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Obligation of Citizens to Observe Sharia Norms in Islamic Governance from
the Perspective of Imami Jurisprudence
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ABSTRACT
The issue of obligating citizens to observe Sharia norms in Islamic governance is one of the controversial topics in
Imami jurisprudence, rooted in the diversity of jurists’ opinions and contemporary social transformations. This study,
using an analytical-deductive approach and based on authentic jurisprudential sources such as the Quran,
narrations of the Infallibles (peace be upon them), and the views of jurists such as Sheikh al-Tusi, Allameh Hilli,
Imam Khomeini, and Martyr al-Sadr, examines the foundations of legitimacy or illegitimacy of governmental
obligation, its scope (divine rights, human rights, and joint rights), the conditions for its realization, and the tools for
its enforcement. The findings show that proponents of obligation regard it as p art of the authority of the Guardian
Jurist and necessary for maintaining religious and social order, whereas opponents emphasize the rejection of
coercion in the private sphere, insist on individual freedom, and appeal to principles such as the negation of
dominion. The research suggests establishing a balance between preserving Sharia and respecting citizens’ rights
in order to reduce social tensions and make Islamic governance more effective. This study not only fills existing

theoretical gaps but also offers practical strategies for policymakers.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The obligation of citizens to observe Sharia

norms within the framework of Islamic
governance has historically constituted one of
the most contested questions in Imami
jurisprudence, engaging both classical jurists
and contemporary scholars. This debate is not
confined to abstract theology but encompasses
the concrete realities of political authority,
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religious legitimacy, and social cohesion in
Muslim communities. On one side of the
discussion stand scholars who interpret the
enforcement of Sharia norms as a necessary
and inalienable prerogative of the Islamic
state, derived from divine sovereignty and
entrusted to the guardian jurist. On the other

side are those who caution against coercion in
matters of personal faith, emphasizing that
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authentic religiosity depends on free will and
that compulsion undermines both spiritual
integrity and social trust. Linguistic and
jurisprudential analysis reveals that the very
concept of ilzam (obligation) is rooted in
meanings of necessity and compulsion.
Lexicographers defined it as permanence and
adherence, illustrated in Qur’anic verses such
as “wa kulla insaanin alzamnaahu taa’irahu fi
‘anuqihi” (Qur’an 17:13), which conveys the
inseparability of human deeds from their
doers (Qureshi Binayi, 1991). Classical
authorities like Ibn Athir equated ilzam with
wujub (obligation) (Ibn Athir Jazari, 1988),
while Raghib Isfahani spoke of both natural
adherence and prescriptive obligation (Raghib
Isfahani, 1991). Similarly, the notion of
“citizen” (shahrvand) has shifted from its
traditional meaning of “inhabitant” to the
modern understanding of a rights-bearing
member of the political community
(Dehkhoda,2006; Mo'in, 2006). These evolving
concepts underscore how debates about
enforcing Sharia norms cannot be separated
from the development of legal and social
categories across history.

Within Imami jurisprudence, the question of
obligation intersects with the tripartite
division of rights into haqq Allah (rights of
God), haqq al-nas (rights of people), and
mixed rights combining both dimensions
(Ardabili). This taxonomy introduces crucial
nuances regarding the scope of governmental
enforcement. Obligations such as prayer and
fasting fall under haqq Allah, making them
unwaivable by individual discretion, while
rights such as repayment of debts fall under
haqq al-nas and may be forgiven by the rights-
holder (Mu'min). Mixed rights, such as
punishments for theft or zina, embody both
divine command and human justice. These
distinctions are vital for determining the
legitimacy of compulsion: some scholars argue
that acts requiring intention for spiritual
validity, like prayer, cannot be forced, whereas

others contend that the state has responsibility
even in these spheres when their neglect
threatens social order. Sheikh al-Tusi
expressed this perspective clearly by defining
Imamate as “al-imama riaasa ‘aamma li-
shakhs min al-ashkhaas fi umoor al-din wa al-
dunya” (Tusi). He further held that jurists in
the period of occultation inherit the
responsibility of adjudication and
enforcement  (Tusi). These  positions
demonstrate how jurists framed governmental
obligation as both a theological necessityand a
political requirement, binding individual
conscience to the collective maintenance of
divine law.

Proponents of enforcement justify their
position on several bases. Theologically, they
argue that Sharia constitutes a perfect and
comprehensive system designed to secure
human welfare, and its neglect in the public
realm would constitute betrayal of divine trust.
Politically, they maintain that Islamic
governance loses  coherence  without
authoritative enforcement, since the absence
of compulsion permits disorder and
undermines religious identity. Classical
evidence includes hadith reports condemning
recourse to unjust rulers: “man raja‘a ila
sultaanin jaa’ir faqad raja‘a ila al-taaghoot”
(Hurr al-Amili), emphasizing that only just
jurists can exercise enforcement (Najafi).
Modern interpreters have extended this logic.
Allameh Tabatabai distinguished between
“ahkam thaabit” (fixed rulings) and “ahkam
mutaghayyir” (variable rulings), assigning to
the guardian jurist authority to adapt
implementation according to time and place
(Tabatabai, 1996). Imam Khomeini
institutionalized this adaptive authority in the
doctrine of wilayat al-faqih, which recognizes
expansive discretion to suspend or modify
implementation = when  public  welfare
(maslaha) demands it. For instance, his
decision to halt the application of rajm
(stoning) penalties on grounds of expedience



illustrates the dynamic flexibility of Shia
jurisprudence. Collectively, these arguments
demonstrate that enforcement is not merely
permissible but essential to preserving both
the form and substance of Islamic governance,
ensuring its legitimacy in the eyes of God and
society alike.

Critics, however, marshal equally compelling
arguments to oppose coercive obligation.
Central to their case is the Qur’anic affirmation
of non-coercion, notably in the verse: “fa-
dhakkir innamaa anta mudhakkir lasta
‘alayhim  bi-musaytir” (Quran 88:21-22).
Tabatabai interpreted this to mean that the
Prophet’s role was limited to admonition, with
no authority to coerce (Tabatabai, 1996). He
emphasized that true religiosity requires
voluntarism, with  prophetic  guidance
operating “min ghayri ikraah wa iljaa™
(without compulsion or force) (Tabatabai,
1996).The Qur’anic instruction “ud‘u ila sabeel
rabbika bil-hikma wa al-maw‘idhat al-hasana”
(Quran  16:125) further  underscores
persuasion through wisdom and gentle
exhortation rather than coercion. Building on
this ethos, jurists developed the principle of
nafiy al-sultana (negation of dominion),
which holds that no authority may rightfully
dominate another without legitimate cause.
On this basis, critics argue that coercion in
matters such as hijab or personal worship
violates both Qur’anic principles and human
dignity. They also stress the juridical principle
that acts of worship requiring intention (niyya)
cannot be validly compelled. Consequently,
they restrict governmental enforcement to
matters of public order and harm-prevention,
excluding private spiritual practices from the
legitimate scope of state coercion. This
position, grounded in scriptural exegesis and
philosophical reasoning, envisions an Islamic
polity that nurtures voluntary faith while
safeguarding social order through non-
coercive means.

Contemporary scholarship further situates the
debate within broader political and socio-legal
contexts.  Proponents  emphasize that
governance by definition entails enforcement;
in their view, just as modern states compel
compliance with civil law, so too must an
Islamic government enforce Sharia norms to
maintain order and prevent corruption.
Opponents counter that coercive enforcement
conflicts with international human rights
standards and risks exacerbating social unrest.
They point to acts of civil disobedience, such as
resistance to compulsory hijab, as evidence of
state overreach. Comparative legal studies
show that legislating morality without societal
consensus erodes legitimacy and destabilizes
governance. The Imami tradition’s concepts of
maslaha (public interest) and istislah
(consideration of welfare) offer pathways for
reconciling divine  imperatives  with
democratic norms, yet the balance is fragile:
rigid enforcement risks alienating citizens,
while excessive leniency risks undermining
religious identity. The tension thus transcends
jurisprudential argumentation, reflecting
broader dilemmas of legitimacy, authority,
and citizenship in modern Muslim-majority
societies.

In conclusion, the obligation of citizens to
observe Sharia norms in Islamic governance,
from the perspective of Imami jurisprudence,
encapsulates a profound tension between
divine sovereignty and human agency.
Supporters frame enforcement as essential to
governance, grounded in classical
jurisprudence and reinforced by doctrines of
guardianship and maslaha. Critics, however,
invoke Qur’anic principles of freedom,
voluntarism, and negation of dominion to
argue against coercion in private domains. The
discourse demonstrates the adaptability of
Imami thought, which recognizes both fixed
and variable rulings, allowing jurists to
mediate between timeless values and
contemporary realities. Ultimately, the
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challenge for Islamic governance lies in
achieving a balanced model that preserves the
moral fabric of society while respecting
individual rights and freedoms. Such a model
requires careful engagement with scriptural
sources, jurisprudential principles, and
modern socio-political contexts to ensure that
governance remains both faithful to divine law
and responsive to the lived experience of
citizens.
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