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“The strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what they must.” ~~Thucydides (c. 460 BC – c. 395 BC)

Thucydides wrote these ominous words more than two millenniums ago, and yet his message of sorrow resonates loudly today. History bears witness that humanity has forever suffered from injustice. Tyrannical kingdoms have fallen only to see the rise of even more repressive empires. Powerful individuals have always exploited the weak and the vulnerable. Alas, the wrongs which have befallen man are countless: slavery, oppression, and prejudice, among others. Despite technological innovation, intellectual advancements, and mass education, the weak still continue to suffer what they must. Even today, after centuries of ethnic warfare, territorial rivalries, and unnecessary human conflict, Dalits in Rajasthan, India suffer discrimination due to their social class; Muslims in Sittwe, Burma are forced to emigrate for their religious beliefs; and female infants in Yunnan Province of China are consistently killed because of their gender (The Economist). The plight of humanity can be blamed on those who came before us, but we have the potential and the ability to reverse the plague of injustice in the world.


As Muslims, we have both a great power and a great responsibility. God has sent down two gifts which will always guide us: the Holy Quran and the Ahlul Bayt. When the Quran was revealed to the Holy Prophet, society was in such a state that injustice was the norm rather than the exception. It was under these circumstances that Allah ordained “…Oppression is worse than murder...” (Quran 2:191, 2:217). From the very beginning, the Quran has commanded that we lead lives of justice and virtuosity. In fact, Islam revolutionized the foundation of contemporary Arab society by asserting that people should be judged by their moral character rather than gender or ethnicity.  Thus, we must use Islam to rid the world of prejudice, racism, slavery, and all other forms of oppression and lead the way towards a more pluralist society. We must heed the advice which Imam Ali so elegantly offered to the governor of Egypt. “Infuse your heart with mercy, love and kindness for your subjects . . . either they are your brothers in religion or your equals in creation" (Nahjul Balagha). 

Whereas the Ahlul Bayt practiced justice and ethical behavior in their every action since the inception of Islam, today’s First World countries only recently rid themselves of institutional slavery, prejudice, and oppression. The humanitarian values promoted by today’s advanced nations were taught by the Ahlul Bayt more than 1300 years ago. A detailed examination of Imam Ali Reza’s life (a.s.) reveals a man who was modest, humble, and forgiving. Although he was given the opportunity to wield political power, he did not abuse it. Instead, throughout his life he demonstrated equality and justice in every situation. Thus, we can draw on lessons from the life of our beloved Imam to encourage a more pluralistic society and promote egalitarianism in today’s world. 


Imam Ali Reza’s daily conduct towards his servants offers a fascinating insight into his character. It is well known that when Imam Ali Reza used to eat a meal, he made sure to sit down along with the workers of his household. When a companion once suggested that the servants eat their meals separately, the Imam gracefully denied his request. “The creator of everyone is the same. The father and mother of all are the same and reward is according to deeds” (Roshd Foundation). Through his compassion for his inferiors, Imam Ali Reza illustrated an innate appreciation for human beings as persons, regardless of their status. As the employer, the Imam had leverage to treat his servants poorly. Yet his kindness always shone through. One of his companions fondly recalled, “I never remember him talk[ing] badly to anyone…” (Roshd Foundation).

The Imam’s kindness towards his servants also reveals another dimension of his character. Rather than acting nobly only in public, where his reputation could be in danger, the Imam exhibited the same virtuosity within his household, where there was nobody to judge him. The fact that he was consistent in his character proves that he sincerely believed in human equality. By remaining fair and just to his inferiors at a time when slavery was widely accepted and the Christian Church denounced a woman’s soul as worse than the devil’s, Imam Ali Reza exemplified his pluralist principles (Lapidus). As his followers, we have a responsibility to uphold his virtuous ideals. Only if we sincerely believe that all of humankind is equal in creation and treat the vulnerable and downtrodden compassionately can we solve the injustices of the world. 


Imam Ali Reza’s belief in egalitarianism is further demonstrated by his ascetic lifestyle. Despite his standing as the religious and moral leader of the Muslim community, the Imam rejected all material comforts. This may seem counter-intuitive; whereas today’s leaders expect to be treated lavishly because of their powerful status, Imam Ali Reza purposely lived a simple lifestyle to validate his leadership. Although the Imam had the means to acquire riches, he did not pursue wealth because by becoming prosperous he would have alienated the poor.  By rejecting superfluous luxuries, the Imam shows his commitment to equality. Even when he was bestowed with an elevated political position in Caliph Ma’mun’s court, he did not enjoin in worldly pleasures. A companion narrates that “[h]is carpet was of sackcloth in winter and a mat in summer. He wore rough and coarse clothes at home…” (Roshd Foundation). By engaging in a modest lifestyle throughout his life, the Imam maintained a salient relationship with the economically disadvantaged. Further, he proved that every person is valuable, irrespective of financial status. Thus, neither leadership nor character is undermined by poverty.  


The point here is not to encourage the reader to forfeit all worldly possessions or to live without comfort. Instead, the reader should understand the deeper message of human equality. In today’s capitalist society, in which money determines a person’s allegiances, friendships, and eventually fate, we must not forget that an ethical society is made up of morally righteous individuals—not business tycoons. In Imam Ali Reza’s eyes—and therefore according to Islam’s tenets—there is no economic differentiation among people. We should accord the same amount of respect for the poor gardener who works in our backyard as we do for the boss who writes our paycheck. Character, not wealth, defines an individual. 


Imam Ali Reza’s humility also played a huge role in his pursuit of tolerance. Even though he was recognized as an accomplished academic scholar and a gifted religious authority, Imam Ali Reza always remained incredibly humble. It is narrated that once when he was lauded for his intellectual merit, the Imam was hesitant to accept the praise. “Do not exaggerate; he who fears Allah and obeys Him is better than me” (Islamic Thought). Although most people would deem intellectual achievement as worthy of praise, the Imam does not consider this as valuable as moral excellence. Through his humble nature, he emphasizes the importance of equality in Allah’s eyes. Rather than highlighting his accomplishments, Imam Ali Reza encourages the believers to focus on one’s ethical principles. 


In today’s world, we can implement the Imam’s lesson and strive for an egalitarian society by refraining from judging others. Instead of looking down upon those who are less educated, have fewer economic opportunities, or are different from us, we should embrace them for their humanity. If we want to create the culture of equality and tolerance that the Imam envisioned, we must focus on our own morality. The task of judging should be left to Allah, for surely only he knows what is truly in a person’s heart.  


Of all his noble qualities, it is perhaps his immeasurable generosity which most thoroughly exemplifies Imam Ali Reza’s humanitarianism. With a personality reminiscent of Imam Ali Ibn Abi Talib, “[h]e distributed alms to the poor, under cover of darkness in order to avoid ostentatiousness in giving to charity and out of consideration for those recipients who might feel ashamed of their poverty” (Islamic Thought). Once again, the Imam shows us that he thought of himself as no better than others. He did not accept the notion that the poor shall remain poor or that the weak shall remain weak. Instead, he took a determined step to change the tide of oppression. By giving most of his income in the name of charity, the Imam showed the world that we must accept and love each other for the sake of humanity, morality, and ultimately Allah.


However, his generosity was not limited to physical wealth. Imam Ali Reza was also bountiful in his forgiveness of others for their misdeeds. When a man is of average social position, he often has no choice but to forgive. But when a man is a leader, it is much easier to embarrass, demean, or otherwise humiliate the person who has committed a vile act towards that man. Imam Ali Reza, like the Imams before him, faced much enmity and hatred by his contemporaries. Yet despite his political power, Imam Ali Reza chose to forgive his contemporaries.


There is a famous story which exemplifies Imam Ali Reza’s forgiving attitude towards others. Once, as the 8th Imam was traveling with his father, a man named Ibn Hayyajj hung on to the bridle of his father’s mule in an act of disrespect. Rather than confronting the wrongdoer, Imam Musa Kazim and Imam Ali Reza simply stepped off the animal (www.mareef-foundation.com). Although it would not have been difficult to rebuke the man, the Imam and his son showed patience. Instead of seeking revenge, they gave the man an opportunity to realize his mistake, reflect on the consequences, and appreciate the glorious nature of Islam. By forgiving the man, Imam Ali Reza and his father sent a clear message to the believers: we must be tolerant, open-minded, and humane towards others. 


The world has always been in a struggle between the strong and the weak. The world was unjust when Qabil killed Habil, and it is still unjust today as the poverty-stricken, the physically disabled, and women and children continue to be oppressed. As Muslims, and especially as the devotees of the Ahlul-Bayt, it is our duty to draw on the examples of the Imams to promote a more pluralistic society. By examining Imam Ali Reza’s kind character, modest lifestyle, humble personality, and generous actions, we can appreciate and fulfill his vision of an egalitarian and pluralistic world. The Imam realized that at its essence, all of humanity is the same. Throughout his life, he remained fair and just to his inferiors; he reached out to the vulnerable by making them feel comfortable; and along every step, he tried to align himself with the ordinary person. As his followers, it is up to us to continue Imam Ali Reza’s work as a humanitarian. Every single one of us must work to lessen injustice in the world—we must remember that gender, physical appearance, and worldly accomplishments hold no place in the eyes of God, and that ultimately we will be judged by our moral character. By drawing on the guidance of the Quran and the actions of the Ahlul Bayt, we can empower ourselves to create a diverse, equal, and just society. 
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Fig 1. Poverty-stricken girl searches for food <http://www.radiofeminista.net/junio04/notas/SMDindigenas4.jpg>.








