of
public rights represent the most decisive element shaping reform-oriented
action within the culture of Imamate. Accordingly, religiosity and the process
of cultivating faith within individuals and society are interpreted not as isolated
ends, but as endeavors directed toward the realization of human dignity and
social justice, organized through processes of enlightenment and guided by a
civilizational perspective.

Keywords: social reform; foundations of reform; public rights; civilizational
approach; human dignity; Nahj al-Balagha.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study examines the intellectual foundations of social reform in the civilizational life
of the Imams within Twelver Shi‘i thought, with particular emphasis on Nahj al-Balaghah, proceeding
from the premise that Imamate constitutes the continuation of prophethood without revelation and bears
responsibility for the authoritative interpretation and actualization of Islam in individual and collective
life. Within this theological framework, knowledge of the Imam and adherence to his conduct are regarded
as indispensable for attaining authentic religiosity, since the Imams are understood as both possessors of
sacred knowledge and exemplars of its embodied practice (Sharif Murtada, 1406AH; Motahhari,
1390SH). The article situates the reformist engagement of the Imams within a broader civilizational
horizon, arguing that their responses to social deviations cannot be reduced merely to a paradigm of
ritualistic piety or abstract moral exhortation, but rather reflect a structured concern for the organization
of human society in light of divine guidance. Drawing on Qur’anic anthropology and the historical
experiences recorded in early Islamic sources, including Nahj al-Balaghah (1967), Usul al-Kafi (Kulayni,
1363SH), and major hadith compilations such as Musnad Ahmad (lbn Hanbal, 1995) and Sahih Muslim
(Muslim ibn Hajjaj, n.d.), the study contends that social reform in the Imamic tradition is rooted in
identifiable normative principles that transcend specific historical contingencies. At the same time, the
article acknowledges methodological challenges in reconstructing Imamic praxis, including fragmentary
historical documentation and the presence of later embellishments or polemical constructions in narrative
sources (Ibn A ‘tham al-Kufi, 1991; Khatib Baghdadi, 1997), as well as the interpretive tensions generated
by theological presuppositions concerning infallibility and foreknowledge. By adopting a descriptive-
historical method and thematic analysis, the study seeks to disentangle these complexities and to articulate
a coherent account of reform thought grounded in primary texts and supported by classical juridical and
political treatises such as al-Mawardi’s Al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyyah (1966).

A foundational premise of the reform paradigm identified in this research is the affirmation of the
intrinsic worth of worldly life as the arena in which human moral agency unfolds and ultimate felicity is
determined. Against ascetic or fatalistic interpretations that depreciate temporal existence, the article
argues—drawing on Qur’anic teaching and Shi‘i exegetical reflection—that earthly life is not an illusion
to be negated but a divinely ordained field of responsibility and growth. Motahhari’s analysis of the
concept of “blameworthy worldliness” clarifies that the object of censure is not the world as such, but
rather excessive attachment and moral inversion (Motahhari, 1390SH), a view consistent with broader
Islamic ethical literature such as Al-Hayat (Hakimi et al., 1371SH). From this perspective, social reform
acquires meaning only when the dignity and legitimacy of worldly life are affirmed as conditions for
human flourishing. The Qur’anic emphasis on accountability for deeds performed in this life underscores
the civilizational dimension of religious responsibility, while historical reflections on the development of
civilizations, such as those found in Durant’s History of Civilization (Durant, 1367SH), provide
comparative insight into the structural importance of social norms and institutions. The Imams’
engagement with social irregularities, therefore, is interpreted not as episodic moral intervention but as an
effort to safeguard the conditions of meaningful communal life, wherein law, ethics, and spirituality
converge. In this framework, the civilizational approach to reform entails recognition of human life as a
shared moral project requiring stable norms, collective responsibility, and protection of public rights.
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The first substantive principle derived from the textual analysis is the dignity of the human person
(karamat al-insan) as the ontological and ethical cornerstone of reform. The study traces this principle to
the Qur’anic vision of humanity and to prophetic declarations affirming the equality of all people
regardless of ethnicity or lineage, as transmitted in Musnad Ahmad (Ibn Hanbal, 1995) and other sources
such as al-Tabarani’s Al-Mu jam al-Kabir (n.d.) and Ibn Abi ‘Asim’s Al-Ahad wa al-Mathani (1991).
Within Nahj al-Balaghah (1967), the celebrated letter to Malik al-Ashtar articulates a universalistic ethic:
subjects are either “brothers in faith or equals in creation,” a formulation that grounds political authority
in compassionate recognition of shared humanity. Complementary narrations in Usul al-Kafi (Kulayni,
1363SH) and Al-Khisal (Saduqg, 1362SH/1403AH) reinforce the idea that kindness toward others
constitutes proximity to God. The study emphasizes that this principle does not negate accountability;
rather, it frames punitive measures within a broader commitment to proportionality and mercy, themes
echoed in juridical discussions of public finance and social responsibility in Al-Amwal (Ibn Sallam, 1988).
By foregrounding dignity as a normative constraint on coercive power, the Imamic model resists both
authoritarian domination and moral indifference, situating reform within a matrix of respect, clemency,
and ethical self-restraint.

The second and third principles—preservation of communal unity and affirmation of human
freedom—are treated as interrelated dimensions of social stability and moral agency. The preservation of
the Muslim community (jama ‘ah) is portrayed as essential for collective survival and civilizational
continuity, a theme substantiated through hadith reports in Sahih Muslim (Muslim ibn Hajjaj, n.d.) and
discussions in Usul al-Kafi (Kulayni, 1363SH). In Nahj al-Balaghah (1967), Imam ‘Ali repeatedly warns
against factionalism and schism, portraying unity as a shield against moral and political disintegration.
Yet this concern for unity does not nullify the principle of freedom; rather, the article demonstrates that
the Imams recognized a sphere of legitimate dissent and personal agency, as evidenced in historical
accounts recorded by Ibn Sallam (1988) and Tabari (1983). The theological defense of human choice is
further supported by references to works such as Khalili (n.d.) and Sharif Murtada (1406AH), which
articulate Shi‘i positions rejecting deterministic fatalism. The ethical concept of hurriyyah (nobility or
inner freedom), discussed in Al-Khisal (Saduq, 1362SH/1403AH), complements the juridical recognition
of autonomy, illustrating how moral excellence presupposes voluntary action. Thus, reform in the Imamic
vision is neither coercive homogenization nor libertarian relativism, but a calibrated balance in which
communal cohesion and individual agency mutually reinforce one another.

The fourth and fifth principles—social equality and the ethics of gentleness and forgiveness—
extend the reform paradigm into the realms of distributive justice and interpersonal conduct. Equality is
grounded in prophetic statements likening people to the equal teeth of a comb, transmitted in classical
collections such as Musnad Ahmad (Ibn Hanbal, 1995), and reiterated in the political counsel of Nahj al-
Balaghah (1967), where Imam °Ali insists upon non-discrimination in public resources and transparency
in governance. The juridical and political elaborations found in al-Mawardi (1966) contextualize these
ideals within broader Sunni—Shi‘i discussions of authority and accountability, while ethical aphorisms in
Ghurar al-Hikam (Amidi, 1410AH) underscore the moral imperative of fairness. Parallel to equality
stands the principle of gentleness, derived from Qur’anic exhortations to pardon and reconciliation and
exemplified in the Imams’ conduct, as preserved in sources including Man La Yahduruhu al-Faqgih
(Saduq, 1363SH/1404AH). The study argues that forgiveness in this context is not permissive weakness
but strategic moral leadership, enabling social reintegration and mitigating cycles of resentment. Historical
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narratives in Al-Futuh (Ibn A ‘tham al-Kufi, 1991) and Tarikh Baghdad (Khatib Baghdadi, 1997) illustrate
how ethical magnanimity functioned as a tool of moral persuasion in volatile political environments.
Together, equality and gentleness constitute the ethical infrastructure of reform, shaping both institutional
justice and personal virtue.

The sixth principle, universal and equitable security, synthesizes the preceding elements into a
coherent vision of public order in which believers and non-believers alike benefit from just governance,
as articulated in Imam ‘Ali’s sermon recorded in Nahj al-Balaghah (1967). Security is understood
expansively to include not only protection from violence but also economic, intellectual, and moral
stability, enabling creativity and civic participation. Hadith literature, including Man La Yahduruhu al-
Faqgih (Saduq, 1363SH/1404AH), defines the true believer as one from whom others are safe in their
persons and property, thereby linking security to ethical self-discipline. Political theory, as elaborated in
al-Mawardi (1966), reinforces the necessity of governance structures that secure public welfare while
respecting rights. Collectively, the six principles identified—human dignity, preservation of communal
unity, freedom, equality, gentleness, and security—form an integrated reform framework that situates
religiosity within a civilizational ethic of public responsibility and justice. The Imamic approach to social
reform, as reflected in the analyzed sources, emerges as a nuanced synthesis of moral anthropology,
political prudence, and spiritual vision, offering a model of transformative leadership grounded in respect
for human worth and commitment to the common good.
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