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Abstract

The concept of intrinsic human dignity represents a foundational
axis of anthropology and theology in the Shiite theology
framework, playing a pivotal role in explaining its doctrinal
foundations. This study aimed to examine the position of intrinsic
human dignity in the principles of Shiite beliefs, drawing upon
primary theological and hadith sources such as al-Kafi, Nah;j al-
Balagha, Bihar al-Anwar, and Mustadrak al-Wasa’il. Using a
qualitative interpretive textual analysis, the study showed that
dignity constitutes the epistemic foundation and necessary
presupposition for the acceptance of the four doctrinal pillars:
tawhid, nubuwwah, imamah, and ma‘ad. Findings indicated that
without assuming human intrinsic dignity, divine address,
responsibility, and reward or punishment lose their theological
coherence. The analysis also revealed that the Ahl al-Bayt
consistently emphasized human worth in their conduct and sayings,
shaping the ethical and social framework of Shiite teachings.
Theoretically, the study highlighted how dignity is inherently
linked to fitrah, reason, free will, and moral agency, positioning it
as a cornerstone for reconstructing contemporary Shiite theology. It
concludes that reinterpreting intrinsic dignity as a theological and
anthropological foundation can shift Shiite theology from a duty-
centered model to a human-centered, rational, and dignity-oriented
paradigm aligned with contemporary human concerns.

Keywords: Intrinsic human dignity; Shiite theology; Doctrinal
principles; Religious anthropology, Fitrah; Reason; Free will
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The concept of intrinsic human dignity stands as a
pivotal axis in the theological and anthropological
foundations of Shiite theology. Unlike instrumental
or utilitarian approaches that assess human value
through productivity or social standing, the Shiite
tradition views human beings as inherently
endowed with dignity by virtue of their creation,
reason, and capacity for moral responsibility
(Yadollahpour, 2011). This principle is not seen as
a contingent or acquired status but as a foundational
truth embedded in the very structure of creation (al-
Saduq, 1996). Intrinsic human dignity thus
becomes the epistemic and ethical starting point for
understanding all dimensions of Islamic belief,
shaping the human—divine relationship and
enabling meaningful engagement with religious
duties. Without this assumption, the essential
doctrines of tawhid, nubuwwah, imamah, and
ma‘ad would lose their coherence and normative
force. This study explores the position of intrinsic
human dignity in the doctrinal foundations of Shiite
beliefs, emphasizing how it forms the bedrock of
theological anthropology and offers a human-
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centered lens for contemporary theological
reconstruction. It draws upon foundational Shiite
sources including al-Kafi, Nahj al-Balagha, Bihar
al-Anwar, and Mustadrak al-Wasa’il,
complemented by modern Shiite scholarship that
rearticulates human dignity as a central theological
principle (al-Kulayni, 1987; al-Majlisi, 1983; al-
Nuri al-Tabarsi, 1987; al-Sharif al-Radi, 1993;
Mohaghegh Damad, 2013).

Linguistically derived from the Arabic root
“karuma,” meaning nobility and worth, dignity in
Islamic thought has been distinguished from related
concepts such as honor, generosity, and virtue (al-
Hilli, 1996). While honor often implies social
recognition and generosity denotes benevolence in
action, dignity conveys an inherent and
unconditional worth tied to human nature itself (al-
Tusi, 1980). Shiite theologians classify dignity into
two distinct yet interconnected categories: intrinsic
dignity (karamat dhatiyyah) and acquired dignity
(karamat iktisabiyyah) (Yadollahpour, 2011). The
former belongs to every human by virtue of their
rational nature, free will, and divine origin, while
the latter results from righteous conduct, piety, and
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knowledge (Salimi Zare & Ghazizadeh, 2007).
This distinction is crucial because it establishes the
baseline value of all humans, even sinners or non-
believers, and prohibits their humiliation or
dehumanization (Vaezi, 2011). The Qur'an
reinforces this view in verses such as 17:70 (“We
have indeed honored the children of Adam™) and
49:13, which both assert the universal honor of
humanity and frame moral superiority as a
subsequent, not primary, layer of dignity (Alavi,
2017; Behrooz, 2014). Furthermore, intrinsic
dignity is intimately tied to the concept of fitrah
(innate nature), which embodies humanity’s
primordial inclination toward truth, goodness, and
worship (Ibn Shuba al-Harrani, 1984). This
innate disposition forms the ontological ground for
human dignity and underpins the Shiite view that
humans are created with the capacity to discern and
pursue transcendence (Ilkhani, 2015). Therefore,
dignity is not an external attribute but the very axis
around which Shiite theological anthropology
revolves.

The findings revealed that intrinsic human dignity
is deeply woven into all four foundational
principles of Shiite theology. In tawhid, human
dignity provides the epistemic condition for
recognizing and worshipping God. Only a creature
endowed with rationality and freedom can
meaningfully affirm divine oneness, making
dignity the precondition of belief (al-Kulayni,
1987, al-Sharif al-Radi, 1993). In nubuwwah,
dignity justifies the prophetic mission as an act of
honoring human capacity rather than coercing
obedience; prophets are sent to awaken the latent
treasures of human intellect and virtue, not to
subjugate humanity (Ibn Shuba al-Harrani, 1984;
Salimi Zare & Ghazizadeh, 2007). In imamabh, the
Imams are portrayed as custodians of human
dignity, protecting people from tyranny and
ignorance while guiding them toward the
flourishing of their innate potential (al-Majlisi,
1983; MirAhmadi Chenaruiyeh & Kamali Gooki,
2014). In ma‘ad, dignity grounds human
accountability, as only a being with inherent worth
and autonomy can justly be held responsible and
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rewarded or punished (al-Saduq, 1996; al-Tusi,
1980). The analysis also showed that dignity
functions as the logical basis for moral agency:
without presupposing human dignity, concepts
such as responsibility, sin, repentance, and spiritual
growth collapse. Furthermore, dignity underlies
key ethical imperatives in Shiite teachings, such as
the prohibition of humiliating others, the
prioritization of justice, and the elevation of
intellect as the noblest creation (al-Kulayni, 1987;
Behrooz, 2014). Collectively, these findings
demonstrate that dignity is not an ancillary value
but the structural backbone of Shiite theological
and ethical systems.

Interpreting these findings within the context of
contemporary theological challenges reveals that
intrinsic human dignity can serve as a powerful axis
for reconstructing modern Shiite theology. The
traditional paradigm, often perceived as overly
duty-centered and legalistic, has at times been
criticized for neglecting the human subject as an
autonomous and valued agent. A dignity-centered
approach reframes the entire theological edifice: it
recasts divine commandments as invitations to
flourish rather than burdens to endure, portrays
faith as a conscious act of a free and rational being,
and situates religious authority (prophets and
Imams) as guardians of human worth rather than
enforcers of obedience (Ilkhani, 2015; Vaezi,
2011). This shift also enables constructive
engagement with global human rights discourses
by showing that core principles of human rights—
such as equality, freedom, and the inviolability of
life—are deeply rooted in the Shiite notion of
human dignity (Alavi, 2017; Mohaghegh Damad,
2013). Furthermore, a dignity-based theology can
reduce interreligious tensions by grounding
dialogue in mutual respect: if every human
possesses inherent dignity, then theological
disagreements do not nullify one’s worth or rights,
allowing  dialogue to  proceed  without
dehumanization (al-Nuri al-Tabarsi, 1987; Ibn
Shuba al-Harrani, 1984). Finally, this approach
can revitalize Shiite moral theology and social
ethics by re-centering the human being as the
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ultimate end of religious law rather than its mere
instrument, fostering compassion, justice, and
inclusivity as theological imperatives (MirAhmadi
Chenaruiyeh & Kamali Gooki, 2014; Salehi &
Sarvari-Majd, 2016).

In conclusion, this study underscores that intrinsic
human dignity is not a peripheral ethical sentiment
but a foundational theological principle in Shiite
thought. It underpins the very possibility of belief,
worship, moral responsibility, and eschatological
accountability. By illuminating its pervasive role
across doctrinal, ethical, and spiritual domains, this
study demonstrates that dignity constitutes the
theological backbone of Shiite anthropology and
can serve as a catalyst for renewing its relevance in
the modern world. A  dignity-centered
reconstruction of Shiite theology can align its
doctrines with contemporary humanistic concerns
without compromising its revelatory core, offering
a vision of religion that is humane, rational,
compassionate, and justice-oriented. Such an
approach can heal the perceived rift between faith
and humanity, transforming theology from a
system of imposed duties into a framework for
nurturing the inherent nobility and potential of
every human being. This shift not only honors the
essence of the Shiite tradition but also empowers it
to engage meaningfully with the ethical and
spiritual crises of the contemporary age.
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