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BEST PRACTICE & INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP 

Guidance & Foresights from His Highness the Aga Khan  

His Highness the Aga Khan2 is a religious leader of the Ismaili Muslim community. 

He has given his guidance, and foresights also on “Best practice” and “Inclusive 

Leadership”. He has many titles, and the one he prefers is Imam2I. His guidance for 

the community is collectively called Firmans3 

When giving guidance, Imam looks at a horizon, of many decades ahead.  Like the 

Ismaili constitution1, his Firmans are foundational, and an inclusive part, of the sum 

of the Ismaili Muslim faith.  Every Ismaili Muslim has given an allegiance of loyalty, 

devotion and obedience to the inherited authority of Imam2. They have pledged to 

seek, read, share, abide by, and implement Imams Firmans.  

Imam gives his guidance for the worldly and spiritual, wellbeing of all members of 

the communities, of some 20 million worldwide. Worldly and spiritual guidance are 

both an integral and inclusive parts, of the essence, and practice of the Ismaili 

Muslim religion and Faith.  

For the benefit and governance of the community, and their resources, Imam 

ordained the global Ismaili constitution in 19861. The constitution is to be read with 

Firmans, and given to every Ismaili Muslim.  

Imam has asked the community to demystify, and articulate the Ismaili Muslim 

faith, in order to replace ignorance, and misperceptions in the community, and 

worldwide. This is one of Goals22 given by the Imam for the community. 

What is Best Practice and Inclusive Leadership 

Best practices are generally understood as, “systems procedures, and methods that 

are generally accepted, or prescribed as being correct or most effective, or a set of 

working methods accepted as being best in any particular business, or industry.  

Inclusive Leadership is understood as, governance methods, systems and 

processes, in which diversities of thinking mindsets and skills, in every area and 

levels, are inclusively harnessed, shared, encouraged, respected, managed, heard, 

and applied.   

Imam has widened these definitions, and include the use and application of “ethics 

and values” of the Ismaili Muslim faith in all areas of Inclusive Leadership and Best 

Practices.  Imam’s guidance is inclusive, and extends to all areas, of daily lives, 
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including pluralism and a cosmopolitan ethic. Best Practices, and Inclusive 

Leadership go hand in hand. Without Inclusive Leadership, Best Practices are not 

possible. Therefore, Inclusive leadership is a precondition for Best Practice. They 

are both inextricably linked, and parts of the sum. 

Imam gave the following guidance, on decades ahead, on unity, and for Leaders to 

respect and stand by the ethics of the Ismaili faith, in whatever they are doing, 

every day in their daily lives.   

“As I think of the past and reflect where the Jamat (community) has come 

from, where we are today and where we are going in decades ahead…  

As  I look ahead the Jamat (community) is going to be a more and more 

global, but the essence of the Jamat, the ethics of our faith, the principles 

which we believe in and we seek to practice in our lives,  is in essence of how 

our community will be united, even as we become more and more globalised 

over the years.  

So I say to the leaders of the Jamat who are here this evening that my wish 

for the decades ahead is you must stand firmly by the principles and the 

ethics of our faith, wherever you are, whatever age you are, and whatever 

you are doing in your life, it is essentially important to me that the ethics of 

our faith must be respected every day of your lives. This is my hope and this 

is my prayer “(France – 2017) 

It is extremely important to understand that Imam does not intervene in day to day 

matters of worldly governance, or implementation of his Firmans. He guides, and 

encourages and expects the community, and their leadership to do so in 

accordance with the Ismaili constitution, and Firmans3 (Guidance). He is thus a 

selfless enabler, a guide, an intercessor2, an example, and an exemplar2,  

About 25 years ago, Imam confirmed30 that he is proud of   

“the creation, in a variety of countries, of institutions of the community which 

possess real autonomy, which do not depend on the intervention, nor the thinking, 

nor the support of the Imam”30 

Imam’s guidance in the last 25 Years 

It is critical to carefully read Imams guidance in the last 25 years, in order to 

understand where we are, the solutions, the challenges, and what the community 

needs to do now, for the next 25 years. Leaders and community who do not have 
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or read Firmans (guidance), will not know or understand. They will have a different 

mindset.   

The legacy for future generations, will depend on what the community does 

individually, collectively and, institutionally. Imam has regularly asked the 

community to learn from the past, and bring that knowledge and lessons forward. 

That also applies to Best Practices and inclusive leadership. Therefore, by seeking 

and understanding Imams guidance, the community and leaders will also know 

what they need to do now, for future generations. 

25 years ago, the following guidance26 was communicated by the Leadership. That 

is reviewed every three years, and annually. At that time, the leadership was 

preoccupied and gave priority to, and, how best to respond to the needs of the 

Jamat (community). They were seeking ways to improve, and recognised the need 

for collaboration. The challenge was to know, and be more responsive to the needs 

of the Jamat.  

They said they adopted sound management practices, which were being applied by 

successful organisations in various sectors. (that means adopting best practice and 

inclusive management). They set up reliable processes to get information, 

understand, and implement programmes. They were adopting a Leadership culture 

at all levels. which engenders, team spirit, delegation and sharing of information, 

and dialogue through collegiality (cooperation), objectivity and accountability. It 

was reported that a culture of objectivity was promoted by the leadership with a 

greater commitment to sound management, administrative and financial practices, 

and, good information, and analysis.  

The leaders agreed to use information technology judiciously, to facilitate work. 

There was a commitment to evaluation, and the processes included feedback of 

the community needs and programmes and new ideas. Nominations and 

suggestions for promotion and appointments of staff and volunteers to community 

institutions were to be based on a clear understanding of the cluster of skills and 

expertise needed. 

Every three years, constitutionally the community’s needs, objectives, culture, 

strategies, programmes, and budgets are reviewed by the Leadership. Reports are 

presented by the top incumbents to Imam, for his guidance’s (Firmans).  These 

include corrective measures and the objectives strategies programmes and 
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budgets for the next 3 years. Imam’s guidance is added and included in the 

implementation and dissemination.  

There are also annual reviews, and where needed guidance is also sought from 

Imam. Appointments and promotions are stated to be on meritocratic principles. 

Names for new top institutional appointees1 are given to the Imam, by the 

incumbents.  

Therefore, there is every reason why this Goal, and other Goals, should have been 

achieved by the Leadership in 25 years, 

Imam gave the following Guidance regarding a change to inclusive leadership, 15 

years ago. 

“the key to future progress will lie less in traditional top-down systems of 

command and control -- and more in a broad, bottom-up spirit of 

coordination and cooperation. [Inclusive Leadership] *.  

Social progress, in the long run, will not be found by delegating an all-

dominant role to any one player -- but rather through multi-sector 

partnerships. And within each sector of society, diversity should be a 

watchword.... The world ... increasingly resembles a vast web in which 

everything connects to everything else -- where even the smallest groups and 

loneliest voices can exercise new influence, and where no single source of 

power can claim substantial control” (20068 *emphasis added) 

Why the Goal has not been achieved?  

This is mainly because of the present mindset, culture, and bureaucracy which is 

driven top down by politically led, self-interest, individualism, rampant 

materialism, division, exclusion and secrecy. There is a centralised hierarchy, with 

a command and control bureaucracy to implement policies. A culture of listening, 

but not hearing, is prevalent. 

Firmans (Guidance) of the Imam, including the full Ismaili constitution were blocked 

by the Leadership in control as a policy. These are not given to every Ismaili Muslim, 

nor are the tri-annual reports budgets programmes or even the names, and 

positions of all the community appointees and, executive committees. The present 

leadership have been requested to provide copies. They have not, nor responded. 

That in itself shows the present culture, and a reason why the Goal of Best Practice 

and Inclusive Leadership has not been achieved. A major change is needed.  
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In July 2008, during  a Holy religious congregation32 with over 20,000 pilgrims and 

the Leadership present, Imam said  in his Firman, that he is speaking to them about 

these matters, because he  tells the Leaders to tell the Jamat (community), but the 

Leaders are not telling them what the Imam is telling them to tell the community. 

In 2018, 10 years later, unprecedently Imam asked “every member” of the 

community to be emissaries (Dai4). Historically a select few scholars were 

appointed by Imams to represent him in conveying, teaching, and elucidating his 

Firmans to the community and articulating them externally. At present this is the 

responsibility of Leaders, under the constitution. If Leaders and the community 

were doing what Imam had said, there would be no need for Imam to ask or 

remind.  

About 20 years ago Imam invited everyone to join in as partners in making available 

their knowledge, talent, and creativity widely. He advised this will benefit society, 

“not only with best practices, but also, to think of excellent practice”. Not just best 

practice. Imam added that by making this available widely change was more likely 

by those who cause change. (200110) 

About a year later, Imam said that the future needs of the Jamat, will be for good 

quality of institutions, and therefore it is important to start creating capacity. Imam 

gave a Goal to the leadership for institutional Best Practice for the community.  

(20025) 

4 years later, Imam advised that best practices are continuing to evolve at a rapid 

pace in every discipline. He said he was certain the community and their institutions 

are up to the challenge  

“no truly worthwhile opportunity comes without some risk. The risk we 

confront here is wilfully to build an educational institution that dares to 

compare its students, curriculum, faculty and premises with the best in the 

world. Success will be based solely upon merit, judged against an 

international standard. One thing certain today is that best practices 

continue to evolve at a rapid pace in every discipline, education being no 

exception.  

A world class standard is therefore, by definition, a constantly evolving 

standard. I have every confidence we are up to the challenge at the Aga Khan 

Academies. One hundred years from now, I believe that our successors will 
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look back at the founding of the Aga Khan Academies as an important 

milestone. (March 20069)   

Two years later, in 2008, Imam emphasised the importance of bringing best 

practice to all the community institutions. He added that Best-practice requires 

knowledge, which comes from harnessing knowledge, wisdom, and experience in 

whatever activities the community are doing. In his Golden Jubilee, Imam had 

asked all members of the community to additionally donate their time and 

knowledge for the community institutions to use. There was an overwhelming 

response. Thus, with this Firman, Imam enabled and ensured all the required 

knowledge; skills & resources were available to the Leadership to achieve this Goal.  

“We have to try to bring to our institutions, all around the world, the notion 

of best-practice. And best-practice comes from harnessing knowledge, and 

wisdom, and experience in whatever activities you are doing. Much of best-

practice in many fields of human endeavour has been developed in the 

Industrialised World, and the Developing World requires that knowledge.  

And your generosity of Time and Knowledge and support, Insha’Allah, by the 

end of the Jubilee year, will be available to the global brotherhood of the 

Jamat worldwide.”  

Imam added, the community must begin the process of Best Practice and inclusive 

Leadership by starting to share and utilise the time and knowledge offered by the 

community, and to harness that knowledge and resources. He assured the 

Leadership that using these additional resources will enable and ensure Best 

Practices and Inclusive leadership 

“The  only way that we can build strong institutions around the world is in the 

sharing of the time and the best knowledge so that our institutions in all the 

countries in which we wish to become countries of opportunity become institutions 

on which the people amongst whom we live and the Jamat itself can move forwards 

and start a process of best practice in institutional development so that our 

institutions during the decades ahead, contribute significantly to the quality of life 

of many countries around the world” 

Imam added, when the community achieve this, they will be positioned and 

enabled in a way which will be “significant” for the future of the Jamat. The Jamat 

was not there yet. 
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Imam said we need to strengthen institutional capacity so that our institutions can 

serve better, and a larger segment of the Jamats, globally. He added that the 

Leadership will be harnessing resources and seeking the support of all members 

who have offered time and support. This will enable the Leaders and the 

community to achieve best practices in their institutions around the world (2008 
17,18,19).  

This is a global Goal, said Imam, and   warned the community that what they do or 

not do, in one country or region will be known, and will affect other members and 

community institutions globally (Firman32)  

After two years, Imam gave further guidance and, reminded the community on 

diversity being a global challenge, on pluralism, and on the present mindset23, and 

therefore the reason there is a need for reliable information and for a variety of 

best practices, and of a diversity of diversities, and of pluralism of pluralisms.  Imam 

also asked the community to seek and share a cosmopolitan ethic. (20107,15)  

A year later, Imam used the building of a physical bridge, as a reminder and an 

example to guide on “build bridges and enable people” in  coming  together to 

share best practice in developing societies, and across frontiers, and  for best 

practices  in education, health care, economic development, in financial 

institutions, in rural activity. And   to bring the best of society, for the benefit of all 

the people in the societies (20116)  

Two years later, Imam made this his Goal for the community and asked the Leaders 

and the community to work together in the interest, and benefit of the Jamat 

globally.  

“when I am able to achieve that (Best Practice), with my Jamat in India, you 

will be positioned in a way which I think will be very significant for the future 

of the Jamat, but in order to get there, you need unity in the Jamat.  I need 

all my leaders and I need all the Jamat to work together, as one brotherhood 

with a common Goal and which is to serve the Jamat, to serve the people of 

the India. So, the first thing I need is unity. “The second thing I needed is 

wisdom of my Jamat to deal with issues in a wise manner, in a patient 

manner, in a consensual manner bringing everybody around a common set 

of Goals” (Firman 201313) 
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Two years later Imam gave further guidance, on diversity, on true dialogue, on 

patience, and on a readiness to listen, to each other, & even those you do not like.  

This guidance is critical to Best Practice, inclusive Leadership and pluralism 

“diversity is not a burden to be endured but an opportunity to be welcomes. 

We must seek to have a pluralist cosmopolitan ethic. Our responsibility is to 

the whole of humanity not an “absolutising a presumably exceptional part”.   

We need a readiness to participate in a true dialogue with diversity, not only 

in our personal relationships, but in institutional and international 

relationships also. But that takes work, and it takes patience.  Above all, it 

implies a readiness “to listen to your neighbour, even when you may not 

particularly like him.” To listen to people, you don’t like! (20158) 

Two years later, Imam gave the following visionary and related insights, and his 
foresights, to guide the community and their constitutional Leadership   

“But with the passage of time, we have come to see that meeting the 
problems of any one sector increasingly requires an understanding of other 
sectors—and that the best way to broaden our impact is to broaden our 
reach. 

There has always been a human tendency to seek a simple, all-powerful 
answer to the world’s problems. Those who have lived or worked in the 
developing world know this pattern particularly well. When progress seems 
to be moving at a snail’s pace, we are easily persuaded that there must be 
some “quick fix”. 

And thus, we have lurched from one panacea to another, from dogmatic 
socialism to romantic nationalism, from embattled tribalism to rampant 
individualism. For a period of time we behaved as though our political 
systems or economic institutions or cultural traditions could save us—or 
perhaps that some heroic leader was the answer. I suspect that many of us 
have hoped, from time to time, that education would be the solution—and 
that if we could create the right learning institutions, then everything else 
would fall into place. 

But the plain truth of the matter is that everything else does not just fall into 
place. The hard reality of life is that there is no single button we can push 
that will set off an unstoppable wave of progress. 
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Social progress, in the long run, will not be found by delegating an all-
dominant role to any one player—but rather through multi-sector 
partnerships. And within each sector of society, diversity should be a 
watchword. Healthy communities must respect a range of educational 
choices, a diversity of economic decision-makers, multiple levels of political 
activity, and a variety of religious and cultural expressions. 

There was a time when many felt that modern technology would work 
against such diversity—blending and homogenizing the world. Technology 
was dehumanizing, they said. Digital communications would destroy 
individual expression. Globalization would mean standardization 
everywhere. This is not what has happened. 

Instead, what the advancing years have produced, on balance, is an ever 
more complicated world, with a higher level of diversity-- as power is 
dispersed to the periphery rather than collecting at the hub. 

The world into which you are graduating increasingly resembles a vast web 
in which everything connects to everything else—where even the smallest 
groups and loneliest voices can exercise new influence, and where no single 
source of power can claim substantial control. Indeed, the argument is often 
made that our long run enemy in such a world is NOT likely to be the tyranny 
of the few, but rather a new, global disorder—in which the centre fails to 
hold and a new anarchy takes over. 

A vast decentralization of decision-making is already occurring in many 
countries; it has the advantage of placing new responsibilities in the hands 
of local communities. But to function successfully, these communities will 
need stronger civil society institutions, and broader and more expert 
leadership. 

For the key to future progress will lie less in traditional top-down systems of 
command and control—and more in a broad, bottom-up spirit of 
coordination and cooperation. Similarly, the key to intellectual progress will 
not lie in any single body of instruction, but in a spirit of openness to new 
expression and fresh insights. 

All of these changes suggest that we are moving into a new epoch of history, 
a new condition of human life. Many observers describe this new world as 
the “Knowledge Society” - contrasting it with the Industrial Societies or the 
Agricultural Societies of the past.  
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In this new era, the predominant source of influence will stem from 
information, intelligence and insight rather than physical power or natural 
resources. This Knowledge Society will confront people everywhere with new 
challenges—and new opportunities. Clearly this will be true of the Ummah, 
so let us look, dispassionately, at its present and future. (Imam 2017 AKUH)     

One year later, Imam reminded the community again on Best Practice being 

paramount, and added,  

“Aiming for Institutional Best Practices will be paramount to position 

institutions to take advantage of growth, and for accessing suitable qualified 

Human Resources. Institutions emulating best practices will be sought-after 

institutions”. (201811,12) 

“The next issue I wish to raise with my Jamat is the integrity of your activities 

I would wish that my Jamat should have is a Goal what we call “best practice” 

in whatever you do, in your professional lives, in your business lives, best 

practice should be your Goal because that is the foundation on which you can 

build capacity over a number of years and Insha’Allah pass that capacity onto 

future generations” (Feb 201811,12) 

Imam says he now “entrusts”, Best Practice to the community & leadership. He has 

also said that all Leaders are “trustees of community, their institutions, and 

resources. (Firman24) 

“what is extremely important is that the institutions of the Jamat should be 

seen to be exercising what we call “best practice” that is the institutions 

“perform to the highest level of their respective value systems” & this is true 

for our schools it is true for our financial institutions it is true for work early 

childhood education so this notion of Best practice I entrust to you, I entrust 

that to you. And seek to make best practice the way you think, the way you 

work, the way you live, the way you work with your families, the way you 

educate your children, the way you look after your good health. (February 

2018) 

Imam has asked everyone to make their faith as a living part of their lives. He also 

asked the community, to make Best Practice as a part of daily life in everything you 

do. 
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“And seek to make best practice the way you think, the way you work, the 

way you live, the way you work with your families, the way you educate your 

children, the way you look after your good health.” (201811,12) 

In order to further strengthen the capacity of the community Institutions1, & better 

serve the needs of the community, Imam signed a constitutional Firman 

(Instrument).  

“This morning I have signed is an instrument, designating the seat of the 

Ismaili Imamat, here in Lisbon, which I have decided to name as the “Diwan 

of the Ismaili Imamat” 1 this historic step is to further strengthen the 

capacities of the Imamat’s institution1, to better serve the Jamat’s needs.”    

This was on 11 July 2018, during a Holy congregation32 with over 60,000 Ismaili 

pilgrims present from all over the world. The President of Portugal was invited and 

was there in this congregation32. 

On many occasions, Imam has emphasized the importance and need for the 

community and their Leadership, to achieve this Goal, of best Practice, and 

inclusive Leadership.  

Despite Imams Firmans and reminders, and the availability of resources, time, 

knowledge and skills offered, the Goal has not been achieved in 25 years.   

What are the lessons, and what do the community and their Leadership need to do 

to achieve this Goal?  

The bigger question is, will the Leaders now start to change the present institutional 

mindset and culture, and will they now implement Imam’s guidance (Firmans), on 

this, and other related goals. 

Covid-19 pandemic will be a game changer, for change, in more ways than we can 

imagine. A part of Imam’s holding guidance following covid-19 was communicated 

by the Leadership to the community in March 2020.  

“The Jamat must remain strong and prepare to build, and to build well, when 

this crisis passes. The world is facing a challenging time, and in these 

moments, it is important that the Jamat remains united and focused on 

helping those who will need assistance and hand-holding.” (Imam24) 

Imam has asked, reminded, and enabled the Leadership and the community.   
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What the community and their Leadership  need to do, to achieve this Goal?  

The following are interconnected action items towards Inclusive Leadership and 

Best Practices. 

1. Change of mindsets and Subconscious bias 

A top down change of mindsets23 is critical  

Almost everyone has an unconscious bias, which favours people’s individual, 

self-interest.   Unconscious bias and greed are blind spots to objectivity or 

meritocracy. This leads to selective hearing, bias and fuels the flames of the 

rampant materialism and cynicism today.  

Most do not know and do this subconsciously. Many do not want to believe 

this. Many make believe they are doing what is best for the collective good. 

In fact, they are doing what is best for them. 

You need to look at those who are in the Boards, groups or organisations.  

How long have they been in the same positions?  Is there transparency and 

accountability Is there truly independent oversight and monitoring. Does 

everyone follow blindly or have a similar mindset or controlled by a clique  

Is there a centralised system of governance with a command and control 

hierarchy, managed by a few individuals or a clique? Is there a clique culture 

of exclusion?  

It is time to make real and ethical changes to mindsets, and the social 

conscience  

“In sum, what we must seek and share is what I have called “a 

cosmopolitan ethic,” a readiness to accept the complexity of human 

society. It is an ethic which balances rights and duties. It is an ethic for 

all peoples. It will not surprise you to have me say that such an ethic 

can grow with enormous power out of the spiritual dimensions of our 

lives. In acknowledging the immensity of The Divine, we will also come 

to acknowledge our human limitations, the incomplete nature of 

human understanding. In that light, the amazing diversity of Creation 

itself can be seen as a great gift to us – not a cause for anxiety but a 
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source of delight. Even the diversity of our religious interpretations can 

be greeted as something to share with one another – rather than 

something to fear. In this spirit of humility and hospitality – the 

stranger will be welcomed and respected, rather than subdued – or 

ignored. (Imam) 

2. Support network  

Inclusive community support is paramount 

Whilst people and communities are digitally connected more than ever 

before, people feel less unconnected. Compassion empathy and pluralism 

are a challenge. 

Create a warm welcoming and an encouraging environment where people 

feel more connected and are able to share. Real support is of utmost 

importance for inclusion and best practice  

When we are active & better listeners, we understand and build trust. Ask 

open-ended questions and don’t interrupt. This allows a deeper connection. 

Listen out also to non-verbal cues (emotions tone, frequency, volume, and 

body language). 

Guidance to Leadership of their obligation and duty to serve, and how to do 

that. 

  “in your leadership to the Jamat, be considerate, be humble, be hard working 

and share with the Jamat their concerns and their needs. So that they come 

to you not out of duty and obligation, but they come to you out of affection 

and respect and love and admiration.” (1987) 

3. Open dialogue and Readiness to listen  

A Readiness to listen to the other, and open dialogue, are critical.  

It’s one thing to say you’re inclusive, and another to actually be. Spaces for 

open dialogue means conversation on both sides. Yours and theirs and 

between them. Listen and have dialogue with those you do not like and who 
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do not agree with you.  This needs one-on-ones or informal gatherings.  Have 

after work or offsite coffee meetings with conversation free of judgement. 

“True dialogue requires not only that we articulate one perspective, 

but also that we listen – attentively - to other perspectives. More 

than that, it asks us not only to listen to one another, but also to 

learn from one another. The dialogue we seek is one that will blend 

the inspiration of the past with the demands of the future. The 

demands are many: environmental, social, technological, and 

economic, not to mention the challenges of political polarisation. In 

all of these respects, looking back can help us look ahead - and vice 

versa.”  (Imam) – 3 sept 201928   

“We need a readiness to participate in a true dialogue with diversity, 

not only in our personal relationships, but in institutional and 

international relationships also. But that takes work, and it takes 

patience.  Above all, it implies a readiness “to listen to your neighbour, 

even when you may not particularly like him.” To listen to people, you 

don’t like! “(Aga Khan 20158) 

4. Be open to Feedback 

Real and reliable Feedback is the greatest need and resource for Best Practice 

and Inclusive Leadership.   

People must be encouraged and used to make change.  

People must not feel pressured to provide only positive remarks. constructive 

collaborations are necessary. 

Imam has said the community must come forward and offer new ideas 

feedback and knowledge. This includes changes to the constitution (Golden 

Jubilee Firman).   

Feedback should be a foundation  

Provide ways to share and act on feedback, e.g. one-on-one, emails, informal 

meetings, and or review meetings. Have a good formal reliable system, and 
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processes which includes one-on-one conversations where you express 

sincere interest in feedback. This needs to be on a consistent basis.  

 

5. Embracing differences, and Pluralism 

This is critical. Does everyone think and act like each other?  People who have 

worked together over the years become more and more alike. Their 

mindsets23 are preconditioned to resist change 

Perform a “room analysis” with an open mindset. Determine who to ask or 

and who can provide fresh objective insights.  Mix it up a bit and change 

routines to include new thoughts and perspectives.  Identify those who went 

beyond and who have new ideas to share.  

Look at the organization’s groups. They need to know their ideas and 

opinions are needed and will be welcomed and rewarded.  And that ALL their 

contributions and feedback are valued and welcomed. 

Have a long-term plan. There no quick fixes. Changing a culture, and changing 

mindsets, is challenging, takes time and requires patience with a proactive 

and an inclusive approach. 

“There has always been a human tendency to seek a simple, all-

powerful answer to the world’s problems. Those who have lived or 

worked in the developing world know this pattern particularly well. 

When progress seems to be moving at a snail’s pace, we are easily 

persuaded that there must be some “quick fix”. (Imam Aga Khan) 

6. Challenge the Status Quo  

Without challenging the status quo, change is at best will be limited, and 

inclusive leadership and best practices are not possible.   

Connecting on a level deeper than the surface, we block ourselves off from 

making change to best practice and inclusive leadership.  



16 of 53 – Best Practice and Inclusive Leadership –15 April 2020 - m chatur © 

 

And if we don’t share, and allow knowledge and Ideas to be shared (and 

giving people credit), then our organizations and community will not achieve 

any Goal set, in this case of Inclusive leadership and Best Practice 

The organisation and community will remain stagnant, and not learning and 

not changing means relatively, we are in fact, going backwards.  

Bring changes, new ideas and knowledge forward.  Share from, and 

encourage others to other. Give credit when and where due.  

7. Communication Transparency and accountability  

Clear communication channels are critical.  Good reliable Communication is 

and facts are paramount.  

We are living in a post fact society. We see facts and messages taken out of 

context, misinterpreted and or politicised.  

Documentation have to be clearly defined in the processes and procedures.  

Creating clear transparent communication channels with access to source of 

facts & information, shows you care about people and you are welcoming 

and want them to be a part of the process.  

No one likes to be the last one, to find something out.  Create a clear process 

for sharing and disseminating facts and information in time and to all 

Know the information they need. Each individual needs to know and to feel 

free and to bring forward their ideas, and come together to find or achieve 

common Goals  

Be accountable transparent and open to questions and constructive criticism  

At present the community communication is with centralised control, 

selective, limited, and so not based on Firmans, or needs. There are many 

other Ismaili Muslim social media. More since 2015. However, they are 

actively excluded, even to have a dialogue and for feedback.   That needs to 

change and would with Inclusive leadership and best practice. This is 

changing very slowly and is changing bottom up, not top down. 
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Ensure Independent oversight  

"...A pluralist, cosmopolitan society is a society which not only accepts 

difference, but actively seeks to understand it and to learn from it. In this 

perspective, diversity is not a burden to be endured, but an opportunity to be 

welcomed…A cosmopolitan society regards the distinctive threads of our 

particular identities as elements that bring beauty to the larger social fabric. 

A cosmopolitan ethic accepts our ultimate moral responsibility to the whole 

of humanity, rather than absolutising a presumably exceptional part.'' 

8. Accept and Admit you do not know everything 

Imam says no one is perfect except Allah. No one knows everything. We must 

admit mistakes, learn from them, and most important correct mistakes. 

Beauty of bio individuality is that every person is unique.  Each contribution 

is special and so learning opportunities are everywhere.  

This is how we’ve always done it is a big obstacle to change and inclusion. Or 

I know best. 

“Once you stop learning, you start dying.” Albert Einstein.  

If we don’t open our minds to other thoughts, opinions, and ideas, we will 

prevent learning inclusion and innovation. The “fake it” culture is also 

damaging.  

If you don’t know the answers, say so and look for the answers and deliver.  

No one knows everything and the sooner you admit it, the sooner you will 

learn, and sooner inclusion can be achieved.  

Next time someone asks you a question & you don’t know the answer, Own 

it. Let them know and how you plan to find out.  

Give credit to whom where and when due. 
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9. Collaboration  

Collaboration is critical as a part of the strategy for change of culture, 

inclusion and Best Practices. 

You can get insight and expertise from outside of your realm of expertise and 

networks.  

Collaboration is a mutually beneficial opportunity for all to work together and 

use their different and diversity of collective skills knowledge and resources.  

Thus, working with teams, divisions, community and silos can create inclusion 

and make diversity a unity of strength.  

Have open conversations with collaborators & most important demonstrate 

you mean what you say openly and in private.  

Imam has said the approaches, and interventions should be Multiple, multi-

lateral multi-layer multi sector, collaborative & lateral. 

Do not have double standards. Avoid and stop a culture of “Do as I say, as I 

do.  Therefore, do as you say and say and you do.  

“If you disagree, seek to come together, not around a solution where 

one person wins and the other loses but ask yourselves:  what is in 

the best interest of the Jamat? (community) That is the best solution.   

If it is in a family, what is in best interest of all members of the 

family? “(Aga Khan 2000). 

10. Constant Care attention and Oversight 

Leadership and Best Practice are not a set it up and forget it or a plug and 

play, which will then run on its own or on auto pilot. 

 Inclusion and Best Practice requires a change of the social mindset. Inclusive 

This strategy and change require constant nurturing care, attention, 

monitoring reminding and oversight.  

Patience kindness and empathy are necessary 
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It is critical to fan the flame of change towards Inclusion creativity. 

empowerment & innovation.  

People need to know and feel they are valued, heard, and included. Be 

proactive and set reviews at regular specific times.   

Constantly test and check if people feel included. Are they happy or are they 

limiting their ideas or feedback simply because of a mindset fear of their 

position or promotions to positions or opportunities? If so, you need to make 

more changes 

Change generally, and change of mindsets and culture takes time. This also 

requires empathy, pluralism, nurturing, patience understanding, supported 

by Inclusive leadership and best practice.  

“But remember that authority has with its duty and the need to serve. There 

is no authority in My mind which is healthy if it is absolute and it does not take 

place within a philosophical and a social context. And, therefore, in your 

leadership to the Jamat, be considerate, be humble, be hard working and 

share with the Jamat their concerns and their needs.” (Imam) 

We know this Goal has not been achieved in the last 25 years. And that the 

Leadership culture and policies needs a major paradigm shift.  The big question 

mark is, when will Imams guidance and foresights be shared, understood and 

implemented. This is more likely start bottom up, than top down. 

There was a shocking, & unprecedented court case was filed by the Leadership in 

the name of Aga Khan. This was to block Firmans published by an Imam’s devotee. 

This case was filed in 2010 and settled in 2015. The book27 of Firmans distributed 

was not recalled by the Imam, or by the court, and has therefore those authentic 

Firmans are available and shared in accordance with the guidance from Imams.  The 

following is a relevant and important quote from the book27.   

“The two followers, of His Highness the Aga Khan, namely Nagib and Alnaz 

obeyed their spiritual leader in disseminating his guidance’s to the 

community. They did what Imam said in Farmans generally, and specifically 

in a meeting with the Imam on 15th October 201028. 
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The benefits of this lawsuit have been, and will continue to be significant for 

the community going forward. This lawsuit is a historic milestone for Ismaili 

Muslims. This is a beginning of the end of authoritarianism. Change is needed 

and will be led, bottom up, through the social media, new scholarship, 

Leaders, and soft activism.  This will require a generation of new leaders. Not 

the old guard. The new Leaders   have and sharing access to understanding 

and teaching of Farman’s, to the Ismaili constitution, and new scholarship of 

the faith, and practices as is envisioned in the guidance of Imams.   

There will be very strong and proactive resistance from the old guard, to keep 

the status quo, with their dynastical satellites, proxies, and echo chambers.  

Change will take time. When it comes it will lead gradually to governance, 

based on inclusion, answerability, accountability, meritocracy, pluralism, and 

best practice. Guidance and authority of the Imam will then be disseminated, 

and correctly interpreted. This can then enable worldly choices to flow from 

the blessings of spiritual guidance and enlightenment.  

Ismaili Imams were rulers during the Fatimid empire in Egypt. The rise and 

the fall of the Fatimid empire, was during the times of the Ismaili 11th, and 

26th Imams. The fall of the empire was for reasons of governance, 

leadership, politics and self-interest. The fall was not because of guidance 

from the Imams. It was because guidance was not followed and 

implemented. Material greed, and self-interests led to differences, disputes, 

violence, wars and the fall of the empire.   

Whilst a change of the present culture and social mindset will take time, 

there can be no doubt whatsoever, that the much-needed continuity of 

divinely ordained guidance is, and will always be available. Those who truly 

want, will seek and find.    

His Highness the Aga Khan (Imam), has repeatedly advised on the 

importance of learning lessons from history and, bringing forward, the 

lessons, the successes, and bearing in mind the reasons of failures, and 

mistakes. To correct mistakes and not repeat them.  

This unprecedented lawsuit is one of the milestones to learn from and bring 

the lessons forward.   Ending, with the following inspirational wisdom, and 

guidance about the freedom and need for intellectual inquiry, and faith.  
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“Faith urges Freedom of intellectual enquiry, and this freedom does not mean 

that knowledge will lose its spiritual dimension. That dimension is indeed a 

field for intellectual inquiry” (Aga Khan) 

We must remain hopeful in the knowledge that Imam will continue to give his 

guidance (Firmans), and more efforts will be made to understand share, 

disseminate and most important, implement Imam’s guidance.  

Imam has assured us that our successes lie in the sincerity of our efforts. Our 

successes are not in the outcomes. We need to accept the outcomes, as blessings, 

(even though some of them will not be what we may wish)  

He who is above all else, knows much more, and knows best. 

“Struggle is the meaning of life. Defeat and victory are in the hands of God.  

But struggle itself is man’s duty, and should be his Joy. (Imam - Aga Khan III) 

 

This article is in the spirit of bringing knowledge facts, and lessons forward, in the 

context of, and by sharing and elucidating Imam’s guidance and foresights. 
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2. Imam – meaning role and authority   
 
For Ismaili Muslims the title of address of His Highness the Aga Khan is   
 
“Noor Mawlana Shah Karim, Al Husseini, Hazar Imam” 
 
Who is His Highness the Aga Khan, what is His authority, and How does he 
exercise his authority, and leadership?  
 
Without understanding this, it is not possible, to understand Ismailism or the 
Ismaili Muslim faith, practices and prayers.  
 
Authority is a right which comes from a position of leadership. Leadership is 
much more that giving orders and enforcing them. The Aga Khan is first and 
foremost a religious Leader, an Imam, guiding over 15 million Ismaili Muslims 
worldwide. This guidance is called Firmans.  
 
His authority and position are derived from the Quran, which has come from 
Allah (God), through Prophet Mohammed. The first Ismaili Imam, was 
appointed by Prophet Mohammed with authority to continue the 
interpretation, and teaching of the Quran. This is a divinely ordained 
mandate, to light the way for all those who seek, called believers or murids. 
To the Imam they are all his beloved spiritual children.  
 
Imam is therefore an inheritor, intercessor & trustee, to continue the 
interpretations36 (Tawil), and teaching (Talim), of the Qur’an. This has been 
explained by the Imam, in the Ismaili constitution, and in many Firmans. An 
example is;  
 
“The Imam must direct Ismailis on the practice of their religion and 
constantly interpret the Qur’an for them according to our theology. On the 
spiritual plane, the Imam’s authority is absolute. Ismailis believe therefore 
that what the Imam says is the only true interpretation possible.  
 
There is a difference between Divinity and Divine or divinely ordained 
authority. Imams do not claim divinity. Prophet Mohammed never claimed 
Divinity. According to Ismaili Muslims, Prophet Mohammed passed on 
authority, by appointing Imam Ali, as the inheritor and a successor. Imam’s 
guidance is for all who seek, and submit to his guidance. Therefore, Firmans 
are never blocked or edited by the Imams  
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“You have to be very careful not to confuse the concept of religious authority 
with divinity. The Prophet himself never claimed any miracle of any sort. The 
only miracle which you have in Islam is the Qur’an”. (Aga Khan)  
 
Imam gives his guidance in many forms. He does so by acting, & also by not 
acting. His spiritual children seek, and submit to obey his guidance/Firmans. 
In return they receive Firmans and blessings. The ultimate is receiving 
spiritual enlightenment. The giving of allegiance and receiving of Firmans is 
in effect a contract between the Imam and his spiritual children (the seekers, 
individually and collectively). The legality of this Bayah, and contract is 
unquestionable for Ismaili Imams and Muslims  
 
In the Quran, Allah, asks believers to send their prayers, through Prophet 
Mohammed. Prophet appointed Imams Ali, as the first Imam of Ismaili 
Muslims. He has said “Truly, ‘Ali is from me and I am from him, and he is the 
wali (spiritual master) of every believer after me.” Ismaili Muslims send their 
prayers through their Imam to Allah. Because they believe their Imam is the 
bearer of the light, as an inheritor, intercessor, and legatee, with divine 
authority. Imam is present in this world in perpetuity.  
 
The continuity of the authority of Ismaili Imams is by hereditary appointment 
from one Imam to another. This appointment is twofold. First it is that of the 
Imam’s light (Nur). This has and will remain the same. Secondly and 
simultaneously is a physical succession, as from a father to a son. This 
appointment or accession is also referred to as a Nass  
 
His Highness has confirmed he is a bearer of the Nur, which means Light. This 
Nur, is by direct and linear descent from Prophet Mohammed. He has also 
confirmed that 2000 years before creation Prophet Mohammed and Imam 
Ali were one light20 (Nur). Bearer of the light means, bearer of divinely 
ordained authority, rooted in knowledge, from which emanate blessings of 
Firmans, which is the Imams Tawil and Talim of the Quran.  
 
Allah’s (God’s). guidance on earth, has always been communicated to 
mankind, through those living amongst them. Guidance/Firmans, from 
Imams is valid, unless changed with a new later Firman, by an Imam.  
 
The Authority and Leadership of the Imam (Imamat), must not be confused 
with worldly or religious Institutions bearing the names of Imam, (including 
Imam’s, Office and Imam’s secretariat, Imamat or Aga Khan. The bear the 
name, not the divine authority or Nur. They are constitutional entities for 
governance, dissemination, & education. The management, and mandates 
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of these entities are distinct and separate from the person of the Imam, and 
his Nur.  
 
The Ismaili constitutional entities are run by those appointed, under the 
Ismaili constitution. Not all are appointed personally by the Imam. This is 
delegated in the Ismaili constitution. These entities are also called “Imamat 
institutions” or the “Institutions of His Highness the Aga Khan”. They are 
confused with the Imam, and the exercise of his divine authority as Imam of 
the time. The senior leadership have given the impression that all they do is 
personally approved and authorized by the Imam.  
 
Ismaili community Institutions are worldly manifestation of and from 
Firmans. They are independent of Imam and the making of his Firmans. This 
is misunderstood and used by some of the senior Leaders to make people 
believe that their decisions instructions and interpretation equate to 
Firmans or are authority coming directly from the Aga Khan. That is not true. 
I have explained this bureaucratisation under the Ismaili constitution. Most 
do not understand this.  
 
Imams guidance lights the way of the seeker32 towards spiritual 
enlightenment. This is the ultimate Goal for every Ismaili Muslim. This is only 
possible through seeking and sincere submission to Imams Firmans 
(Guidance). The following is from the Institute of Ismaili studies in London.  
 
“A believer who sincerely submits to the Imam's guidance2 may potentially 
attain the knowledge of self. The tradition attributed to both the Prophet 
and Imam Ali: ‘He who knows himself, knows his Lord’ (God), conveys the 
essence of this relationship between the Imam and his follower. The Shia 
thus place obedience to the Imams after that to God and the Prophet by 
virtue of the command in the Quran for Muslims to obey those vested with 
authority*.” (* Imams for Ismaili Muslims - Ismaili Imamat)  
Therefore, having Firmans and understanding them is fundamental, and the 
very essence of the Ismaili Muslim faith. Imam has given clear guidance to 
have, read understand, and share knowledge in Firmans. And he has said 
that If any of his spiritual children have any doubt, then they are to seek 
Firmans of the Imam.  
 
"Imam" means His Highness the Aga Khan IV (the "Aga Khan") or any of his 
predecessors depending on the year of reference. There is a variety of 
understanding of the status of the Imam by his followers depending on their 
knowledge and personal experience, but the Imam is generally accepted as 
the "Mazhar" [Epiphany] of God. (Nagib Tajdin)  
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The Light-Nur of Imams is one and eternal "My words are the words of my 
father, and the words of my father are the words of my grandfather, and the 
words of my grandfather are the words of my great grandfathers, Imam al-
Hasan and Imam al-Husayn, and their words are the words of Imam Ali, and 
the words of Imam Ali are the words of Prophet Muhammad (pbut) and 
(finally) the words of Prophet Muhammad are the words of God the 
Almighty, the Great. (Imam al Sadiq) * Usul al Kafi, Book 2, Chapter 17, 
Tradition 14  
 
"We are the hujjah (proof) of God and His Gate. We are the tongue as well 
as the Face of God; we are the Eyes of God [guarding] His creation and we 
are the Guardians of the Divine Command (wulat al-amr) on earth.” Imam 
Muhammad al-Baqir, Arzina Lalani, Early Shi ‘i Thought (Institute of Ismaili 
studies.  
 
Imam In general usage, Imam means a leader of prayers or a religious leader. 
For Ismaili Muslims, Imams are their spiritual and hereditary leaders who are 
direct descendants of Imam ‘Ali b. Abi Talib and Prophet Mohammed’s 
(PBUH), daughter, Fatima. (source Institute of Ismaili studies).  
 
By M Chatur© 5 Jan 2019 Ismaili net –  
 
http://www.ismaili.net/html/modules.php?op=modload&name=phpBB2&f
ile=viewtopic&t=9224 
 
More  
 
ismailignosis.com/2016/07/09/the-aga-khans-direct-descent-from-
prophet-muhammad-historical-proof/  
 
ismailignosis.com/2018/02/26/the-concept-of-imamat-in-the-quran/ 
 
Imam is the hereditary spiritual, and religious Leader of some 20 million Shia 
Ismaili Muslims around the world today.  
 
Imam is a direct lineal descendant of Prophet Mohammed. According to 
Muslims, Prophet Mohammed is the final messenger, Prophet of Allah (God). 
He received the Quran3 by divine revelation. He delivered and disseminated 
the Quran3. In the Quran, has asked believers to obey the Prophet. Prophet 
Mohammed appointed the first Imam Ali “to continue the Tawil and Talim 
(interpretation and teachings of the Quran. This appointment is to continue 
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by hereditary succession. The present Imam is the Aga Khan IV (Ismaili 
constitution – Firmans) 
 
“Imam In general usage, Imam means a leader of prayers or a religious 
leader. For Ismaili Muslims, Imams are their spiritual and hereditary leaders 
who are direct descendants of Imam ‘Ali b. Abi Talib and Prophet 
Mohammed’s (PBUH), daughter, Fatima. (source Institute of Ismaili studies).  

 Aga Khan is known publicly as the religious Leader of Ismaili Muslims. Imam’s 
inherited Authority as Imam, forms the basis of Imam’s Leadership. 

 "My words are the words of my father, and the words of my father are the 
words of my grandfather, and the words of my grandfather are the words of 
my great grandfathers, Imam al-Hasan and Imam al-Husayn, and their words 
are the words of Imam Ali, and the words of Imam Ali are the words of 
Prophet Muhammad (pbut) and (finally) the words of Prophet Muhammad 
are the words of God the Almighty, the Great. (Imam al Sadiq) * Usul al Kafi, 
Book 2, Chapter 17, Tradition 14) 

The purpose of our life, human existence and its destiny can be 
“comprehended through the guidance (Firmans2) of the Imam of the time, 
who is the inheritor of the Prophet's authority, and the trustee of his legacy.  
A principal function of the Imam is to enable the believers to go beyond the 
apparent or outward form of the revelation in search of its spirituality and 
intellect. A believer who sincerely submits to the Imam's guidance may 
potentially attain the knowledge of self. Prophet and Imam Ali: "He who 
knows himself, knows his Lord23 (Institute of Ismaili studies) – see para 23 
below) 

Imamat – Noun - This represents the succession of Imams since the time of 
the Prophet Muhammad.  This is separate and not the same as the 
constitutional legal entity Imamat, which has a Board, and enters into 
agreements with governments and others. 

Further elucidation and references for scholarship 

In Ismaili doctrine Imam must be Hazar (Present). He must be present 
physically in this world at all times to guide his murids. In  other words, he 
cannot be in occultation (or ghaibat), as there is no difference between being 
in occultation or absence of an Imam all-together nor are the results any 
different between the two conditions. However, an Imam can live in a period 
of anonymity or seclusion (dawr-e-satr).  
 
This again implies that due to unfavourable circumstances and situations, 
when there is danger to Imam’s life from his enemies, historically he did not 
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let his presence known to people other than his family or trusted Dais. His 
physical presence in the world is necessary and never absent. 
 
 “There are a variety of understanding of the Imam by his followers 
depending on their knowledge and personal experience. However, the Imam 
is generally accepted as the "Mazhar" [Epiphany] of God.” (Nagib Tajdin) 
 
"We are the hujjah (proof) of God and His Gate. We are the tongue as well 
as the Face of God; we are the Eyes of God [guarding] His creation and we 
are the Guardians of the Divine Command (wulat al-amr) on earth.”  Imam 
Muhammad al-Baqir, Arzina Lalani, Early Shi ‘i Thought (Institute of Ismaili 
studies)   

"Imams are the proofs (hujjat) of God on earth, their words are the words of 
God, and their commands are the commands of God. Obedience to them is 
obedience to God, and disobedience to them is disobedience to God. In all 
their decisions they are inspired by God, and they are in absolute authority. 
It is to them, therefore, that God has ordained obedience” Reference: - Book, 
(al-Kafi, pp. 214). 

Imam, is divinely bestowed with freedom from error and sin. Allah says the 
following in the Quran which must be read together with the fact that Allah 
said we are to obey the Prophet and he appointed the first Imam at Ghadir 
Khumm38 

“And Allah only wishes to remove all abomination from you, ye members of 
the Family, and to make you pure and spotless.” Quran (33:33) 

Imam is referred to as “Hazar Imam by his followers (Murids), meaning Imam 
of the time.   His Highness the Aga Khan IV. His full title is “Noor Mawlana 
Hazar Imam, Shah Karim al Hussaini, His Highness Prince Aga Khan. He is the 
Forty-Ninth Imam of the Shia Imami Ismaili Muslims” (Ismaili constitution – 
1998).    

“In accordance with Shia doctrine, tradition, and interpretation of history, 
the Holy Prophet (S.A.S.) designated and appointed his cousin and son-in-
law Hazrat Mawlana Ali Amiru-l-Mu'minin (Alayhi-s-salam), to be the first 
Imam to continue the Ta'wil and Ta'lim of Allah's final message (Quran3) and 
to guide the murids, and proclaimed that the Imamat should continue by 
heredity through Hazrat Mawlana Ali (A.S.) and his daughter Hazrat Bibi 
Fatimat-az-Zahra, Khatun-i-Jannat Alayha-s-salam).  

The authority of the Imam in the Ismaili Tariqah is testified by Bay'ah 
(allegiance), by the murid (follower), to the Imam which is the act of 
acceptance by the murid of the permanent spiritual bond between the Imam 
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and the murid. This allegiance unites all Ismaili Muslims worldwide in their 
loyalty, devotion and obedience to the Imam within the Islamic concept of 
universal brotherhood. It is distinct from the allegiance of the individual 
murid to his land of abode (Ismaili constitution 199810) 

Imamat and Imam - Under the Ismaili Constitution, Institutions and entities 
of the community bear the name of the Imam or are called Imamat 
institutions.   

They include today the Imamat, based in Aiglemont, France, and the Diwan 
of the Ismaili Imamat, now based in Lisbon. They are temporal entities1.   

These are not “The Imam”. They are for temporal governance and for the 
benefit of the community. They are referred to as the Institutions and the 
entities of the Aga Khan. That is not correct. This is misunderstood. The 
Ismaili constitution and community entities are a temporal expression, as 
were for example the Fatimid and Alamut institutions in their respective 
times. 

 “The "bureaucratization of the imamate" is nothing new; it was present 
earlier, for example, in the massive apparatus of the Fatimid empire. When 
the Alamut state collapsed, the Nizari Imam's presence remained and 
continued in the persons of Imams who had no political power or significant 
bureaucratic institutions. - The American Journal of lslamic Social Sciences 
33:2 {Spring 2016) (p. 228) – Shia Ismaili leadership, past and present. By 
Prof. Karim H Karim55 

Imamah, Imamat, and Imamate - An abstract noun from the term Imam 
referring to the institution of hereditary spiritual leadership in Shi ‘i Islam.  
See also para 20 and 22 

Viewed from the perspective of Ismaili theology and history, the structures 
are distinct and different from the permanent embodiment of Imam. The 
core Ismaili theology, distinguishes between the Imam, as a primary 
manifestation and essential, who derives legitimacy of the descent from 
Prophet Mohammed PBUH who derives that authorly from Allah (The 
Quran)  

Spiritual children of Imam. To the Imam all his followers, Murids29. Are his 
beloved spiritual children. To them he is the spiritual father – Murshid29.  

Nasir-i Khusraw writes that “The sayings of the Imams have Tawil (esoteric 
interpretation), just as the Speech of God and [the sayings of His] Messenger 
have Tawil, because they are the witnesses of God over the people.” 
(Knowledge and Liberation, tr. Hunzai, (Ismaili gnosis) 
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" Individuals with faith and wisdom will witness and believe the secrets and 
miracles of the Imam. But those with half-hearted faith and lacking the 
knowledge of Imam and Imamat will not understand it and dismiss that as 
humbug. those who do not recognize the potentials and powers of prophets 
and Imam are like a blind individual for whom the mirror and a stone plate 
both are same because he cannot see." ---- Hazrat Imam Sultan Mohammad 
shah. Aga Khan III - Jumpu deep na Sultan 

“I have the great privilege of representing the Ismaili Imamat — this 
institution which has stretched beyond borders for more than 1400 years 
and which defines itself and is recognised by an increasingly large number of 
states, as the succession of Shia Imami Ismaili Imams….The Ismaili Imamat is 
a supra-national entity, representing the succession of Imams since the time 
of the Prophet[PBUH] - Today the Ismailis are the only Shia community who, 
throughout history, have been led by a living, hereditary Imam in direct 
descent from the Prophet. The role of the Ismaili Imam is a spiritual one; his 
authority is that of religious interpretation. It is not a political role. I do not 
govern any land. At the same time, Islam believes fundamentally that the 
spiritual and material worlds are inextricably connected.” -Imam Shah Karim 
al-Husayni Aga Khan IV (Address to Both Houses of Canadian Parliament and 
Senate, February 27, 2014, Read on NanoWisdoms) 

 “The ethics of Islam bridge the realms of faith on the one hand and practical 
life on the other -what we call Din and Dunya.  Accordingly, my spiritual 
responsibilities for interpreting the faith are accompanied by a strong 
engagement in issues relating to the quality of life and wellbeing. This latter 
commitment extends not only to the Ismaili community but also to those 
with whom they share their lives locally, nationally and internationally” -
Imam Shah Karim al-Husayni Aga Khan IV (Address at the Graduation 
ceremony at the Institut d’Etudes Politiques de Paris, June 15, 2007) 

Allah said in Quran – Obey Allah and the Prophet (His messenger) 

Yusuf Ali - Say: "Obey Allah, and obey the Messenger: but if ye turn away, he 
is only responsible for the duty placed on him and ye for that placed on you. 
If ye obey him, ye shall be on right guidance. The Messenger's duty is only to 
preach the clear (Message). 

“Obey Allah and obey the messenger. But if ye turn away, then (it is) for him 
(to do) only that wherewith he hath been charged, and for you (to do) only 
that wherewith ye have been charged. If ye obey him, ye will go aright. But 
the messenger hath no other charge than to convey (the message) plainly” 
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** Ali b. Abi Talib - Cousin of the Prophet Muhammad and his son-in-law by 
marriage to his daughter Fatima; the first Shi ‘i Imam and fourth caliph (d. 
661). 

His Highness is the living Imam of Ismaili Muslims.  His followers have given 
their allegiance (Bayah*) to him. This allegiance is complimentary to the 
allegiance of every Ismaili Muslim to his country. Imam’s role and authority 
is from the Quran (Words of God), and Imams in return give guidance (Words 
of Imam), to Ismaili Muslims on religious and worldly matters. Imams do this 
in messages Imams give and send to their followers. These messages are 
collectively called “Firmans”.  

The word Firman in inclusive, and is defined by present Aga Khan in the 
Ismaili Muslim constitution as “Any pronouncement, direction, order or 
ruling made or given by Mawlana Hazar Imam (meaning Ismaili Muslim 
Present living Imam of the Time.    

The words of Ismaili Muslim Imams originate from and are interpretations of 
the words of God (Quran).  Therefore, having access to the words of Ismaili 
Muslim Imams, and to understanding them, is critical and paramount to 
understanding the Ismaili Muslim faith, practices, interpretations, 
constitution and institutional entities and structures. 

“Imamat” meaning “Imam of the time” and a unity of succession of Imam. 
Not a constitutional institution.  

 “The Ismaili Imamat itself, is an international institution** that goes back 
some 15 centuries, to the time of Prophet Muhammad (may peace be upon 
Him and his Family. The authority of the Ismaili Imam is spiritual rather than 
temporal in nature. At the same time, Islam believes fundamentally that the 
spiritual and material worlds are inextricably connected. This means that the 
Imam-of-the-Time also has a responsibility for improving the quality of life – 
the quality of worldly life – for his people, and for the people among whom 
the Ismailis live.” (Imam, Address to Portuguese Parliament, Lisbon, July 10, 
2018) 

**An Institution is an organisation which exists and set up for the purpose 
to serve and benefit of people. In this case the Ismaili community and those 
they live and work with (without regard to race or religion). This is separate 
from the person, Nur, and authority of the Imam. This cannot be 
delegated. Only the governance and administration are delegated. 

 “The Shia school of thought maintains that although direct Divine 
inspiration ceased at the Prophet’s death, the need of Divine guidance 
continued and this could not be left merely to millions of mortal men, subject 
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to the whims and gusts of passion and material necessity, capable of being 
momentarily but tragically misled by greed, by oratory, or by the sudden 
desire for material advantage.”  -Imam Sultan Muhammad Shah Aga Khan 
III, 

Shia Imami Ismaili Muslims is the only Muslim interpretation within Islam 
which holds a doctrine, that a living Imam should always be physically 
present in the world at all times. The Quranic background on this doctrine is 
as follows: 

“And we have vested (knowledge and authority) of everything in Manifest 
Imam (Imamim Mubeen)” 36:12 

“O you who have believed, obey Allah and obey the Messenger and those in 
authority among you” (4:59) 

“The Day We will call forth every people with their Imams” (17:17) 

“You (o Prophet) are only a warner, and there is a guide for every people.” 
(13:7) 

“Certainly, there has come to you a light from Allah, and a manifest Book.” 
(5:15) 

“Among those We have created are a nation who guide by the truth and do 
justice thereby.” (7:181) 

“The day We raise in every nation a witness (an Imam) against them from 
among themselves, we shall bring you (o Prophet) as a witness against 
these.” (16:89) 

“And hold fast to the rope of Allah all together and do not become divided.” 
(3:103) 

In all the above quoted verses from the Quran, words ‘ulil Amr’, ‘Imamim -
Mubeen’, ‘Imam’, ‘Hadi’, ‘Nur’ and ‘Jabal Allah (Rope of God)’, according to 
Shi’ite traditions, refer to the Imams from the Prophet’s progeny. 

“Truly, ‘Ali is from me and I am from him (inna ʿAlī minnī wa anā minhu), and 
he is the walī (patron/spiritual master) of every believer after me.” -Prophet 
Muhammad PBUH Al Hadith 

“Today the Ismailis are the only Shia community who throughout history 
have been led by a living hereditary imam in direct descent from the 
Prophet.” 

An Ismaili Muslim Imam, can only be from the family of the Prophet 
Muhammad (Ahl-e-Bait). (Ismaili Constitution and Firmans) 
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Link - Imam interview - on power of wisdom and leadership 
http://www.ismaili.net/heritage/node/30502 

 

3. Firman  

Firmans/Firmans – These are the teachings (Talim) and interpretations 
(Tawil), of the Quran by Imams of Ismaili Muslims.  These are defined in the 
Ismaili constitution as “Any pronouncement, direction, order or ruling made 
or given by Mawlana Hazar Imam”.  and, “This Constitution shall be read with 
any Firman made after the date hereof, and in the event of conflict, the said 
Firman shall prevail over this Constitution, and a later Firman shall prevail 
over an earlier” (Ismaili net) 

 
These are Guidance or commands from the Imam1. These include all 
directions, speeches, writings, from the Imams. Every Ismaili Muslim has a 
duty and has pledged to obey Firmans, which are a part of the daily 
congregational prayers.  
 
Firmans is defined In the Ismaili constitution Firman as; “any pronouncement 
direction or ruling made or given by Mawlana1 Hazar Imam1. This includes 
any verbal or written messages from Imams of Ismaili Muslims. (Firmans are 
also referred to as Talika, Irshad, speeches, and writings) 
 
When a Firman is sent to the community in writing. It is recited during 
congregational prayers with a religious ceremony and prayer.  It is taken 
from the Mukhi (Priest), and before reading starts there is a prayer, 
invocation (Salwat**). The same at the end of the Firman. Everyday during 
the congregational prayers, a Firman excerpt is recited, and starts and ends 
with an invocation. If there are any blessings in the Firman then the 
congregation accept them by saying “Ameen” – “Amen.” 
 
** This is a prayer and invocation meaning “O Allah; bless Prophet 
Muhammad and the Family * of Prophet Muhammad” - The family include 
the Imams and presently His Highness the Aga Khan  

Firmans are given to followers by Imams “to continue the Ta'wil 
(Interpretations) and Ta’lim (Teachings), of Allah's final message (Quran3) 
and to guide the murids (followers)” (Ismaili Constitution - the Ismaili 
constitution is also a Firman) 

Firman in the Shi ‘i Ismaili context,  
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1. Firman refers to an address by the Imam to his community (Institute of 
Ismaili studies – website) 

2. Firman is also a prayer invocation and a recitation 
3. Firman and Firmans are a part of the daily congregational prayers, rites and 

ceremonies.   

Continuity and access to Firmans are the very essence of the practice and 
understanding Ismaili Muslim faith.  There are many ways in which Firmans 
are given by the Imam of the time for dissemination. These include 
spiritually materially, speeches, directions, and interviews etc  
https://ismailignosis.com/2018/04/02/how-the-ismaili-imam-teaches-the-
esoteric-interpretation-tawil-of-the-holy-quran/ 

 
Firman meaning (in ismaili muslim tariquah-sect - school of thought) 
 

• Firmans are verbal/written addresses, pronouncements, directions, 
guidance and rules given by Imams (these include Talikas, Irshads, & 
blessings) 

• Ismaili Muslims recite Firman during prayers.  

• Mukhi & Kamadia Sahebans say and invoke Firmans during Prayers 
and Dua.  

• Firmans and knowledge of them are in Ginans  

Therefore Firmans 

1. are Collectively what Imams say (in writing or verbally), and 
 

2. Invocation (invocation-like Bismillah). A Part of the prayers 
invoked during prayers 

The word Firman was used during the Egyptian, Ottoman and Mughal 
empire - meaning edicts, rules, orders, laws, directives etc from Kings and 
their administration.  
 
In the English Oxford dictionary, it is defined as, an Oriental sovereign edict, 
grant or permit.    
 
The institute of Ismaili studies defines " Firman as, 
  
From Persian lit. command, authority, will, permission. At the time of the 
Ottomans, the word ‘Firman’ was used in Ottoman Turkish to denote any 
order of the Ottoman Sultans. In the 15th century CE, the word was first used 

https://ismailignosis.com/2018/04/02/how-the-ismaili-imam-teaches-the-esoteric-interpretation-tawil-of-the-holy-quran/
https://ismailignosis.com/2018/04/02/how-the-ismaili-imam-teaches-the-esoteric-interpretation-tawil-of-the-holy-quran/
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in its strict sense of a written document. Typically, such documents would 
open with an invocation to God and were addressed to a governmental 
official in the capital cities or in the provinces as well as to dependent/client 
rulers.  
 
In the Shi‘i Ismaili context, it refers to an address by the Imam to his 
community which contain guidance, blessings and or directions etc. 
Examples  

 

• ‘The Firman of the Sultan contained also a guarantee for the status 
quo in the sanctuaries.’ 

• ‘Bukhari, has through ancestral claim over the Jama Masjid conferred 
by a royal fireman from the mosque's builder, emperor Shah Jehan, 
he has lost grip over the people in the area.’ 

•  ‘The Tarikh-Ilahi became the official calendar, and the decrees of the 
ruling Moghal emperor of India (the Firmans) henceforth carried both 
the synthetic Tarikh and the Muslim Hijri date, and occasionally only 
the Tarikh.’ 

•  ‘Those days, through a shahi fireman (royal edict) certain persons 
were appointed to perform some specific tasks.’ 

• ‘Later the British, using the ‘Firman’ as an excuse forced the Mughal 
emperor Shah Alam II to recognize Bengal as part of British territory.’ 

• He agrees that Elgin exceeded the terms of his fireman, but points out 
that there were two additional Firmans from the Sultan sanctioning 
the export of the marbles.’ 

•  ‘The first fireman made its way slowly from Constantinople to Athens, 
but events had overtaken it by the time it arrived.’ 

 
Firman Synonyms 
A grant, or A permit. 

 
Example of the word Firmans in sentences 
 

• Having obtained the historic Firman from Emperor Shah Alam, he 
returned to india. 

• ‘Hunt's acquisitive instincts far surpassed anything the Sublime Porte 
had in mind when it granted the Firman.’ 

• ‘Jahangir might initially grant a Firman or permission, only to 
contradict it with an oral statement later. 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/firman 

 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/firman
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Ismaili Constitution “Announcement made at the time of promulgating the 

constitution in 1986   

“After the Rules and Regulations have been sanctioned and all parts of the 

constitution have come into force, copies of the constitution, incorporating 

the relevant Rules and Regulations for each country will be freely available 

to members of the Jamat.” 

 

4. Dai, Dais pl - "The Da ‘i must see to the affairs of the Da ‘wah and its proper 

administration, thereby relieving the Imam of that obligation, for the Imam 

has appointed him to manage the Da ‘wah and maintain the welfare of 

various regions." - Sayyidna Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Naysaburi  

 

Links to more 

https://ismailignosis.com/2018/03/28/world-of-faith-the-imams-dais-and-

the-ismaili-dawah/ 

 

http://ismaili.net/timeline/2018/101-proofs-chatur.pdf 

 

5. 13 March 2002 – Interview 

 

Question TH: That sums up these two projects, but these are not the only 

ones that your Network and Foundation are supporting. The viewers would 

be interested in knowing your insights on how this model that you have 

been able to put forward, is so successful. What goes into this model 

actually? 

 

Aga Khan “In the 60s, the 70s there was a long debate — a political debate 

— as to whether developing countries could afford quality. I think that 

argument doesn’t exist anymore, in the sense that the developing countries, 

like all countries, need quality institutions. So, our objective is going to try to 

establish as a Goal, best practice in what we are doing. 

 

“Well, I think a number of issues, and I feel very flattered by your comments, 

but essentially the notion is that the Aga Khan Development Network is a 

support system to national initiative in the countries where we work, to 

enhance developmental processes, to speed them up, to add quality. So, the 
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first thing is to identify the needs. Aga Khan University identified the need of 

quality higher education in Pakistan. This is not a specific issue for Pakistan, 

many countries in the developing world need much, much more sophisticated 

higher-level education. The next point is that, if you create new capacity, it’s 

important to bring to that field, whatever it is, a centre quality. So, what we 

have tried to achieve is the notion of “best practice”. In the 60s, the 70s there 

was a long debate — a political debate — as to whether developing countries 

could afford quality. I think that argument doesn’t exist anymore, in the 

sense that the developing countries, like all countries, need quality 

institutions. So, our objective is going to try to establish as a Goal, best 

practice in what we are doing.”  13 March 2002 Pakistan Interview 

 

6. “What you are doing today is setting a remarkable example of people coming 

together for a common purpose across frontiers — and that common 

purpose is to improve the quality of life of every individual in those societies…. 

These bridges enable people to come together to share best practice in 

developing human society. Across frontiers, you can build best practice in 

education, in healthcare, in economic development, in financial institutions, 

in rural activity, and it is this capacity to bring the best of society together for 

the benefit of all the people that I think is the most important lesson that we 

have today”. 31 Oct 2011 (Tajikistan – showun Bridge foundation stone 

ceremony) 

 

7. “Human difference is more proximate and more intense. What was once 

beyond our view is now at our side and, indeed, to use the popular 

expression, “in our face.” … The challenge of diversity is now a global 

challenge and how we address it will have global consequences…. I believe 

that the challenge of pluralism is never completely met. Pluralism is a process 

and not a product. It is a mentality, a way of looking at a diverse and 

changing world. A pluralistic environment is a kaleidoscope that history 

shakes every day. Responding to pluralism is an exercise in constant re-

adaptation. Identities are not fixed in stone. What we imagine our 

communities to be must also evolve with the tides of history. As we think 

about pluralism, we should be open to the fact that there may be a variety of 

“best practices,” a “diversity of diversities,” and a “pluralism of pluralisms.” 
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In sum, what we must seek and share is what I have called “a cosmopolitan 

ethic,” a readiness to accept the complexity of human society.” 15 oct 2010 

 

8. “A pluralist, cosmopolitan society is a society which not only accepts 

difference, but actively seeks to understand it and to learn from it. In this 

perspective, diversity is not a burden to be endured, but an opportunity to be 

welcomed. A cosmopolitan society regards the distinctive threads of our 

particular identities as elements that bring beauty to the larger social fabric. 

A cosmopolitan ethic accepts our ultimate moral responsibility to the whole 

of humanity, rather than “. Perhaps it is a natural condition of an insecure 

human race to seek security in a sense of superiority.  But in a world where 

cultures increasingly inter-penetrate one another, a more confident and a 

more generous outlook is needed. What this means, perhaps above all else, 

is a readiness to participate in a true dialogue with diversity, not only in our 

personal relationships, but in institutional and international relationships 

also. But that takes work, and it takes patience. Above all, it implies a 

readiness to listen. What is needed, as the former Governor General of 

Canada Adrienne Clarkson has said, and I quote, is a readiness “to listen to 

your neighbour, even when you may not particularly like him.” Is that 

message clear? You listen to people you don’t like! A thoughtful 

cosmopolitan ethic is something quite different from some attitudes that 

have become associated with the concept of globalisation in recent years. 

Too often, that term has been linked to an abstract universalism, perhaps 

well-meaning but rather naïve. In emphasising all that the human race had 

in common, it was easy to depreciate the identities that differentiated us. We 

sometimes talked so much about how we are all alike, that we neglected the 

wonderful ways in which we can be different.” 12 Nov 2015 Jodidi Lecture 

 

9. “A vast decentralisation of decision-making is already occurring in many 

countries; it has the advantage of placing new responsibilities in the hands 

of local communities.... For the key to future progress will lie less in 

traditional top-down systems of command and control -- and more in a 

broad, bottom-up spirit of coordination and cooperation...."Social progress, 

in the long run, will not be found by delegating an all-dominant role to any 

one player -- but rather through multi-sector partnerships. And within each 

sector of society, diversity should be a watchword.... The world ... increasingly 
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resembles a vast web in which everything connects to everything else -- 

where even the smallest groups and loneliest voices can exercise new 

influence, and where no single source of power can claim substantial 

control.... [The key to intellectual progress will not lie in any single body of 

instruction, but in a spirit of openness to new expression and fresh insights.... 

[The Ummah] must become full and even leading participants in the 

Knowledge Society of the 21st Century. That will mean embracing the values 

of collaboration and co-ordination, openness and partnership, choice and 

diversity -- which will under-gird the Knowledge Society.... In the Knowledge 

Society, productive research is most often partnership research ... sharing 

agendas and exchanging insights." 

His Highness the Aga Khan 2 December 2006 

http://www.nanowisdoms.org/nwblog/7997/ 

 

10.   “So, I would say this evening that what we are seeking to do — and I am 

referring particularly to the winners — is to join with you as partners in 

making available your knowledge, your talent, your creativity, to the widest 

spectrum of people we can reach. We believe that in the decades ahead the 

process of physical change in the Islamic world will benefit from not only 

looking at best practices, but also thinking of excellent practices. This 

emphasis on excellence means making people aware of the exceptionality of 

quality — not just best practice — through your work. If we were able to 

make it available to decision-makers, town halls, architects, clients, and the 

media, we would be making your work available to the spectrum of people 

who actually cause change to occur in the physical environment. We look to 

you as our partners in this exercise.” 7 Nov 2001 Allepo Syria (Nano) 

 

11. “The next issue I wish to raise with my Jamaat is the integrity of your activities 

I would wish that my Jamaat should have is a Goal what we call “best 

practice” in whatever you do, in your professional lives, in your business lives, 

best practice should be your Goal because that is the foundation on which 

you can build capacity over a number of years and Insha’Allah pass that 

capacity onto future generations” (Feb 2018) 

 

 

12.  “what is extremely important is that the institutions of the Jamat should be 

seen to be exercising what we call “best practice” that is the institutions 

http://www.nanowisdoms.org/nwblog/7997/


41 of 53 – Best Practice and Inclusive Leadership –15 April 2020 - m chatur © 

 

“perform to the highest level of their respective value systems” & this is true 

for our schools it is true for our financial institutions it is true for work early 

childhood education so this notion of Best practice I entrust to you, I entrust 

that to you. And seek to make best practice the way you think, the way you 

work, the way you live, the way you work with your families, the way you 

educate your children, the way you look after your good health.” (February 

2018) 

 

13. “My Goal is that over  the years ahead our  institutions will achieve levels of 

performance called best practices,  and when  I am able to achieve that with 

my Jamat in India,  you will be positioned  in a way which I think will be very 

significant for the future of the Jamat,  but in order to get the are you need 

unity in the Jamat.  I need all my leaders and I need all the Jamat to work 

together, r as one brotherhood with a common Goal and which is to serve 

the Jamat, to serve the people of the India.  So, the first thing I need is unity. 

The second thing I needed is wisdom.  Wisdom and is not something you learn 

it is something that life teaches you about, but I need to the wisdom of my 

Jamat to deal with issues in a wise manner, in a patient manner, in a 

consensual manner bringing everybody around a common set of Goals. That 

is the spirit of Islam, because it is built on brotherhood and therefore, I say to 

my Jamat work together towards common Goals.” (27 sept 2013)  

 

 

14. “This morning I have signed an in instrument, designating the seat of the 

Ismaili Imamat, here in Lisbon, which I have decided to name as the “Diwan 

of the Ismaili Imamat” this historic step to further strengthen the capacities 

of the Imamat’s institution, to better serve the Jamat’s needs.”  (Aga Khan, 

on 11 July 2018 during the holy congregation with over 60,000 Ismailis 

present with the President of Portugal in the congregation).This 

constitutional document63, and even the names of the Board members of the 

Diwan63 and DJI, are not uploaded on community websites, and not given to 

members of the community on request. This is against the Imam’s Firmans, 

the constitution, best practice and for accountability and transparency which 

Aga Khan advocates for the community, and for civil society.”   

http://ismaili.net/timeline/2018/2018-07-11-dewan-complete-article.pdf 

 

http://ismaili.net/timeline/2018/2018-07-11-dewan-complete-article.pdf
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15. “I believe that the challenge of pluralism is never completely met. Pluralism 

is a process and not a product. It is a mentality, a way of looking at a diverse 

and changing world. A pluralistic environment is a kaleidoscope that history 

shakes every day.  Responding to pluralism is an exercise in constant re-

adaptation. Identities are not fixed in stone. What we imagine our 

communities to be must also evolve with the tides of history. As we think 

about pluralism, we should be open to the fact that there may be a variety 

of “best practices,” a “diversity of diversities,” and a “pluralism of 

pluralisms.”  In sum, what we must seek and share is what I have called “a 

cosmopolitan ethic,” a readiness to accept the complexity of human society. 

It is an ethic which balances rights and duties. It is an ethic for all peoples. It 

will not surprise you to have me say that such an ethic can grow with 

enormous power out of the spiritual dimensions of our lives. In 

acknowledging the immensity of the Divine, we will also come to 

acknowledge our human limitations, the incomplete nature of human 

understanding.  Even the diversity of our religious interpretations can be 

greeted as something to share with one another — rather than something to 

fear. In this spirit of humility and hospitality the stranger will be welcomed 

and respected, rather than subdued or ignored…. As we strive for this ideal, 

we will recognise that “the other” is both “present” and “different.”  In that 

light, the amazing diversity of Creation itself can be seen as a great gift to us 

— not a cause for anxiety but a source of delight. Even the diversity of our 

religious interpretations can be greeted as something to share with one 

another — rather than something to fear. In this spirit of humility and 

hospitality the stranger will be welcomed and respected, rather than 

subdued or ignored.” (15 Oct 2010) 

 

16. “Aiming for Institutional Best Practices will be paramount to position 

institutions to take advantage of growth, and for accessing suitable qualified 

Human Resources. Institutions emulating best practices will be sought-after 

institutions, especially by global developmental partners.  – Mawlana 

Hazar Imam emphasized on more than one occasion, the need for our 

Institutions, Jamati as well as AKDN, to be at the forefront of Best Practice 

in their fields and be long term Institutions. By leveraging this strength, they 

will bring development and quality services e.g. in health and education, to 
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the populations, and importantly to the Jamat, and the Jamat will need to be 

in a position to access these services.  It was important to build prudently, 

carefully and wisely. In his guidance to the leadership on the current political 

landscape, Mawlana Hazar Imam has asked to be pragmatic, to monitor 

developments, and to watch and engage appropriately for example with civil 

societies, in the outcomes of the constitutional changes that will impact the 

country, and areas where the Jamat is demographically located. At the 

conclusion of the meetings, Hazar imam expressed his conviction that the 

Jamat in Kenya was well established and he advised that the younger 

generation be encouraged to bring more knowledge and capacity.  He said 

Kenya was changing at a great speed and the Jamat will need to be more 

competitive. He also urged the Council and the AKDN agencies to work 

together, for the benefit of the Jamat” (Kenya Council 2018) 

 

17. “Why is this gift of Time and Knowledge so important? It is very important, 

indeed, because the quality of life where the Jamal is living, in many 

countries, is not the same. There are countries which are still in deep 

economic difficulty, there are countries where democracy is fragile; there are 

countries which are subjected to natural hazards which cause loss of life, loss 

of assets. And the only way to address these situations is with what is known 

in the Industrialised World as best practice. We have to try to bring to our 

institutions, all around the world, the notion of best-practice. And best-

practice comes from harnessing knowledge, and wisdom, and experience in 

whatever activities you are doing. Much of best-practice in many fields of 

human endeavour has been developed in the Industrialised World, and the 

Developing World requires that knowledge. And your generosity of Time and 

Knowledge and support, Insha’Allah, by the end of the Jubilee year, will be 

available to the global brotherhood of the Jamal worldwide. And the Jamat 

worldwide will be grateful for the Time and Knowledge which you will offer 

to its institutions in order to improve what they are doing for the Jamat.” 

(April 2008 GJ) 

 

18.  “And I am enormously grateful for the material support that you have made 

available and are making available to the institutions of the lmamat. But I 

have said also that I will be enormously grateful, as should be !he Jamat 

worldwide, for the sharing of Time and Knowledge, because the only way 
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that we can build strong institutions around the world is in the sharing of the 

best time and the best knowledge so that our institutions in all the countries 

in which we wish to become countries of opportunity become institutions on 

which the people amongst whom we live and the Jamat itself can move 

forwards and start a process of best practice in institutional development so 

that our institutions during the decades ahead, contribute significantly to the 

quality of life of many countries around the world.” 15 July 2008 

 

19.  “The fourth area is to strengthen institutional capacity so that our 

institutions can serve a better and larger segment, of the Jamat in a given 

country and indeed, regionally, and, perhaps, globally. And in that, we will 

not only be harnessing   resources but we will be seeking the support of all 

the Murids who have offered time and support. And they are the Murids who, 

Insha’Allah, will enable us to achieve best practices in our institutions around 

the world”. 22 November 2008 

 

20. Imam was asked “in what matters then do you specifically intervene? He said 

“Long term, long term social programming, long term economic 

programming, educational development, health, housing, the direction for 

institutions to go in, that also” (17 Mar 2005 Aga Khan Academy). In 1979 

He said “One hundred years from now, I believe that our successors will look 

back at the founding of the Aga Khan Academies as an important milestone 

in the development of Tanzania and East Africa” (BBC interview 8 sept 1979) 

 

21.  “but no truly worthwhile opportunity comes without some risk. The risk we 

confront here is wilfully to build an educational institution that dares to 

compare its students, curriculum, faculty and premises with the best in the 

world. We are saying that success will be based solely upon merit, judged 

against an international standard. Once we accept that challenge, there will 

be no turning back. For one thing certain today is that best practices 

continue to evolve at a rapid pace in every discipline, education being no 

exception. A world class standard is therefore, by definition, a constantly 

evolving standard. I have every confidence we are up to the challenge at the 

Aga Khan Academies. And I am just as confident that the exceptional 

students who will attend this institution will be up to the challenge as well. 

One hundred years from now, I believe that our successors will look back at 
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the founding of the Aga Khan Academies as an important milestone in the 

development of Tanzania and East Africa.” March 17 2006, 

 

22. The following Diamond Jubilee Goals of His Highness the Aga Khan – Imam 

have been relayed by the Ismaili community institutions for the 

improvement of the quality of lives and wellbeing of all Ismailis and those 

they live and work with. Their neighbours and country 

1. Poverty Alleviation 

2. Access to Finance 

3. Early childhood development 

4. Institutional strengthening & stability 

5. Universities  

6. Infrastructure 

7. Jamat Khanna development 

8. Dini (religious) Education 

9. Improving perceptions of Islam (within and between Muslims and 

with non-Muslims 

(source TheIsmaili UK) 

 

23. Mindsets 

“Finally, let me emphasise that healthy institutions will tap the widest 

possible range of energies and insights. They will optimise each society’s 

meritocratic potential, so that opportunity will reward competence, from 

whomever and wherever it may come — independent of birth or wealth or 

theology or physical power. “ 

The Public Mindset  

But institutional reforms will have lasting meaning only when there is a 

social mindset to sustain them. There is a profound reciprocal relationship 

between institutional and cultural variables. How we think shapes our 

institutions. And then our institutions shape us. How we see the past is an 

important part of this mindset. A sense of historic identity can immensely 
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enrich our lives. But we also know how myopic commitments to “identity” 

can turn poisonous when they are dominated 15 oct 2010 La Fontayne 

“the institutions of civil society, particularly the independent news media that 

can build and sustain public attitudes towards diversity. But institutional 

reforms will have lasting meaning only when there is a social mindset to 

sustain them. Historic identity must reinforce the worth and contributions of 

all communities both old and new. Our leaders can influence these narratives 

by working to bridge divisions — or widen them. We must seek and share a 

readiness to accept 15 April 2011 

We must seek and share a readiness to accept the complexity of human 

society — to embrace pluralism as a way of looking at a diverse and changing 

world. The world we seek is not a world where difference is erased, but where 

difference can be a powerful force for good, helping us to fashion a new sense 

of cooperation and coherence in our world, and to build together a better life 

for all. 

There is a profound reciprocal relationship between institutional and cultural 
variables. How we think shapes our institutions. And then our institutions 
shape us. How we see the past is an important part of this mindset. 

A sense of historic identity can immensely enrich our lives. But we also know 
how myopic commitments to “identity” can turn poisonous when they are 
dominated by bad memories, steeped in grievance and resentment. 

The marginalization of peoples can then become a malignant process, as 
people define themselves by what they are against. The question of “who am 
I?” is quickly transformed into “who is my enemy?” 

Some would address this problem through a wilful act of historical amnesia 
– but suppressing animosity can often produce future explosions. (La 
Fonteyne) 

 

In Kenya, national history is largely missing from the public schools. And, in 
the absence of shared history, divided communities feed on their own 
fragmented memories of inter-tribal wrongs. 

On the other hand, the value of confronting memory lies in catharsis, an 
emotional healing process. As we know, the Truth and Reconciliation Process 
has helped South Africans address deep social divisions, as has Chile’s 
Museum of Memory and Human Rights in Santiago. (Kenya) 
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As societies come to think in pluralistic ways, I believe they can learn another 
lesson from the Canadian experience, the importance of resisting both 
assimilation and homogenization – the subordination and dilution of 
minority cultures on the one hand, or an attempt to create some new, 
transcendent blend of identities, on the other. 

What the Canadian experience suggests to me is that identity itself can be 
pluralistic. Honouring one’s own identity need not mean rejecting others. 
One can embrace an ethnic or religious heritage, while also sharing a sense 
of national or regional pride. To cite a timely example, I believe one can live 
creatively and purposefully as both a devoted Muslim and a committed 
European. 

To affirm a particular identity is a fundamental human right, what some have 
called “the right to be heard.” But the right to be heard implies an obligation 
to listen – and, beyond that, a proactive obligation to observe and to learn. 

Surely, one of the most important tests of moral leadership is whether our 
leaders are working to widen divisions – or to bridge them. 

When we talk about diversity, we often use the metaphor of achieving social 
“harmony.” But perhaps we might also employ an additional musical 
comparison – a fitting image as we meet tonight in this distinguished musical 
setting. We might talk not just about the ideal of "harmony" – the sounding 
of a single chord – but also about “counterpoint.” In counterpoint, each voice 
follows a separate musical line, but always as part of a single work of art, 
with a sense both of independence and belonging. 

Let me add one further thought. I believe that the challenge of pluralism is 
never completely met. Pluralism is a process and not a product. It is a 
mentality, a way of looking at a diverse and changing world. A pluralistic 
environment is a kaleidoscope that history shakes every day. 

Responding to pluralism is an exercise in constant re-adaptation. Identities 
are not fixed in stone. What we imagine our communities to be must also 
evolve with the tides of history. 

As we think about pluralism, we should be open to the fact that there may 
be a variety of “best practices,” a “diversity of diversities,” and a “pluralism 
of pluralisms.” 

In sum, what we must seek and share is what I have called “a cosmopolitan 
ethic,” a readiness to accept the complexity of human society. It is an ethic 
which balances rights and duties. It is an ethic for all peoples. 

It will not surprise you to have me say that such an ethic can grow with 
enormous power out of the spiritual dimensions of our lives. In 
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acknowledging the immensity of The Divine, we will also come to 
acknowledge our human limitations, the incomplete nature of human 
understanding. 

In that light, the amazing diversity of Creation itself can be seen as a great 
gift to us – not a cause for anxiety but a source of delight. Even the diversity 
of our religious interpretations can be greeted as something to share with 
one another – rather than something to fear. 

In this spirit of humility and hospitality – the stranger will be welcomed and 
respected, rather than subdued – or ignored. 

In the Holy Quran we read these words: “O mankind! Be careful of your duty 
to your Lord who created you from a single soul …[and] joined your hearts in 
love, so that by His grace ye became brethren.” 

As we strive for this ideal, we will recognize that “the other” is both “present” 
and “different.” And we will be able to appreciate this presence – and this 
difference – as gifts that can enrich our lives. 

Let me conclude by emphasizing once again the urgency of this challenge. 
We are at a particularly complex moment in human history. The challenges 
of diversity are frightening for many people, in societies all around the world. 
But diversity also has the capacity to inspire. 

The mission of the Global Centre for Pluralism is to look closely at all these 
challenges – and to think hard about them. This will be demanding work. But 
as we go forward, we hope we can discern more predictably and pre-empt 
more effectively those conditions which lead to conflict among peoples. And 
we also hope that we can advance those institutions and those mindsets 
which foster constructive engagement. 

The world we seek is not a world where difference is erased, but where 
difference can be a powerful force for good, helping us to fashion a new sense 
of cooperation and coherence in our world, and to build together a better life 
for all. 

Thank you very much 

His Highness the Aga Khan spoke on October 15, 2010 at the10th annual 

LaFontaine-Baldwin Symposium in Toronto. 

 

24. AKDN - Ethic of Governance. This was in 2000. No other ethical policies 

and framework are not on the websites and not given on request to the 

community)  
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“Those who control and administer resources for the benefit of others are 

bound by the duty of trusteeship. In Shia Islam, this duty is owed to the 

Imam. The Muslim tradition of religious law, thus, firmly grounds the ethic 

of governance in the principles of trust, probity, equity and accountability. 

The scripture, for instance, sternly warns corruptly inclined citizens and 

authorities against collusion to defraud others. Guardians of orphans and 

the weak are similarly warned not to compromise their fiduciary 

obligations, and to keep away from their wards' property "except to 

improve it". The tradition, hence, obliges administrators of a charitable 

foundation not only to maintain, but to seek to enhance, the value of its 

corpus and maximise its yield in order to sustain its charitable 

commitments. (IIS) https://iis.ac.uk/aga-khan-development-network-akdn-

ethical-framework#5 

 

25. Aga Khan copyright lawsuit - lifting the veil” Ismaili.net 

http://www.ismaili.net/html/modules.php?op=modload&name=phpBB2&f

ile=viewtopic&t=9257 

 

 

26.  ENHANCING INSTITUTIONAL PERFORMANCE - 1995 

Institutional leadership has been preoccupied for some time now with how 

best institutions can respond to the needs of the Jamat.  They have been 

seeking ways to improve institutional performance including a more 

prudent utilisation of finite resources, both human and material.  

Institutions have also recognised that sound performance can best be 

underwritten where the components, constituting their governance 

structure, work efficiently and in tandem with each other. 

The challenge today is how to make the Jamati institutions incrementally 

more responsive to the Jamati needs through the adoption and application 

of sound management practices which are being applied by successful 

organisations in various sectors.  

https://iis.ac.uk/aga-khan-development-network-akdn-ethical-framework#5
https://iis.ac.uk/aga-khan-development-network-akdn-ethical-framework#5
http://www.ismaili.net/html/modules.php?op=modload&name=phpBB2&file=viewtopic&t=9257
http://www.ismaili.net/html/modules.php?op=modload&name=phpBB2&file=viewtopic&t=9257
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The time is propitious for Jamati institutions to constructively re-examine 

their institutional capability as they all now have a multi-year vision and a 

better understanding of the Jamati needs and priorities. 

Finding better ways to manage institutions also becomes imperative in light 

of the altered circumstances within which volunteer time has to be given 

today, and the more discerning needs of the Jamat worldwide.  At the same 

time, cognisance has to be taken of the ethical principles which constitute 

the bedrock of our institutions. 

CHARACTERISTICS WHICH INHIBIT INSTITUTIONAL PERFORMANCE 

Jamati institutions have been responding to the challenges of change in 

varying degrees.  Some institutions have adopted modern practices which 

have enhanced their performance.  However, there are still practices that 

remain which inhibit institutional output.  Some of these are: 

• Attempting to do too much, often with disproportionate emphasis on 

activities which do not really meet the Jamati needs. 

• Real needs as affected by changing times and circumstances are not 

systematically ascertained through proper grassroot contact. 

• Insufficiently defined objectives and measures of performance in 

opposition to clear terms of reference and accountability. 

• Insufficient team play, at times contributing to uninformed decisions 

being taken. 

• Lack of delegation of responsibility and poor feedback which leads to 

apathy. 

• Institutions have not yet put the concept of evaluation into practice. 

• A culture which does not give due consideration to volunteers' time.  In 

some cases, service is often equated only with the number of hours a 

person is actually physically present at a place, rather than with the 

quality of output. 
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• Inability to properly articulate proposals coupled with weaknesses 

generally, in ongoing reporting.  This often leads to slow decision taking 

and also inhibits ongoing improvement in performance.  Another effect 

of this is the weakening of the concept of accountability. 

• Lack of know-how or commitment to doing a job properly. 
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CORRECTIVE MEASURES 

• A well-conceptualised organogramme and terms of reference for 

members and professional staff.  Each institution and its components 

should ensure that its structure meets the functional needs, giving due 

weightage to the programmatic, administrative, financial, evaluation and 

overview dimensions.  Individual terms of reference should set out the 

principal responsibilities, the working relationships (including inter-

institutional) and reporting lines, such that would enable the position 

holder's Goals to be achieved during his/her term of office.  Shorter term 

objectives for the year, and where possible, the measurable outcome, 

should also be included.  The latter would need to be reviewed every 

year. 

• A leadership approach at all levels that engenders confidence and team 

spirit through the appropriate delegation of responsibilities, sharing of 

information, and the provision of necessary support.  Regular feedback 

should be part of institutional culture.  This should also foster dialogue 

through collegiality encouraging objectivity and accountability, thus 

promoting human resource development. 

• Institutional leadership needs to continue seeking a balance between 

effectively meeting the real needs of the Jamat and paring down activities 

which are non essential or cannot be addressed adequately at a particular 

time.  This will enable institutions to focus on quality and emphasise the 

finite nature of human and material resources which are constraints 

inherent in any institution. 

• Institutions should set up reliable procedures that will enable them to 

acquire a genuine understanding of the needs of their different 

constituencies.  The process should incorporate Jamati feedback on the 

usefulness and relevance of programmes and their quality.  Among 

methods that could be useful for determining constituency needs and 

feedback, one could be well-constituted periodic, informal focus groups, 

whose views could be sought by institutional leaders. 
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• The Annual Objectives and Strategies drawn from the 5 Year Plan, offer a 

timely opportunity to establish performance benchmarks, as well as 

calibrating the terms of reference of each member on the institutions. 

• The institutions should strive to engender a culture of objectivity with a 

greater commitment to sound management, and administrative and 

financial practices.  Due account should be taken of the fact that good 

information and incisive analysis is critical to quick and objective 

decision-making.  Judicious usage should be made of reasonable 

information technology to facilitate such work. 

• The development of the concept of evaluation would be gradual and one 

to which every institution would need to make a firm commitment.  

Institutions are requested, wherever possible, to socialise themselves to 

this concept through practical steps whereby they immediately apply 

basic evaluation tools and gradually develop approaches (wherever 

possible with the help of the GRBs) that will contribute towards a fuller 

understanding of this very important concept. 

• Reporting should be an integral management tool.  For reporting to be 

useful, it should be succinct and incisive, bringing out the critical issues 

(including those relating to financial and human resource management), 

results achieved to date, options for any follow-up and 

recommendations. 

• At the time of the appointments cycle, nominations should be based on 

a much clearer understanding of the cluster of skills and expertise 

required for the institutions to fulfil their basic mandates effectively. 

10.11.95 

 

27. Covid-19 messages from the Imam relayed by LIF  

 

On 30 Mar 2020, at 02:25, Mahebub Chatur  wrote to LIF/M Talik 

 

Malik Talib, Chairman of LIF, has posted online messages (Firmans) to the 
global Jamat received from Hazar Imam.   
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Malik says Hazar Imams messages include the following. [He has therefore 
clearly not given us the full communication (Firman), received from Hazar 
Imam] 

 

Malik Talib says the messages from Imam, are as follows;  

 

1 Hazar Imam asked him to convey his “best paternal and my best maternal 
loving blessings to my worldwide Jamat, and tell them that I think of them 
every minute of the day, each day, and I pray for Mushkil Asan and for their 
peace and happiness “ 

 

2 The Jamat “must remain strong and prepare to build, and to build well, 
when this crisis passes. 

 

3 The world is facing a challenging time, and in these moments, it is 
important that the Jamat remains united and focused on helping those who 
will need assistance and hand-holding.” 

 

4 Hazar Imam expressed his happiness that all the institutions are working 
collectively to address the challenges that the Jamat is facing under the 
current circumstances 

 

5 The Jamat’s safety, security and wellbeing is paramount  

 

6 The Jamats entities must turn their focus to rebuilding, and repositioning, 
when this crisis passes & to focus efforts to build a stronger future for the 
global Jamat. 

 

(Therefore, can we have a copy of the full communication from Hazar Imam 
to the Jamats international steering committee? and let in know who are 
the appointed members of the Jamat of this committee?  You have an 
obligation not to block and release the Full communication (Firman) from 
Hazar Imam, for the Jamat and Jamat’s benefit. And a copy of what you 
presented to Hazar Imam for and on behalf of the Jamat)  

 

In addition, Malik Talib says on behalf of the LIF steering committee as 
follows; 
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1 The single most important action that we can take is to meticulously 
follow the advice of global health authorities by prioritising the 
requirements of “physical distancing” to protect ourselves, our families, 
and our Jamats. This means staying home as much as possible, and 
following the guidelines for washing hands regularly and thoroughly, 
avoiding contact with others, covering the mouth when coughing or 
sneezing, and self-isolating if symptoms arise 

 

2 This is a difficult time. We all miss attending Jamatkhana and meeting our 
family and friends. But for their safety and your own, we must stay strong. 

 

3 Through this period, let us stay connected with our family, friends and 
neighbours over the phone or through technology. Physical distancing does 
not mean social distancing 

 

4 We must stay united as One Jamat and support each other.  

 

5 Let us remember to draw at all times on our faith for comfort and solace 
by calling on the tasbih as guided by Mawlana Hazar Imam. 

 

Please correct me if I am wrong in any of the above  

Mahebub Chatur  

 

28. Imam guidance 2017  

Ismaili net - ismaili.net/heritage/node/32965 

 

29. Imam Guidance 2019 

ismaili.net http://www.ismaili.net/heritage/node/35016 

 

30. Imam intervenes long term, not day to day.  After he has given his Firmans 

he expects them to be implemented by the community, and their 

institutions.    

 

Interview excerpts 1979 and 1994  

 

http://www.ismaili.net/heritage/node/35016
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CP/JCD: Your Highness, what pride do you get from your work? 

 

I am proud of two things. The first is the creation, in a variety of countries, 

of institutions of the community which possess real autonomy, which do not 

depend on the intervention, nor the thinking, nor the support of the Imam. 

 

AK: I am proud of two things. The first is the creation, in a variety of 

countries, of institutions of the community which possess real autonomy, 

which do not depend on the intervention, nor the thinking, nor the support 

of the Imam. The second is the reinsertion of Ismailis of the third world in 

countries which have sustained turbulent times — with the agreement of 

their governments. At the risk of sounding a little modest, I would say that 

it is the demonstration that the Ismaili community, that its programs and 

its institutions are respected (that has given me pride). I have no other 

ambition than to be the prince of a happy Islam. But we are not there yet.  

15 Dec 1994 Paris 

 

MC: Well, in what matters then do you specifically intervene? What is your 

influence and authority? 

AK: Long term, long term social programming, long term economic 

programming, educational development, health, housing, the direction for 

institutions to go in..“    

(6 sept 1979 BBC) 

 

31. Firman 2012    
 
“As we look to the future what is essential for all Murids around the world, is 
regular practice in understanding the Shia Ismaili tariquah of Islam and within 
the Tariqah the role that is played by the intellect, knowledge, understanding, 
wisdom, the capacity to analyse and think ahead, and that is a particularly 
important aspect, whether you are living here or anywhere else in the world. 
That is central to the continuum of happiness in the practice of the faith (2012)  
 
“The image the reputation of the Jamaat is no longer an issue of national 
frontiers, today it is a global system of communication and any Jamaat which 
is well respected is a Jamaat which contributes to the global reputation of the 
Jamaat around the world and this is very very important because if something 
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happens in one part of the world which is undesirable it affects the Jamaat 
around the world” ( Singapore 2012) 
 
“I would like my spiritual children today to remember that what I will mention 
in this Firman is a general firman that you may share with your families with 
your Jamats when you return home if you have come from outside Singapore” 
(2012) 

 
32. Holy Congregation - Deedar. (durbar, mulakat & padhramni) 

 
Deedar is when a pilgrim receives the blessing of spiritual enlightenment from 
the Imam.  This blessing is given and cannot be taken as a right.  
 
Deedar is the ultimate blessing for Ismaili Muslims.  
 
Generally, Deedar refers to a Holy congregational prayers, which are conducted 
by the Imam.  
 
Pilgrims come to pray, and seek his blessings and guidance2 (Firmans) 
 
Deedar is a blessing which is given. It is not a right which one can demand or 
take.  
 
Seeing the Imam physically, is also a Deedar, but that does not mean that one 
is entitled or will   receive the blessings of spiritual enlightenment. 
 
Three types of Deedar, physical spiritual and Nur (Light) 
 
1. Zahiri, physical, or exoteric  
2. Batini or esoteric or spiritual and a 
3.  Noorani -or Nur19 of Imam, and Allan.  

 
Without doing what Hazar Imam and Imams have asked and said in Farmans, 
there can be no expectation beyond the physical form of the Imam.  
 
In this regard Allah has said in the Quran “And if ye call them to the guidance, 
they hear not; and you (Muhammad) see them looking toward you, but they 
see not.” (Quran 7:198). 

 “The journey to the house of Ka'ba, according to the literal revelation (tanzil), 
signifies the quest for the Noor & Deedar of the living Imam, and reaching the 
house of the Ka'ba, according to the esoteric exegesis (ta'wil), is the recognition 

of the Imam."  ⁃ Nasir al-Din Tusi, Paradise of Submission p. 151 
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“Life in the ultimate analysis has taught me one enduring lesson. The subject 
should always disappear in the object. In our ordinary affections one for 
another, in our daily work with hand or brain, most of us discover soon enough 
that any lasting satisfaction, any contentment that we can achieve, is the result 
of forgetting self, of merging subject with object in a harmony that is of body, 
mind and spirit. And in the highest realms of consciousness all who believe in a 
Higher Being are liberated from all the clogging and hampering bonds of the 
subjective self in prayer, in rapt meditation upon and in the face of the glorious 
radiance of eternity, in which all temporal and earthly consciousness is 
swallowed up and itself becomes the eternal. This is also called Asal ma Wasal 
- and also resurrection and renewal which is individual and collective or 
congregational” (Aga Khan III - memoirs) 

Meaning and significance of Deedar 

http://ismaili.net/source/didar-meaning.pdf 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


