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Abstract: Imam Ali ibn Muhammad al-Hadi was the tenth Shi’a Imam, known for his immaculate
conduct, vast knowledge, and keen perception. Under the rule of the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil,
Imam alHadi struggled with the ongoing oppression under a tyrannical government. Using the Imam’s
letters, supplications, debates, and salutations, this paper offers an account of the Imam’s political

leadership and his impact in both the social and educational arena.
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Introduction

It is necessary to address the Imams’ teachings, particularly their political views, to better understand
politics from the perspective of Shi’i Islam. On the other hand, nowadays there are numerous political
theories, and naturally each has its own followers. Thus, it is necessary for the Shi’a to address political
theories from their own perspective and to involve Muslim thinkers and intellectuals in these discussions.

In this article, Imam al-Hadi’s political Views inferred from his debates, correspondence, supplications
(duas), salutations (ziyarahs) and narrations, bearing in mind both the difficult socio-political conditions
in the time of Imam al-Hadi4 while under house arrest,5 and the sensitivity of his era as close to the birth
of Imam al-Mahdi. Naturally, the necessity of the dissimulation (tagiyyah) gave little opportunity to
express his political views. To discuss his political ideas, some of his general ideas, which can be
applied to both politics and other areas, are analysed. For example, generally addressing people, God
said in the Quran:
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“O you who have faith! Why do you say what you do not do?” (61:2).

Although from a political perspective, this verse takes a meaning different from its denotative meaning,
and addresses government officials first,6 though it can be applied to ordinary people as well.
Accordingly, to delineate Imam al-Hadi’s political views, it is necessary to address his sayings from a

socio-political perspective.

Another noteworthy point that will not be addressed in the body of this article as it is more of a
theological point rather than a political one, is that due to the necessity of dissimulation and the people’s
lack of access to the Imam, he was concerned about what would happen to the concept of Imamate
after his demise, as he had a son older than Imam Hasan ‘Askari named Abu-Ja’far, many of whom
presumed he would be the next Imam, and so their misguidance was probable.7 Imam al-Hadi clearly
referred to the Imamate of Imam Hasan al-‘Askari to prevent a large group of Shi’as from this

misguidance.8

His Major Approach To Politics

The Shi'a Imams: Political Models

As seen in the Salutations or Ziyarah al-Jami’a al-Kabeerah and Ziyarah of Imam Ali on the day of
Ghadir,9 Imam al-Hadi delineated the characteristics of a qualified and just Imam, and invited people to
follow him. In Ziyarah al-Jami’a, he introduced the Imams as those who are truly entitled to positions in

government as they knew the essence of politics, 10 and considered them as the pivot of the truth.11



Another subset of the truth and legitimacy in Shi’a political discussion that receives attention is his
debates with the tyrant rulers on wilayah and rulership. In these debates, the Imam spoke of the right to

wilayah and government as that which is exclusive to the infallibles.

In an excerpt of this Ziyarah, Imam al-Hadi regarded the people’s turning to the Imams as their way to
salvation. 12 Naturally, the first and most important epitome of turning to Shi'a Imams is to obey their
political and social instructions and conduct. Attaining otherworldly and worldly salvation and establishing
justice, referred to as the objectives of the prophets’ mission in the Quran13 should be the goal of any
religious government, and this goal can be achieved through Imamate of the infallible leaders as the
system of Imamate is the only perfect embodiment of the Divine government and the prophetic

conduct. 1415According to Imam al-Hadi, parallel with the caliphate of the Infallibles, in the age of
Occultation there are jurists and religious scholars who are protectors and pioneers of the path of truth
and justice to save society from deviation.

As for the importance of the role of jurists and religious scholars, Imam al Hadi believed that in the age
of Occultation, people would turn away from Islam if there were no religious scholars to invite people to
it: 16 to guide them to God, defend Islam with compelling reasons, save people with weaker faith from
Satan’s traps, and protect the people’s heart from deviation like a captain who prevents a ship from

capsizing to the right or the left. To God, these religious scholars are superior others. 17

His Views Of Political Power

One of important features of any political approach or ideology on which the subsequent policies are
based is its worldview, as well as its political power and governance. In the Islamic worldview, this world
and all that is related to it, including the political power and government, are ephemeral; They are only
valuable when used to establish rights, administer justice, and eradicate falsehood. 18 Imam al-Hadi

described the past tyrant rulers as follows:

The arrogant and defiant people and powerful kings spent nights on the summits of mountains [at the
heights of government] while strong men were guarding them, but the summits could not save from their
death. After living gloriously for a while, they were pulled down from the safe places and placed in the
holes [graves]. What a disagreeable abode. After they had been buried, a caller called out, “Where are
those expensive and fancy bracelets, crowns, and clothes? Where are those faces grown affluently and
respected by being kept behind curtains? The grave answered instead of them, “Now worms are fighting
over eating their faces. They ate and drank for a long time in this world, but now they are being eaten

after that luxurious life.”19

Government and the political power are valueless when the intention is to enjoy worldly pleasures and
control others, and their end is regret and loss in the hereafter; unless within the comprehensive
framework of “This world resembles a farm for the hereafter,” one can serve people by establishing

rights and upholding justice.



Cooperation Or Non-Cooperation With The Government

Imam al-Hadi underlined the importance of strengthening the rule of a just ruler and undermining the
government of a tyrannical ruler. In a letter he received, one of his companions asked him about working
for the Abbasid caliphate. The Imam replied, “If one is forced to work for them, there is no problem:
under such circumstances, he is excused by God. Otherwise, it is reprehensible; when one is forced to
do so, the little, the better.” The companion asked, “What if my goal is to find a way to give them a blow
and to take revenge?” The Imam answered, “If so, it not only is permissible but also will be rewarded.”20

Whatever strengthened the oppressors is prohibited.21 It is noteworthy to mention that: first, the kings
and their household were in power, and the political system was regarded as personal; second,
governments had a limited dominance over people’s lives; third, they were not sophisticated and
extensive governments. Nowadays, the situation is different, and some sophisticated governments are
formed on a social level, while managing people’s lives. Although the ruler is unjust, non-cooperation
with the political regime might be harmful because cooperation with any government is considered as
serving the whole society. Hence, this word of the Imam should be considered in political situation of his
era. The essence of his word is that one should avoid strengthening any tyrannical rule as much as

possible.

According to Imam al-Hadi, if qualified people who are the true owners of wilayah come into power,
wherein justice will be served, even though there is oppression in a few places, if one is not certain
about this oppression, he should have a good opinion of all people. However, in the rule of tyrants, the
opposite is the case: The Imam said, “When there is more justice than oppression, people must not
have a bad and poor opinion of others until their evil is proven; and when there is more oppression than
justice, one should not have a good opinion of others unless the opposite is proved.”22

Characteristics Of Political Rulers

Political activists and elites either as rulers and managers or as political parties and media must have
socio-political concerns and attempt to impact political trends. According to Imam al-Hadi, political

activists and elites are to have the following features:

God-Wariness (Taqwa)

In the Islamic political doctrine, God-wariness or piety (tagwa) is a significant factor in the social and
political arenas, with several functions. As for its role in people's obedience to a pious person, Imam al-
Hadi believed that if one reveres God, others will revere him, and if one obeys God, others will obey him.
And the obedient person to God does not fear the creatures’ wrath, but the one who enrages the Creator
will incur the creatures’ rage.2324

This is important for the rulers who seek people’s obedience to strengthen their government. God-



wariness causes man to take God into account in all issues, and to not forget the dignity granted to him
by God; because one who forgets Divine dignity will easily oppress others. According to Imam al-Hadi,
“The one who considers himself as abject, others will not be immune from his evil.”2526 Likewise, to
make God-wariness easy for people, he said, “Always remember when you are on your deathbed; your
friends nor your doctor can prevent death.”27

If a politician constantly remembers this, he most likely will not take measures out of his whims.

Honesty And Integrity With The Masses

Islamic political thought includes features that differ fundamentally from common western political views.
One of these elements is honesty. According to Imam al-Hadi, a main element in governance is the
emotional connection between rulers and the masses through honesty, because it causes wholehearted
loyalty to the ruler. The Infallible Imams considered themselves first as the Imam of the people’ hearts,
then as the Imam of their body,28 and this means that the ruler should consider his emotional connection
with people as crucial and always seek to strengthen it. Imam al-Hadi told an Abbasid caliph

contemporary with him, Mutawakkil:

Do not expect the one whom you have resented to be honest and truthful, the one whom you have
betrayed to be loyal, and the one whom you think badly of to be benevolent, because others’ feelings
toward you are the same as yours toward them.29

If the rulers have ill feelings toward people even when they do not show their negative feelings, the
behaviour will be reciprocated by the people. Rulers cannot expect people to be honest and loyal when

they were not truthful themselves.

Competence And Qualifications

According to Imam Hadi, a person should not seek a position if he is not qualified for it; a person has a
right only to what he or she is qualified for. And if one seeks something beyond his qualification, he will
gain nothing. From a political perspective, this means people should know their limits and not desire
anything beyond their competence because “Anybody who seeks what he is not entitled to should be
deprived of it.”30

One might ask: If somebody sought something beyond his competence and then gained it, would it
refute the Imam’s word? First, when a person seeks something, he is not entitled to, although he attains
it on the surface, it is illegitimate because it was not his right, and it is as if he was deprived of it.
Second, such a person usurps and violates others’ rights, and they always try to get their rights back,
and when they succeed to do so, they will probably deprive him of all that he has, even the that which he

is entitled to.



Acceptance And Patience

In Islamic political thought, acceptance and patience are necessary qualities for the political elite.
Acceptance indicates an esteemed personality, one who is not irritated by trivial things and can listen to
and digest various and opposing views. These characteristics are so vital it may save even a tyrant; his
patience may lead to his being forgiven.31 The ruler tolerates their words patiently and does not react
although he can [as a reprimand]. Thus, there is hope that his oppressive acts may be forgiven by the
people. According to the Imam, the epitome of acceptance is self-control and the ability to suppress
one’s anger while in a seat of power.32

In contrast, he considered the subordinates’ anger as resulting from their inferiority.33 Accepting others
makes the ruler able to bear the ups and downs in government easily and manage the country with
wisdom and far-sightedness; like the Prophet Moses, who asked God for these qualities at the
beginning of his prophetic mission.34 Moreover, God referred to “broadmindedness” as a blessing He

granted to Prophet Muhammad.35

Accepting Advice And Constructive Criticism

Accepting Advice And Constructive Criticism36

The complexity of political systems and the difficulty of managing the country’s affairs require various
people to constantly offer one another constructive criticism to realise their mistakes and choose the
wisest approach. Imam al-Hadi warned us about the quality of smugness, of deeming oneself as
independent of criticism and advice which leads to denying one’s flaws: “Whoever is self-satisfied, there
will be many who are dissatisfied with him.”3738 In an Islamic country, the rulers should pave the ground
for people advising the rulers.39 Rulers should not prevent others from offering constructive criticism. Of
course, it is noteworthy to add that according to Imam al-Hadi, wisdom, advice, and benevolence do not
influence the ill-natured one.40 The ruler should have a healthy personality so that others’ advice

influences them.

Avoiding Unnecessary Disputation

Unnecessary disputation that arise from an irrationality has damaging social and political consequences.
They harm and lead to underdevelopment. Imam al-Hadi regarded it as the factor in severed
relationships. He stated that the goal in these types of disputes is to overcome the opposing side, and
that this has negative consequences.

The People’s Role In The Government

Imam al-Hadi’s views in this regard are summarised as follows:



Obedience In Accordance With Islamic Law (Shari’ah)

To Imam al-Hadi, only the willing obedience to the ruler who treats people honestly and kindly is
mandatory. He said, “The one who grants you all his affection and attention, you should obey him
wholeheartedly.”4142

Obedience towards the social and political system is a necessary quality, because if in a community
everyone follows his or her own ideas or every group obeys various people, there will be no social order.
However, according to the Imam, there are conditions for the people’s obedience to the rulers that

depend on the people and the rulers’ mutual rights and duties.

Avoiding Blind Obedience

The same way we are advised to obey the rulers knowingly and based on rules that are in line with
socio-political goals, we are also prohibited from several kinds of obedience. One of these is blind
obedience. Imam al-Hadi said people should ponder on the words and path of a group and should not
obey it blindly; rather, people should willingly choose the way of those who sincerely worship God.43

Avoiding Flattery

Adulation has adverse political and social consequences for both the flatterer and the flattered. In the
Islamic texts and the Islamic leaders’ words,44 flattery is greatly prohibited. Reprimanding the one who
praised him excessively, Imam al-Hadi prohibited him from it and considered it as a factor in suspicion.

He advised us to have good will toward the one we trust rather than flattery. 45

How To Evaluate The Government

To understand phenomena in a way that is close to the truth and useful for achieving one’s goals
requires reflection, knowledge, and expertise. To take a path or to set a goal arbitrarily or emotionally
does not take one to the truth. In the same line, Imam al-Hadi advised people against taking a path
without any good reason; the one who inclines to illogically giving up his path when that event loses its

significance.46

Someone had asked him, “Sometimes an issue makes me doubtful, what should | do?” He replied, “If
you consider it more carefully, it will not be difficult for you [to distinguish between the truth and
falsehood].” The man asked again, “How should | consider it more carefully?” The Imam replied, “The
one who looks for the way of careful consideration and seeks it really will find it unless he wants to

acquire it in an incorrect way.”47



Conclusion

Imam al-Hadji’s political views can be classified into three areas: 1) his view of the government itself and
of this world and political power; 2) the characteristics of the political elite and activists; and 3) the
people’s role in the government and their duties towards it.

The Imam considered political power and government as valuable only when the rulers do not care
about this world’s transient affairs, their personal benefits, and the interests of their party or group;
rather, their main concern is their mental and spiritual development while giving priority to the hereafter.

As for the qualities necessary for the politicians, the following can be referred to:

1. The political elite must always pay special attention to God wariness (taqwa) as a key
quality and consider God as observing their actions. Otherwise, they will forget the Divine
blessing granted to them due to their servitude to God, and people will not be immune

from their oppression.

2. They should treat people with honesty so that people can advise them in a spirit of

goodwill and compassion.

3. They should not cross the limits by being despotic and self-satisfied. They should
patiently face hardships which sometimes may be caused by them, take their
qualifications into account, and ultimately pave the way for others’ kind advice. All of these

are key qualities which the statesmen should have.

As for the role of people in the government, they are required to obey the rulers completely; of course,
those rulers who sincerely endeavour for people’s welfare and salvation. The masses should avoid blind
obedience and should not withhold their advice to the rulers. They should consider themselves
responsible for their rulers’ actions because if benevolent advice is the rulers’ right, people are required

to give them advice, and people are hold accountable in this regard.
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