Volume 3, Issue 2, Year 2024

1P F Il pgd 0 lous (pow 0499

Islamic Knowledge and Insight

Examining the Issue of Poverty and the
Just Distribution of Wealth in the
Governance of Imam Ali (PBUH) (With
Emphasis on Nahj al-Balaghah)

1. Reza Yousefvand*: Assistant Professor, Department of History, Payam
Noor University, Tehran, Iran. (Email: Yousefvand@pnu.ac.ir)

o Nl O gucs g S y2o

ew;éﬁ:g}&'ﬂo&&}y’g}ﬁmsw)ﬁ
(@WIze 2 WTE L) (&) e plof S o>

1855 AU ) Ol Ol 5 play oSl sl 05,8 slusleal P kiy Gy L )

(Yousefvand@pnu.ac.ir

Abstract

The present study investigates the perspective and historical approach of
Imam Ali (peace be upon him) in confronting the issue of poverty and the
equitable distribution of wealth in society, from the beginning of his
governance until his martyrdom. It seeks to answer the question of what
foundation his performance in dealing with poverty, discrimination, and the
implementation of justice was based upon. What impact did his measures
have on poverty alleviation, and to what extent was he successful in this
regard? The issue of poverty and the fair distribution of public funds (Bayt
al-Mal) has long been raised in human societies and has always been a cause
of corruption and the collapse of governmental structures. Therefore, it has
been of great importance and governments continue to face it. The necessity
of conducting this research lies in the fact that poverty and destitution are
among the causes of dissatisfaction and have challenged rulers throughout
history. Preliminary investigations show that no independent research has
so far been carried out in this field, and the conduct of Imam Ali (peace be
upon him) in facing these problems was both preventive and rooted in
principle. Although most of his obstacles stemmed from the erroneous
actions of previous rulers, the perspective and strategic plans of the Imam
for eradicating poverty are clearly seen in his correspondence with his
governors. Thus, he pursued various measures to implement justice and
combat poverty and deprivation. During the short period of Alawite
governance, there was a noticeable reduction in class disparities and a fair
distribution of wealth. This study, using a descriptive-analytical and library-
based method, follows the objectives, plans, and strategies of Imam Ali
(peace be upon him) regarding the issue of poverty and destitution, and aims
to examine the various aspects of his conduct and performance in a historical
trajectory from the beginning of his caliphate to his martyrdom.

Keywords: Imam Ali (peace be upon him), Alawite governance, Bayt al-
Mal, class disparity, poverty alleviation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The issue of poverty and its consequences for the

stability of societies has been a recurring theme
across history, and within Islamic civilization it
was particularly addressed during the governance
of Imam Ali (peace be upon him). His approach to
poverty alleviation and just distribution of wealth
forms the focal point of this study, emphasizing the
unique ways he confronted structural corruption,
restored equality, and ensured that Bayt al-Mal
served the collective good. Before Imam Ali
assumed leadership, social and economic
disparities had intensified under the rule of the
preceding caliphs, particularly during the era of
Uthman, when nepotism, favoritism, and misuse of
public wealth widened the gap between rich and
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poor. Imam Ali’s response to these issues was not
merely administrative but deeply principled,
reflecting a vision of governance rooted in justice,
honesty, and the Qur’anic imperative to protect the
rights of the poor and disenfranchised. His
speeches and letters, including his covenant with
Malik al-Ashtar, reveal his insistence on
prioritizing the well-being of the weak over the
collection of revenues and taxation, demonstrating
a model of governance that placed development
and equitable distribution at the core of its mission
(Al-Majlisi, 1983). Such principles are
foundational to understanding how he sought to

build an economy that was both sustainable and
morally upright.
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The historical context of poverty in early Islam
highlights why Imam Ali considered it a form of
social death, describing it as “the greater death.”
His statements echo the Prophet Muhammad’s
declaration that “poverty almost becomes
disbelief,” linking material deprivation with the
erosion of moral and spiritual integrity (Al-Majlisi,
1983). Imam Ali inherited a society where
corruption and systemic mismanagement had left
deep scars, and his immediate reforms illustrate his
determination to restore justice. He rejected the
established practice of differential stipends based
on social status or closeness to the Prophet,
insisting instead that all Muslims were equal in
their share of Bayt al-Mal (Al-Kulayni, 2008; Al-
Tusi, 1993). This radical egalitarianism clashed
with entrenched interests but underscored his
philosophy that inequality was not only socially
destabilizing  but  religiously illegitimate.
Importantly, Imam Ali extended his concerns
beyond Muslims alone, cautioning his tax
collectors never to oppress any subject, whether
Muslim, Jew, or Christian, when collecting dues
(Ibn Babawayh al-Saduq, 1992). Such directives
demonstrate the inclusivity and moral integrity of
his governance, positioning him as a reformer
committed to dismantling unjust hierarchies and
redistributing wealth in a way that upheld both
divine law and human dignity.

A cornerstone of Imam Ali’s economic reforms
was his determined effort to restore public wealth
that had been usurped by elites during previous
administrations. He began by reclaiming assets that
Uthman had improperly distributed among his
relatives, thereby dismantling the structures of
economic  favoritism that had entrenched
inequality. The confiscation and redistribution of
weapons, properties, and luxurious livestock
formerly held by Uthman’s family symbolized his
broader agenda of returning wealth to its rightful
collective ownership (Ibn Abi al-Hadid, 1984,
1996; Motahhari, 2010). Imam Ali did not only
recover wealth; he also established clear principles
about its purpose, declaring that the sustenance of
the poor was divinely allocated within the
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resources of the rich and that any hunger was
evidence of injustice (Makarem Shirazi, 1996).
His uncompromising stance reflects both moral
conviction and a strategic vision for curbing class
disparities that threatened social cohesion.
Furthermore, his insistence on immediate
distribution of funds without delay—as illustrated
in his order to divide wealth at night without
waiting until morning—shows his urgency in
meeting the needs of the vulnerable (Al-Tusi, 1993;
Ibn Shahr Ashub Mazandarani, 1959). These
actions reinforced trust between ruler and ruled,
proving that governance could embody both
fairness and efficiency when anchored in ethical
imperatives.

The reforms extended to the taxation system, which
Imam Ali reorganized to ensure fairness,
sustainability, and transparency. He abolished
arbitrary practices such as taxing based on land
area, replacing them with systems tied to
productivity, thereby aligning taxation with actual
economic realities (Al-Kulayni, 2008). His
insistence that collectors avoid coercion or
violence, even against non-Muslims, reveals a
progressive vision of fiscal justice (Ibn Babawayh
al-Saduq, 1992). Imam Ali also introduced new tax
categories, such as levies on horses, while
simultaneously encouraging economic growth and
agricultural productivity (Al-Kulayni, 2008). His
letters to governors, such as those addressed to
Ash‘ath ibn Qays in Azerbaijan, emphasized that
public wealth was a trust from God and must be
managed with integrity. He condemned misuse,
warning that betrayal of public funds would not
only incur his wrath but also divine punishment
(Ibn Abi al-Hadid, 1996). By focusing on both
revenue generation and fairness in expenditure,
Imam Ali sought to rebuild public confidence in
institutions,  contrasting  sharply  with  his
predecessors whose mismanagement had led to
widespread disillusionment (Al-Baladhuri, 1996;
Ibn al-Athir, 1965). Thus, his taxation policies not
only ensured immediate redistribution but also laid
the groundwork for long-term economic stability.
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Despite these reforms, Imam Ali faced profound
social and economic obstacles. The entrenched
interests of elites who had benefited from
Uthman’s policies resisted redistribution, and wars
such as the Battle of Jamal arose partly from
discontent over the revocation of privileges (Al-
Baladhuri, 1996). Social inertia also played a role,
as people had become accustomed to corrupt
practices and hierarchical distributions of wealth.
Imam Ali’s attempt to revive Qur’anic principles of
equality clashed with prevailing norms of tribal
favoritism and Arab supremacy over non-Arabs,
practices that had been normalized during earlier
caliphates (Taj Dolati, 2021). Moreover, cultural
stagnation, censorship of hadith, and the neglect of
enjoining good and forbidding evil created further
barriers (Motahhari, 2010). Corrupt governors and
administrators were another challenge, as many
resisted reform and even defected to his rivals
(Damin ibn Shadqam, 1671). These social and
political dynamics reveal that poverty alleviation
was not simply a matter of fiscal redistribution but
required cultural transformation and political
resilience. Imam Ali’s perseverance, however,
demonstrated the possibility of reorienting society
toward equity even in the face of persistent
opposition.

The legacy of Imam Ali’s governance provides a
comprehensive model for poverty alleviation that
transcends its historical moment. His approach
combined immediate relief through equitable
distribution of Bayt al-Mal, long-term reforms of
taxation and land use, and an unwavering moral
stance against corruption. He linked poverty
directly to injustice, framing it not as a natural
occurrence but as the result of mismanagement and
exploitation by the powerful (Ibn Abi al-Hadid,
1984). His insistence that wealth belonged
collectively to the community challenged both the
aristocratic privileges of his time and the cultural
norms that perpetuated inequality. Moreover, by
articulating clear responsibilities toward the weak,
disabled, and marginalized, Imam Ali anticipated
modern discourses of social justice and welfare.
His strategies demonstrate that economic justice
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requires not only redistribution of resources but
also restructuring of institutions and consistent
ethical leadership (Al-Maqdisi, 1998). Although
his caliphate was marked by conflict and external
pressures, his policies laid the foundation for a
vision of governance that remains relevant for
contemporary debates about inequality, social
welfare, and the moral responsibilities of leaders.
In conclusion, Imam Ali’s model of governance in
relation to poverty and the just distribution of
wealth was not merely reactive but deeply
visionary, rooted in principles of justice, equality,
and divine trust. His reforms demonstrate the
possibility of transforming economic structures
through ethical leadership, reclaiming
misappropriated resources, and prioritizing the
needs of the poor. Despite immense resistance, his
insistence on  transparency, fairness, and
immediacy in meeting the needs of the vulnerable
remains a timeless example. His legacy illustrates
that poverty is not inevitable but the outcome of
choices made by leaders and societies, and that its
eradication requires courage, principle, and
unyielding commitment to justice.
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