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Abstract

Human beings’ inherently social nature requires a system to regulate social
relations, safeguard rights, ensure security, and prevent conflicts arising from
competing interests. Accordingly, different schools of thought have proposed
various models of political governance. Using a descriptive-analytical method
and a comparative approach, this study examines political governance in
Plato’s philosophy and in the political teachings and practice of Imam Ali (AS)
as presented in Nahj al-Balaghah. Its main objective is to identify the
similarities and differences between these two models and evaluate their
capacity to promote justice and respond to social needs. The findings show that
justice, rationality, and meritocracy are the principal shared foundations of
both perspectives. Nevertheless, they differ fundamentally regarding political
legitimacy, the purpose of government, and the relationship between rulers and
citizens. Plato confines political authority to philosopher-elites and considers
governance dependent on their rigid specialization, distancing it from the
public will. By contrast, Imam Ali (AS), while remaining committed to divine
justice as the highest ideal, adopts a pragmatic and ethics-based approach that
recognizes existing human capacities and social realities. He views political
power not as an end in itself but as a sacred trust for restoring the rights of the
oppressed and establishing distributive and concrete justice. The study
concludes that the Alawi model of governance, emphasizing ethical leadership,
accountable officials, protection of people's rights, tolerance toward opponents,
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and rejection of political exclusivism, offers a more flexible and effective
framework for addressing the complex challenges of contemporary societies.

Keywords: Political governance, Plato, Nahj al-Balaghah, Imam Ali (AS),
Social justice

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Government and the organization of social relations are among the
fundamental issues in political thought, since human beings, by virtue of
their social nature, require a political system to regulate relations,
safeguard rights, ensure security, and prevent conflicts. By proposing the
theory of the “Ideal State,” Plato sought to present an appropriate model
for organizing society and entrusted its administration to philosophers,
that is, those who possessed knowledge and understanding of the good. In
contrast, in the political thought of Imam Ali in Nahj ul-Balagha,
government is not merely a means of exercising power; rather, it is a trust
entrusted to the ruler for the realization of justice, the protection of
people's rights, and the guidance of society toward material and spiritual
flourishing. Despite the significant differences in the historical and
intellectual contexts of these two perspectives, they can be compared on
the basis of common criteria such as justice, the ideal ruler, people's
rights, the purpose of government, political ethics, and the distribution of
power. From this perspective, the present study compares these two
normative models and seeks to identify the similarities and differences
between Plato’s political theory and the teachings of Imam Ali.

2. Objective

The primary objective of this study is to examine and critically assess
Plato’s political theory on the basis of the intellectual framework of Imam
Ali in Nahj al-Balagha. Accordingly, the views of the two thinkers
concerning the nature and necessity of government, the ideal ruler, the
distribution of power, justice, ethics and meritocracy, the reciprocal rights
of rulers and people, and the ultimate purpose of government are
compared. The central question is which elements of Plato’s political
theory are consistent with the teachings of Imam Ali and which
components can be critically examined from the perspective of those
teachings.
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3. Method

The present study employs a descriptive-analytical method with a
comparative approach. First, the principal components of Plato’s political
theory and the political teachings of Imam Ali in Nahj ul-Balagha are
identified; they are, then, compared on the basis of common criteria. This
comparison is not historical but rather a normative comparison between
two models of governance. Nahj ul-Balagha is not regarded merely as a
historical account of Imam Ali’s conduct; instead, it is examined as a
source from which normative principles concerning justice, legitimacy,
people's rights, oversight, and the ultimate purpose of government can be
derived. The practical conduct of Imam Ali is also employed as practical
support for these principles.

4. Findings

The findings indicate that the necessity of government, the role of reason,
the importance of justice, and meritocracy constitute some of the most
significant points of convergence between the two perspectives. Both
approaches regard a society without political order as susceptible to
conflict and injustice and attach importance to reason and competence in
the administration of society.

Nevertheless, there is a fundamental difference concerning the ideal
ruler and the distribution of power. Plato structures the ideal government
around the philosopher-king and the rule of an elite. In this model,
knowledge of the good and possession of philosophical knowledge
constitute the principal basis of political qualification, and society
assumes a hierarchical class structure. Specialized education for the ruling
class is also considered necessary for maintaining the desired order. By
contrast, in the teachings of Imam Ali, political competence is not limited
to theoretical knowledge. Piety, trustworthiness, experience,
administrative ability, justice, and a sense of responsibility are also
regarded as essential criteria for public officials.

With regard to justice, both similarities and differences can be
observed. In Plato’s thought, justice is associated with harmony among
the components of society and with the proper performance of the
functions assigned to its different classes. In the political thought of Imam
Ali, however, justice, in addition to being an individual virtue, is directly
connected with people's rights, the elimination of discrimination, the fair
distribution of resources, and opposition to oppression. Accordingly,
justice in the government envisioned by Imam Ali needs to be realized
concretely in the political, economic, and social spheres.
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The two models also differ in their understanding of the relationship
between rulers and people. In Plato’s theory, the role of the people in
determining rulers is limited, since the identification of the political good
is primarily entrusted to philosophers. In Imam Ali’s thought, by contrast,
government is closely connected with people's rights and the
responsibilities of rulers. The Letter to Malik al-Ashtar emphasizes
respect for the rights of different groups, attention to the disadvantaged,
tolerance toward the people, and supervision of public officials.

Regarding the treatment of opponents, Imam Ali’s conduct
distinguishes between intellectual or political opposition and armed
rebellion. Dialogue, establishing the argument, and attempting to bring
opponents back to the proper path are given priority before coercive
action; when opposition develops into armed rebellion, an appropriate
response is adopted.

Furthermore, oversight of power and combating corruption constitute
important features of the model associated with Imam Ali. In addition to
emphasizing the piety and competence of public officials, Imam Ali
stresses continuous supervision of their performance and taking action
against betrayal and corruption. This demonstrates that the integrity of
government cannot be guaranteed merely by the personal virtue of rulers;
it also requires concrete mechanisms of oversight and accountability.

There are also differences between the two models concerning family
and women. Plato proposes distinctive arrangements concerning family
life and the upbringing of children for the ruling class, whereas in the
thought of Imam Ali, the family occupies an important position in moral
and social education, and the social participation and role of women are
not rejected.

5. Conclusion

The findings of the study indicate that Plato’s political theory and the
teachings of Imam Ali share a concern with the necessity of government,
the importance of reason, justice, and competence; however, they differ
significantly with regard to political legitimacy, the ultimate purpose of
government, the relationship between rulers and people, and mechanisms
for controlling power. Plato’s theory is based on the rule of philosophers,
specialization, and a hierarchical class structure, whereas the model
associated with Imam Ali regards government as a trust aimed at realizing
justice and securing people's rights.

In Imam Ali’s thought, piety and ethics are combined with expertise,
experience, oversight, and accountability, while justice moves beyond the
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level of a theoretical principle and enters the practical domains of
resource distribution, the selection of public officials, relations between
rulers and people, and combating corruption. Accordingly, from the
perspective of the teachings of Imam Ali, the principal criticisms that can
be directed toward the Platonic model concern the concentration of power
in the hands of an elite class, the restriction of the broader public’s role,
the hierarchical class structure, and comparatively less attention to
concrete mechanisms for overseeing and controlling political power.
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