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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study is to examine the impact and role of signs in polarizing the relationship among citizens, the
media, and politicians within the triangle of political communication. This research addresses both the theoretical
dimension of semiotics in political communication and its practical application in the 2016 U.S. presidential election.
The victory of Donald Trump in 2016 has been interpreted as a “failure of the print media.” Out of 260 high-circulation
newspapers, only 10 local papers supported him. Chantal Mouffe views politics as the “arena of contestation over
meaning” and interprets political semiotics through the lens of attaining power, defining it as follows: the display of
power relations within sign systems where social identities are constructed can be considered political semiotics.
The condition of signs may change based on their degree of deprivation and distance from centers of power. Since
these conditions express specific structures of power, they can thus be referred to as “political semiotics.” Elections
represent the most prominent form of political participation by the people. In today’s electoral campaigns, citizens
and voters encounter a complex system of signs composed of symbols, icons, and indices. The diversity in sign
production and the transmission of meaning within the latent codes of political communication among citizens,
media, and politicians has led to a polarized environment and an imbalance of power among these three key actors.
For this reason, in the 2016 U.S. election, the most reputable polling institutions, the largest news networks, the
most widely circulated newspapers and magazines, and political think tanks all predicted Hillary Clinton’s victory
and publicly endorsed her. However, to the astonishment of the global community, it was faced with the
phenomenon known as “Donald Trump,” who became the 45th President of the United States. Donald Trump
emerged as a composite figure—symbolic, indexical, and iconic—that materialized in the semiotic system of the
2016 election, whereas Hillary Clinton (a member of the elite academic class) was portrayed merely as a feminist

symbol.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The integration of custom (‘urf) and ijtihad in

Imamiyyah jurisprudence offers a rich
interpretive framework for understanding
Islamic human rights, particularly within the
evolving contexts of justice, dignity, and
spiritual rights. In Islamic legal theory,
especially within the Imamiyyah school,
ijtihad functions as the central methodological
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mechanism for deducing religious rulings
from foundational texts such as the Qur'an,
Sunnah, consensus (ijma‘), and reason. Yet,
the inclusion of custom introduces a dynamic
component that responds to shifting social
realities and norms. Traditionally,
jurisprudential attention to custom has been
ambivalent, acknowledging its significance
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without granting it standalone authority.
However, this research positions ‘urf not
merely as a supplementary referent but as a
critical bridge between religious texts and
contemporary human experience. The analysis
draws from scholarly articulations that frame
ijjtihad as the exertion of intellectual and
physical effort in the service of deriving God's
will from the sources of Shari'ah (Ibn Manzur,
1985; Jawhari, 1996; Ragheb Esfahani, 1989).
When filtered through the lens of
contemporary  needs, ‘urf  becomes
instrumental  in  recalibrating  these
interpretations toward concrete applications
in human rights, allowing a contextualized but
principled approach to Islamic law. Moreover,
the notion of ftrah, or innate human nature, is
central in this discourse, providing an
ontological grounding for stable yet adaptable
moral and legal claims (Javadi Amoli, 1996,
2011). As such, the inclusion of custom within
jurisprudential methodology provides an
ethical and theological justification for
aligning legal reasoning with evolving societal
conditions, especially when addressing
concepts such as dignity, justice, and
communal responsibility. It thereby offers a
distinct and internally coherent paradigm that
diverges from secular models of human rights.
Justice as a foundational value in Islamic
jurisprudence finds new expression when
interpreted through the prism of custom and
evolving communal expectations. The classical
conception of justice in Islamic thought
emphasizes balance, fairness, and equity, yet
its operationalization in the modern era must
also address structural inequality and social
vulnerability. The dynamic interplay between
‘urf and ijtihad allows jurists to rearticulate
justice not just as equal opportunity but as
equal outcome, foregrounding the lived
experiences of marginalized groups. Here, ‘urf
functions as a societal barometer, identifying
emergent injustices that may not be explicitly
addressed in canonical texts but are

perceptible through collective moral intuition.
Drawing from the views of leading scholars,
justice is interpreted not only in the abstract
legal sense but also as a guiding principle for
political participation, economic equity, and
access to services (Mousavi Khomeini, 2006;
Yazdi, 1996). Imam Khomeini’s emphasis on
serving the oppressed and the impoverished
further highlights justice as a non-negotiable
prerequisite for political legitimacy and
societal cohesion. In this schema, ijtihad must
continuously recalibrate the jurisprudential
apparatus to reflect evolving notions of
fairness. Through methodologies that are both
textually anchored and socially responsive,
such jurisprudence avoids stagnation and
instead adapts dynamically to the complexity
of contemporary governance and human
needs. Scholars like Montazeri have
emphasized the necessity of reinterpreting
political and civil rights—such as voting and
public office participation—through this lens,
ensuring they reflect both the Shari’ah and
public consensus (Montazeri, 2001). Thus,
justice, informed by both jurisprudence and
societal norms, becomes a living value
adaptable to time and place, transcending
rigid legalism without compromising on
foundational Islamic principles.

Dignity, or karamah, constitutes another
cardinal value in the Islamic human rights
framework, uniquely situated at the
intersection of theology, ethics, and law.
Islamic sources affirm human dignity as
inherent and inalienable, grounded in the
divine creation of man and his status as God's
vicegerent. In the ijtihad- ‘urf nexus, dignity is
reinterpreted not merely as a metaphysical
attribute but as a standard with legal and
policy implications. When understood
through evolving customs, dignity can
encompass employment rights, protection
against exploitation, and the safeguarding of
personal honor and social inclusion. Such an
interpretation aligns with foundational legal



principles that prohibit coercion (Shahid Awal,
2004), reject human domination over fellow
beings (Mirfatah Maraghi, 1995), and affirm the
presumption of freedom (Kulayni, 1983).
Dignity also aligns closely with social
responsibility; Islamic conceptions of freedom
are bound by ethical constraints and
communal well-being, distinguishing them
from secular liberal notions which prioritize
individual autonomy often at the expense of
collective ethics (Eisa Nia, 2014). The legal
recognition of dignity thus requires a dual
validation—from both textual tradition and
societal consensus. The evolving
interpretations facilitated by ijtihad enable
jurisprudence to absorb changing expectations
around rights and social conduct while
maintaining fidelity to Shari'ah. Within this
framework, custom informs which behaviors
and conditions affirm or violate human
dignity, thereby guiding jurists in articulating
legal norms that respond to contemporary
realities. Consequently, the convergence of
ijtihad and ‘urf furnishes a jurisprudential
approach that is both spiritually rooted and
socially cognizant, capable of institutionalizing
dignity in realms such as labor law, public
ethics, and political representation.

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of Islamic
human rights is the centrality of spirituality as
an enduring and structuring component of
legal and ethical norms. Unlike secular models
that prioritize material well-being and
individual autonomy, the Islamic vision posits
a holistic model in which spiritual fulfillment
is inextricable from legal and social justice.
This is where custom plays an
underappreciated yet pivotal role: it helps
identify lived expressions of spirituality within
evolving societies. According to foundational
thinkers like Khamenei and Javadi Amoli, the
purpose of life and, by extension, the legal
order, is to enable human beings to draw
nearer to God (Javadi Amoli, 2011; Khamenei,
1998). Consequently, rights are not only

protections against injustice but also enablers
of spiritual growth. Custom, in this respect,
informs ijtihad about the evolving spiritual
needs of society—such as mental health in the
digital age, elder care within urbanized
settings, or ethical labor practices in the gig
economy. These issues, though not addressed
explicitly in early jurisprudence, become part
of the religious discourse through dynamic
interpretation and recognition of ‘urf.
Scholars like Habibzadeh argue that
spirituality in Islamic human rights is not a
relic of the past but a critical resource for
addressing contemporary existential concerns
(Habibzadeh & Farajpour Asl Marandi, 2016).
Thus, by engaging with custom, ijtihad
acquires the flexibility to generate spiritual
rights that are contextually meaningful yet
doctrinally sound. This approach not only
broadens the scope of legal discourse but
transforms the very objectives of
jurisprudence from mere rule enforcement to
holistic human flourishing.

Another compelling domain where the synergy
between custom and ijtihad is transformative
involves the recognition and accommodation
of variable and specific human needs. The
modern world is characterized by rapid social
transformations,  pluralism, and the
emergence of unique vulnerabilities,
necessitating a jurisprudential approach that
is not merely reactive but anticipatory. Within
the Imamiyyah tradition, the right to life,
access to healthcare, freedom of conscience,
and protection of marginalized groups like
women, children, and laborers are
increasingly seen as obligations of a just
Islamic state (Abbasi & Kalhorniya Golkar,
2024). Custom provides the semantic and
cultural tools necessary to identify these
evolving needs, while ijtihad offers the
methodology to align them with Shari’ah. The
protection of civilians in wartime, employment
rights for women, or maternity leave
provisions are examples of such synergistic
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jurisprudence, where norms arising from
societal consensus are transformed into legally
actionable  standards  through ijtihad
(Masoudinia, 2022; Saleh Ahmadi, 2024). This
dynamic further aligns Islamic jurisprudence
with international human rights discourse,
increasing its relevance and applicability in
global fora. Importantly, the recognition of
political ~ structures and statecraft as
responsive to ‘urf—an insight also found in the
political thought of Imam Khomeini—
underscores the adaptability of Islamic
governance to temporal and spatial demands.
Hence, rather than being a fixed blueprint,
Islamic law, informed by custom and
interpreted through ijtihad, becomes a living
and evolving system, capable of responding
meaningfully to the unique needs of its
adherents in any given era.

In conclusion, this study has shown that
custom, when filtered through the rigorous
methodology of ijtihad, can serve as both a
diagnostic and prescriptive tool in the
development of Islamic human rights. The
three focal values of justice, dignity, and
spirituality are not static ideals but dynamic
processes that require continual re-
engagement with societal realities. Custom
enables this engagement by serving as a
repository of lived experiences and communal
wisdom, while ijtihad transforms these
insights into doctrinally legitimate rulings.
Together, they form a synergistic framework
capable of addressing the complex ethical,
legal, and social challenges of modern Muslim
societies. Moreover, by incorporating variable
and specific needs into this framework,
Islamic human rights avoid both the rigidity of
traditionalism and the relativism of secular
liberalism. Instead, they present a coherent,
principled, and responsive paradigm rooted in
divine purpose and human dignity. This
alignment of revelation and reason, of Shari’ah
and ‘urf, not only revitalizes Islamic
jurisprudence but positions it as a viable

alternative in the global discourse on human
rights.
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