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Abstract

Akhlaqg-i Nasiri (Nasirean Ethics), written by Khwaja Nasir al-Din Tusi during the
Ismaili rule at the behest of Nasir al-Din Allah, the ruler of Quhistan, is a work
that presents ethical concepts through a scientific-philosophical narrative. The
author’s scientific and philosophical mindset, along with the Ismaili governance
context, has influenced the presentation of ethical concepts in this book. To
analyze the functions of this work, the theoretical framework of Laclau and
Mouffe’s discourse analysis was used. The research results show that Akhlaq-i
Nasiri, with its political and ideological functions, directs ethics in favor of the
ruler and the control of the masses by the Ismaili agent, while rejecting and
despising the Abbasid caliphs for lacking these qualities. The central signifier of
the discourse in this work is based on the principle of the Ismaili agent’s imamate.
Despite the superficial refinement of the preface’s praises and Ismaili terms, the
deep structure of the book still legitimizes the Ismaili agent and is articulated and
emphasized with the secondary discourse signifiers of reason, humanity, and
mysticism. By articulating imamate and education, Khwaja legitimizes the
necessity of the Ismaili agent’s existence and delegitimizes others. The
legitimization of the Ismaili agent gives the discourse of the work a
propagandistic status, making it a disseminator of the ruling agent’s ideology.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

One of the main problems in research
concerning the religious affiliation of
Khwaja Nasir al-Din Tisi is whether he was
originally a Twelver Shi‘i, who, after
becoming involved with the Ismaili
fortresses, adopted the Ismaili faith (or
merely pretended to do so), or whether he
was originally an Ismaili, who only
outwardly professed Twelver Shi‘ism or
had merely studied in Imami schools. The
debate centers on whether Khwaja went to
the Ismaili castles of his own will or under
compulsion. Yet, based on his own
statements, it is evident that he composed
Akhlag-i Nasiri (Nasirean Ethics) while at
the court of Nasir al-Din bi'llah, the ruler
of Qohestan. After Hilagii Khan
conquered the Ismailis and Khwaja
entered his service, he revised the book,
altered its preface, and modified certain
passages to purge it of Ismaili elements.
Nevertheless, the structure and substance
of the work are such that, despite Khwaja’s
claim in the revised preface, Akhlag-i
Nasiri still counts as an Ismaili work and its
discourse remains unchanged. The first
preface clearly reflected its Ismaili
dimension and indicated that it had been
commissioned by a Nizari Ismaili ruler;
however, in the new preface-written some
thirty years later or somewhat less after
the original composition-he claims that
his presence among the Ismailis was due
to coercion. He disavows the original
preface and asks the owners of the
manuscripts to replace the first with the
second.
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2. Purpose, Literature

Review, and Method

This study is descriptive-analytical, based
on Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s theory of
discourse analysis. The method of
analyzing this type of discourse takes into
account a semantic system larger than the
sentence, holding that each discourse
brings certain areas of society under its
sway and, by gaining control over the
minds of subjects, shapes their individual
and social speech and behavior. The value
of this theory, compared with other
discourse theories, lies in the fact that it
provides a proper articulation of discourse
analysis for interpreting the text. The
central problem of the present study is
that changes in the outward form and
surface structure of the book do not
necessarily reflect changes in its content
and underlying discourse. Thus, through a
discourse analysis of Akhlag-i Nasiri, it is
necessary to determine the status of the
three concepts of power, ideology, and
ethics, and to assess the extent of Ismaili
discourse within the work.

3. Research Findings

Akhlag-i Nasiri explains moral values and
consists of three treatises: Tahdhib al-
akhlaq (refinement of morals), household
management, and political governance or
civic administration. Different currents of
ethical writing in the Islamic period-
depending on the intellectual orientations
of the authors of instructional texts-
produced various approaches such as

mystical /ascetic ethics,
philosophical /rational ethics,
transmitted /traditional  ethics, and

synthetic ethics, which combine reason,
tradition, and mysticism. Khwéja pursues
three approaches—philosophy, altruism,
and mysticism—in explaining ethics, so as
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to confirm his intended aims within a
particular religious framework. The
central axis of Khwaja’s thought is imamate
and instruction (ta‘'lim), whereby human
beings may attain the worldly and
otherworldly happiness that is envisioned
for them and has been entrusted to their
nature by God. In accordance with the
ruling authority, the basis for attaining
felicity and the emphasis on the two
principles of imamate and instruction
derives from the philosophical doctrine
created by the Ismailis, who believed in the
movement of the soul from deficiency to
perfection through a guiding intellect. This
study examined and analyzed the
discursive functions of Khwaja in three
areas: institution-building, justification,
and subject-formation. The institutional
function of Akhlag-i Nasiri legitimizes,
justifies, and shapes subjects in favor of the
ruling agent, and the core of these
functions ultimately benefits that agent..

4. Discussion

The discourse analysis of Akhlaq-i Nasiri
shows that the work, with its political and
doctrinal role, directs ethics toward the
interests of the ruler and the control of the
masses by the Ismaili authority, while
rejecting the Abbasid caliphs for lacking
such qualities. The central signifier of the
discourse is the principle of the Ismaili
agent’'s imamate. Although the surface
level has been purged of the panegyrics
and Ismaili terminology of the original
preface, the deep structure of the book
still legitimizes the Ismaili authority and is
articulated and reinforced through
subsidiary discourses of reason, humanity,
and mysticism. The three subjects,
including the rational leader, the virtuous
sage, and the divine lawgiver, all confirm
the primary signifier of Ismaili imamate as
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the successor of the Prophet and the
divine law. The discourses of reason,
humanity, and mysticism establish
institutions for the three Ismaili principles
of origination (ibda‘), instruction (ta‘lim),
and imamate; through articulating these,
the author rationally, virtuously, and
mystically justifies the leadership,
government, and imamate of the Ismaili
authority as an ideal vision of the rule of
the virtuous city..

5. Conclusion

The justificatory function of the
discourses of philosophy, altruism, and
mysticism serves to highlight the doctrine
of Ismaili imamate and instruction and to
construct the hegemony of their virtuous
city in the Ismaili fortresses as the rightful
heirs of the prophets, in opposition to
governments such as the Abbasids or local
rulers, whose reliance on pleasure and
benefit led them merely to instrumentalize
religion and law. By articulating imamate
and instruction, Khwaja legitimizes the
necessity of the Ismaili authority and
delegitimizes false scholars and the
leaders of corrupt cities. Granting
legitimacy to the Ismaili authority gives
the discourse of the work a propagandistic
dimension and turns it into a vehicle for
disseminating that ideology. Given
Khwaja's insistence on the necessity of
instruction and an Imam for the journey
toward knowledge of God, together with
his emphasis on the Ismaili principle of
instruction,  his  institution-building
around this concept, and his stress on the
body and free will in good and evil, one can
say that Akhlag-i Nasiri functions as a
source  or scholarly  encyclopedia
explaining the principles of the da‘i al-
du‘at (chief missionary) of the Ismailis,
used by Ismaili hujjats across the Islamic
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world as an instructional text. Its formal,
scholarly tone and reliance on rational and
argumentative methods show that Akhlaqg-
i Nasiri is intended for a specialized
audience familiar with philosophy and
mysticism. In truth, despite its later
revision and in light of its hidden layers of
persuasion, the book shows that Khwéja’s
mind was fundamentally aligned with
Ismaili philosophy. Khwaja Nasir was a
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specialist and propagator of religious and
philosophical thought, advancing his ideas
under any government and in the service
of any authority; when he accepted
administrative posts, it was so that he
could assist scholars, promote knowledge
and think, and employ available resources
for the benefit and tranquility of his
contemporaries.
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