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About Ismaili CIVIC

Ismaili CIVIC is an international initiative of the 

Shi’a Ismaili Muslim community. It unites Ismaili 

Muslims around the world in volunteer activities 

that aim at supporting the broader community and 

improving the lives of their fellow citizens. Ismaili 

CIVIC has an active presence among Canada’s 

eighty-thousand-strong Ismaili Muslim community. 

On an ongoing basis and in a focused way on 

Ismaili CIVIC Day, which is marked on the fourth 

Sunday in September each year, Ismaili Muslims 

engage in a wide variety of service events. It is a 

nationwide, faith-based initiative that is entirely 

volunteer-based in its leadership, organization, and 

the specific service projects it undertakes.

Ismaili CIVIC’s Faith 
Community

The Shi’a Ismaili Muslims, known simply as 

Ismailis, belong to the Shi’a branch of Islam. 

The total number of Shi’a Muslims constitutes 

approximately 15% of all Muslims worldwide 

with Ismailis constituting roughly 15% of all Shi’a 

Muslims. The total global Ismaili population is 

between 12 and 15 million, distributed in over 25 

countries.1

Ismailis have had an active presence in Canada 

since the early 1970s, when approximately 6,000 

members of the community were expelled with 

much of Uganda’s South Asian population and 

were welcomed to Canada.2 Since then, subsequent 

waves of immigration have brought Ismailis to 

Canada from Central Asia, South Asia, East Africa, 

the Middle East and elsewhere.

The Ismailis are led by a living hereditary leader 

or imam: the Aga Khan. The present Aga Khan, 

His Highness Prince Shah Karim al-Husseini Aga 

Khan IV, is the forty-ninth hereditary imam in 

an unbroken line descending from the Muslim 

prophet Muhammad through his cousin and 

son-in-law Ali. After the subdivision of the Shi’a 

community, the Ismailis gave their allegiance to 

Ismail, the eldest son of Imam Jafar as-Sadiq; 

it is from him that they derive their name. The 

institution of the imam, referred to as the Imamat, 

is central to the Ismaili community and indeed 

to all Shi’a communities, whether the imam is 

ghayb (concealed) or hazir (physically present). His 

Highness the Aga Khan as imam provides guidance 

on both the spiritual well-being and the quality of 

his followers’ lives.1

Theological Motivation

Ismaili Muslims believe that it is the role of the 

Imam to continuously interpret the faith of Islam 

according to the times. As a minority now scattered 

throughout the world, Ismailis have come to 

embrace a strong commitment to pluralism and 

the need to build bonds with other communities.2 

Pluralism is a guiding principle for the Ismaili 

jamat (community) that stems from the broader 

Islamic concepts of “unity, brotherhood, justice, 

tolerance, and goodwill.”1

The Ismaili community has a well-developed 

governance model. The Aga Khan and his late 

father, Sir Sultan Mahomed Shah Aga Khan 

III, have built up a strong network of Ismaili 

governance at the local, national, and regional 

2Diakonia Project www.cardus.ca/crfi



levels. This was formalized in 1986, when the 

Aga Khan ordained a constitution for the jamat 

that has as its principal goals both ensuring the 

community’s unity and peace, social welfare, and 

the effective use of resources, and enabling Ismailis 

through their institutions to make a “valid and 

meaningful contribution to the improvement of the 

quality of life of the societies in which they live.”1

This commitment to a strong community ethic 

emphasizes the sharing of a person’s time, particular 

personal gifts, and material means to support 

their local community.1 Ismaili CIVIC is driven 

by this ethic. It is also inspired by the work of the 

Aga Khan, who through his non-denominational 

development agencies of the global Aga Khan 

Development Network “work[s] to improve the 

welfare and prospects of people in the developing 

world.”3 For many Canadian Ismailis the example 

of the Aga Khan is an inspiration for the work they 

do through Ismaili CIVIC.

“The Aga Khan really does have quite a vision. 

. . . He provides us guidance that will allow 

us to be well-positioned going into the future. 

The amount of time he spends thinking about 

these things and working on them is really quite 

inspirational to me. You get so inundated with 

your day-to-day life that you sometimes have a 

hard time thinking about the big picture. And 

so, I appreciate how much time he devotes to 

looking at the big picture for so many people 

and how he’s able to provide us guidance that 

ultimately helps us improve our lives, but also 

be engaged and strong members of civil society.” 

—Bismah Haq, Ismaili CIVIC Ottawa4

History and Goals
The roots of Ismaili CIVIC go back to 2008 at 

the time of His Highness the Aga Khan’s Golden 

Jubilee. The Ismaili community, inspired by a 

number of youth leaders, wanted to mark the 

Golden Jubilee in a particular way that would 

benefit Canada as a whole, and so a series of service 

projects were undertaken at that time.

Ismaili CIVIC, now a global initiative, officially 

began in Canada in 2017 to mark the dual 

celebrations of 150 years of Confederation and His 

Highness the Aga Khan’s Diamond Jubilee. The 

Ismaili community pledged to dedicate 1 million 

hours of community service during the year.5 In 

the end this was exceeded, with a total gift of over 

1.1 million hours of community service to various 

charities and community organizations across the 

country.6 Now every year throughout the year, and 

especially on Ismaili CIVIC Day in late September, 

the jamat undertakes social-service projects as a way 

of building community and enriching the lives of 

their fellow Canadians.

It was the clear goal of the initiators of Ismaili 

CIVIC that it be a means through which the jamat 

could come together and contribute to the fabric of 

Canadian society.7 This remains the goal of Ismaili 

CIVIC today: to partner with Canadian charities 

and community organizations to contribute to 

the betterment of the local community and the 

country as a whole while also improving the lives 

of individuals. All of this is in keeping with the 

principles that flow from the Islamic faith of the 

Shi’a Ismaili community and that are embodied 

in the leadership and witness of its imam, the Aga 

Khan.
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“I have been impressed by recent studies showing 

the activity of voluntary institutions and not-

for-profit organizations in Canada to be among 

the highest in the world. This Canadian spirit 

resonates with a cherished principle in Shi’a 

Ismaili culture—the importance of contributing 

one’s individual energies on a voluntary basis to 

improving the lives of others.” 

—His Highness the Aga Khan8

Activities and Impact

The activities of Ismaili CIVIC are undertaken in 

communities across Canada and are coordinated 

by provincial Ismaili councils that decide which 

organizations to partner with and what type of 

service projects to support. Ismaili CIVIC has 

forged continuing partnerships over the past four 

years with dozens of organizations Canada-wide, 

thus creating numerous opportunities for members 

of the jamat to volunteer their time and talents.9 

Some examples of these activities and their impact 

include the following:

1.	 Ongoing partnerships with seventy 

organizations, including Habitat for Humanity, 

Kids Help Phone, the United Way, and the 

Terry Fox Foundation.

2.	 A multi-year partnership with the YWCA that 

included support for a women’s shelter in the 

Downtown Eastside of Vancouver.

3.	 Clean-ups of neighbourhood parks and 

planting of trees in the Lower Mainland of 

British Columbia, the National Capital Region, 

and in other parts of Canada.

4.	 Thousands of service hours given by volunteers 

to cancer centres, rehab centres, and hospices 

across Canada.

5.	 Partnership with the Women in Need Society 

of Calgary.

6.	 Provision of necessary items for women’s 

shelters throughout Ontario.

7.	 Stocking shelves with food and organizing 

clothing donations at the Society of St. Vincent 

de Paul in Kingston.

8.	 Preparation of food at the Shepherds of Good 

Hope homeless shelter in Ottawa.

9.	 Ramadan food bank drives across the country.

10.	Ongoing donations of blood at Canadian 

Blood Services centres across the country.
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Specific COVID-19-Related 
Initiatives

1.	 Donations of 22,300 pounds of food to shelters 

through Ramadan food-bank drives across the 

country during May 2020.

2.	 YEG Seniors Project, an Edmonton-based 

initiative that aims to raise awareness about 

the challenges that seniors face and promote 

intergenerational solutions.

3.	 552 volunteers dedicated 4 hours per week to 

the Kids Help Phone from May to June 2020.

4.	 Donation of 188 units of blood in the first half 

of June 2020.

5.	 United We Sew—an initiative to sew 10,000 

face masks, which has resulted in 25,000 

masks sewn by Ismaili seniors and others and 

provided to staff at hospitals, care homes, food 

banks, the United Way, and other community 

organizations. This was supplemented by 

donations of an additional 17,000 masks.10

Support and Budget

Volunteerism is at the core of Ismaili CIVIC. 

Unlike many other faith-based initiatives profiled 

in the Diakonia Project, Ismaili CIVIC is not 

run from a central office nor does it have paid 

employees or its own budget. Ismaili CIVIC is not 

a stand-alone charity; it is rather a manifestation 

of the Ismaili community’s faith-based call to 

serve the broader community exclusively through 

volunteerism.

“I think volunteerism is just really at the 

core of who we are, because everything in our 

community is run by volunteers, like the day-

to-day work of the Jamatkhanas [places of 

worship] where everything is set up by volunteers 

and taken down by volunteers; the ceremonies 

are led by volunteers. . . . As kids, you get 

started early, and so you are really brought up 

knowing it’s everybody’s job to contribute to the 

community. And we want to extend that beyond 

our community as well. If we’re going to be 

contributing members of society and want to see 

a prosperous Canada, then I think it’s incumbent 

on all of us to really contribute.” 

—Bismah Haq4
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The Greek word ‘diakonia’ expresses the act of being called to serve. The Cardus Religious Freedom 

Institute’s Diakonia Project presents a series of eight different initiatives in which Canadians of 

faith serve their community. This highlights a core aspect of religious freedom: the freedom to live 

out one’s deepest held beliefs through concrete actions that serve the common good.

The Cardus Religious Freedom Institute exists to acknowledge the good of religion within 

our common life as citizens. We accomplish this through undertaking emerging scholarship, 

facilitating public discussion, and engaging our country’s democratic institutions on the 

fundamental character of religious freedom to our citizenship.


