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The last quarter of the ninth century is the most obscure in the history of Imami Shiism—bedeviled
as it is by confused and tendentious documentation. Following the death of the eleventh Imam with
no offspring, it represents a period of severe crisis and yet, within it, are found the beginnings of a
number of far reaching doctrinal and institutional trends which shaped Shiism permanently. Two im-
portant documents are used as a window for viewing this critical period by focusing on the major rup-
ture in the history of Shi“ism that marks its end: the cessation of communication between the Imam
and his Shia and the formal acceptance of an Imam absconditus. From the historical point of view,
this rupture is the decisive turning point that divides the historical Imamate from the era of occultation.

ON FrIDAY, JANUARY 1, 874/8 RABIC I, 260, the elev-
enth Imam, Hasan al-“Askari, died. “He died and no
offspring (khalaf) was seen after him.”! His followers
splintered into fourteen or more groups. Two of these
took up the ideas of the Wagqifiyya, the group of follow-
ers of the seventh Imam, Musa al-Kazim (d. 799/183),
which, after his death, considered the Imamate suspended
in him, as he was the apocalyptic ga’im (redresser/riser)
in occultation. The Wagqifiyya had also held that the
ga’im would have two occultations, a short one followed
by a longer one extending to his rising, a tenet whose
origin can be traced to Miusa al-Kazim’s two periods of
imprisonment.? One splinter group among Hasan’s fol-

! Sa°d b. “Abd Allah al-AshCari al-Qummi, Kitab al-magalat
wa’l-firag, ed. M. J. Mashkir (Tehran, 1963), 102 (henceforth
MF). In Hasan b. Musa al-Nawbakhti, Kitab firaq al-shi‘a, ed.
H. Ritter (Istanbul, 1931), 79 (henceforth FSh). The word athar
(vestige) is used instead of khalaf.

2w Madelung, “al-Mahdi,” Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd ed.
(1986), 5: 1236; H. Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation in the
Formative Period of ShiSite Islam (Princeton: Darwin Press,
1993), 87. Some even saw his imprisonment as part of the oc-
cultation (Muhammad b. Muhammad b. al-Nu“man, al-Shaykh
al-Mufid, al-Irshad (Qumm: Basirati, n.d.), 303; English tr.
I. K. A. Howard, Kitab al-Irshad: The Book of Guidance (Lon-
don: The Muhammadi Trust, 1981), 456, assimilating it to Jo-
seph’s imprisonment which they also considered an occultation.
(Ibn Babiiya, Muhammad b. “Ali, al-Sadiiq, Kamal al-din wa
tamam al-ni°ma fi ithbat al-ghayba wa kashf al-hayra, ed. °A. A.
Ghaffari (Tehran, 1975/1395), 152-53 (henceforth Kamal).

lowers argued that, as a childless Imam cannot die and
leave the world devoid of proof (hujja) of God, Hasan
had not died but had gone into occultation. He was the
qa’im and the mahdi, and would have two occultations.>
In the course of the next two decades, these neo-Wagifite
ideas were adopted in modified form by the leadership of
the nascent Imami hierarchy.

Hasan b. “Ali had become the eleventh Imam by de-
fault, as his older brother and the successor-designate of
the tenth Imam, Muhammad, had predeceased their father.
Some of the Imamis had refused to accept his Imamate
and had instead chosen his younger brother, Ja“far. Prob-
ably the majority maintained that the eleventh Imam
had died childless and, considering this proof that they
had been mistaken in accepting his Imamate in the first
place, became followers of his rival brother, Ja“far, who
survived him by some two decades.* “Uthman b. Sa“id
al-“Amri, the eleventh Imam’s chief agent, who, assisted
by his son, Muhammad, had been in charge of the seat of
the Imam (al-nahiya al-muqaddasa) in Samarra” since
the time of the tenth Imam, refused to come to terms with
Ja“far. Instead, the “Amris opted for an absent Imam

3 FSh, 79-80; MF, 106-7; Kamal, 40; Kohlberg, “From
Imamiyya to Ithna-“ashariyya,” Bulletin of the School of Orien-
tal and African Studies 39 (1976): 531. The second neo-Wagifite
splinter group had similar beliefs, except for maintaining that
Hasan had died but would return to life as the ga’im and the
mahdi. (FSh, 80-81; MF, 107.)

4 Abu Hatim al-Razi, Kitab al-zina, edited and published as a
supplement to “Abd Allah al-Sallim al-Samarra’i, al-Ghuluww
wa'l-firaq al-ghaliya fi'l-hadara al-islamiyya (Baghdad, 1972/
1392), 291-93. See also Modarressi, 81, nn. 141-43.
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whose name they refused to divulge “as the people be-
lieve that this lineage has come to an end.”® “Amri the el-
der died before long, and his son, Abi Ja“far Muhammad
b. “Uthman, assumed the direction of the seat of the Imam
for over forty years until his death in 917/304.°

This immediate assumption of control cannot have
been accompanied by any theological argument. Mu-
hammad b. “Uthman al-“Amri must simply have claimed
to be acting on behalf of a son left behind by the eleventh
Imam. This Imam in hiding was said to have been born
circumcised, and Ibn al-“Amri reports on the authority of
the Imam’s aunt that his mother gave birth to him without
bleeding “as is the way of the mothers of the Imams.”’
The chief agent produced several decrees, purporting to
emanate from this hidden Imam, to excommunicate his
opponents and rival contenders. At some point the Imam
in hiding was said to have been four years old at the time
of his father’s death, and Ibn al-“Amri is reported to have
insisted on his existence by swearing: “By God, the lord
of this cause (sahib hadha'l-amr) is present every year
during the Hajj season. He sees people and recognizes
them, while they see him and do not recognize him.” Fur-
thermore, the miracles of the Imam were said to become

5 Kamal, 442.

6 There is an unresolved problem with the elder “Amri’s name.
Our oldest source, Kashshi, reports it as “Hafs b. “Amr known
as al-“‘Amri,” adding that his son, Muhammad ibn “Uthman, was
known as Ibn al-‘Amri. (Muhammad b. “Umar ai-Kashshi, Rijal,
abridged by Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Ttsi as Ikhtiyar ma“rifat
al-rijal, ed. H. Mustafavi [Mashhad, 1970/1348], 530-31.) All
subsequent sources, however, give the totally different name of
“Uthman b. Sa“id. The ShiCite biographical science (“ilm al-
rijal) has added the epithet jammal (camel-driver) to Hafs b.
‘Amr’s name, but has not been able to solve this problem. Ac-
knowledging the improbability of two sets of fathers and sons
with the same last name having been the agents of the hidden
Imam, Khii*i is disposed to doubt the existence of any Hafs b.
“Amr, let alone a son of his. (Abt’'l-Qasim al-Miisawi al-Khu"1,
MuSjam rijal al-hadith, vol. 6 [Najaf, 1983/1403], see n. 34,
vol. 1 [1970], 144—-47.) However, given the length of the ob-
scure period in which the holy seat was apparently run by Ibn
al-‘Amri (forty-five years by our count, fifty in some traditional
reports) it could well be that other members of the “Amri family,
including some camel-driver, were involved not only in the
fiscal administration of the Imami community but also in the
chain of succession to the chief agency and wished to derive
legitimacy from their relation to the elder “Amiri, the chief agent
of the tenth and eleventh Imams.

7 Kamal, 433.

manifest through the chief agent’s hand.? In the long run,
however, Ibn al-“Amri and his associates, most notably
the Nawbakhti family in Baghdad, also adopted a modi-
fied form of the neo-Wagqifite notion of occultation to
explain the continued absence of the Imam.

At least some of the fiscal organization of the Imami
community survived the eleventh Imam and the defec-
tions to his brother, and agents loyal to Ibn al- Amri
in Samarra’ continued to collect khums on behalf of the
hidden Imam. In the 860s and early 870s, decrees and
letters of the tenth and eleventh Imams were sent reg-
ularly to various Imami communities in Muhammad b.
“Uthman al-‘Amri’s handwriting. After the death of the
eleventh Imam, community leaders continued to receive
letters and decrees from the seat of the hidden Imam in
the same hand.® This handwriting gradually came to be
considered that of the Lord of the House, alternatively
identified as the Lord of the Age, or the hidden Imam.'®
A notable purpose of the earliest decrees of the hid-
den Imam was the cursing and excommunication of op-
ponents of the chief agent, Ibn al-‘Amri.!! Many of the
decrees concern fiscal administration and the conveying
of contributions to the seat of the Imam. Other major
themes of the rescripts were pastoral care, cure of dis-
ease, provision of shrouds and ritual and legal advice.'?
The active supervision of the agents and the affairs of the
community through this correspondence from the holy
seat went on for some two decades. Then, probably in the
mid-890s/early 280s, the bureau of the Imam suddenly

8 Kamal, 440; Abu Ja“far Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tiisi,
Kitab al-ghayba, ed. Agha Buzurg al-Tihrani (Najaf, 1965/
1385), 221 (henceforth Ghayba).

9 Ghayba, 219-23; Modarressi, 93.

10 Kamal, 483; Ghayba, 176.

1 Ghayba, 244-45, mentions three such decrees. The first
was issued against a certain Shari‘i, a disciple of the tenth and
eleventh Imams who was reportedly the first to claim to be the
gate (bab) to the Hidden Imam. The other, better known claim-
ant to the gatehood of the Imam of the age, Muhammad b.
Nusayr al-Numayri, was cursed by Muhammad b. “Uthman, but
apparently not by the hidden Imam himself. Two other oppo-
nents of Ibn al-“Amri—Ahmad b. Hilal al-Karkhi, a disciple of
the eleventh Imam who had acknowledged “Amri the elder’s
authority but refused to accept the succession of his son, and
Muhammad b. “Ali b. Balal, an agent who claimed independent
authorization by the hidden Imam and refused to hand over
funds collected on his behalf—were subjects of two excommu-
nication decrees emanating from the hidden Imam.

12 Kamal, 482-522.
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ceased to issue decrees and letters, and its agents stopped
collecting khums for remission to the holy seat. The
cessation of all communication with the holy seat was
tantamount to the Imam absconding, and introduced a
major rupture in the history of Imami Shi“ism. A decade
later, we witness the first sustained efforts to make sense
of the Imam’s absconding. This is done by systematically
relating the absence of the Imam to the central notions of
the Imamate and Prophecy as institutions for the divine
guidance of mankind. In other words, a theology of oc-
cultation emerged in the years immediately following the
cessation of communication with the Imam absconditus.

As has been shown elsewhere,'? the serious challenges
to hierocratic authority in the early tenth/fourth century
caused the announcement, in 918/305, that commun-
ication with the Imam had been resumed. This measure
proved a disastrous failure and only aggravated the per-
plexity (hayra) of the Imami community (which has
given the era its name) and the Imami hierarchy was
compelled to reverse it with a declaration of complete
occultation (ghayba tamma) in 941/329. This meant a
return to the search for a theological solution to the
problem of the Imam absconditus. The beginnings made
in the last decade of the ninth century thus proved in-
valuable to the rationalist doctors of the eleventh cen-
tury, who were to develop a theology of occultation as a
key element in making Imami Shi“ism into a doctrinally
robust variant of Islam as a world religion of salvation.!*
In short, the end of the historical Imamate and the theo-
logical response to it make the last decade of the ninth
century a critical period in the history of Imami Shi“ism.

The two sections of this study are devoted to bringing
two important documents from this period to light. The
first is a rescript issued by the bureau of the Imam shortly
after 894/281, which can be considered the last com-
munication before the Imam absconditus is sealed off
from the community of believers. The second is a tract
that was written less than a decade later by a close asso-
ciate of Ibn al-“Amri and the leading figure among the
Imami Shia in Baghdad, Aba Sahl Isma“il b. Ali al-
Nawbakhti (d. 923/311). Nawbakhti’s attempt to make
sense of what is said to be the Imam’s occultation by
rational arguments can be taken as the earliest extant rep-
resentation of the interpretation of occultation by the

35 A Arjomand, “Crisis of the Imamate and the Institution
of Occultation in Twelver Shi“ism: a Sociohistorical Perspec-
tive,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 28.3 (1996).

14 See S. A. Arjomand, “The Consolation of Theology: The
Shi€ite Doctrine of Occultation and the Transition from Chili-
asm to Law,” Journal of Religion 76.4 (1996).

Imami hierocracy. His position, it will be noted, was con-
sonant with that of his contemporary, Ibn Qiba al-Razi,
whose polemical tracts on occultation have recently been
published by Modarressi.'?

II

Of the decrees issued from the holy seat in the hand
of the chief agent, Muhammad b. “Uthman al-°Amri, the
most important, and probably the last, was a rescript is-
sued in response to a set of questions by a certain Ishaq
b. Ya“qub at the closing decade of the ninth century (ca.
895/282).'¢ Nothing is known about Ishagq b. Ya“qub
from Shi‘ite biographical sources. The connection im-
plied between him and Muhammad b. “Ali b. Mahzyar
in the rescript, however, suggests that he may have been
an agent in or near the Ahwaz area. Here is the text of
the rescript, “written in the hand of our master, the Lord
of the Age [variant, Lord of the House]”:”

1. As for your enquiry, may God guide and confirm
you, regarding those from our family and our cous-
ins who deny me, know that there is no kinship be-
tween God and any individual, and he who denies
me is disassociated from me, and his way is the
way of the son of Noah. As for the way of my
uncle Ja“far and his son[s], it is the way of Joseph’s
brothers.

2. As for beer, its drinking is forbidden, but there is
no evil in parsnip wine (shalmab).

3. As for your contributions, we accept them only to
cleanse you. Let whoever wishes send them and
whoever wishes stop. What God has given me is
better than what He has given you.

4. The parousia (zuhuir) is a deliverance; its an-
nouncement is with God alone; those who appoint
a time (for it) are lying.

5. He who assumes Husayn was not killed is guilty of
infidelity, falsehood and error.

6. As for new occurrences, refer in their regard to the
transmitters of our Tradition; they are my proofs
upon you, and I am the Proof of God upon them.

15 Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation, part two.

16 This approximate dating is based on the reference to Ja“far
and his son.

17 The text of the decree is taken from Kamal, 483-85. The
version given in Ghayba, 176-78, is virtually identical. It gives,
however, “Lord of the House” (sahib al-dar) instead of “Lord of
the Age” (sahib al-zaman). I have numbered the paragraphs for
the purpose of discussion.
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As for Muhammad b. “Uthman al-‘Amri—God is
pleased with him and with his father before him—
he is trusted by me and his writing (kitab) is my
writing.

As for Muhammad b. “Ali b. Mahzyar al-Ahwazi,
may God reform his heart for him and remove his
doubt.

. As for the contributions you have sent us, we ac-

cept only what is clean and pure; the earning of a
(female) singer is forbidden.

As for Muhammad b. Shadhan b. Na“im, indeed,
he is a man of our Shi“a of the Household [of the
Prophet].

As for the mutilated'® Abt’l-Khattab, Muhammad
b. Abi Zaynab, he is accursed, and his companions
are accursed. Do not associate with people of their
discourse; I dissociate myself from them and my
fathers—peace be upon them—are dissociated from
them.

. As for those who are in possession of our proper-

ties, if they consider any of it theirs and eat of it,
they are verily eating fire.!”

As for the khums, it is indeed made lawful for our
Shi“a [to keep]; I have exempted them from it un-
til the time of parousia so that their birth should
remain clean and not illegitimate.

. As for the repentance of those who had shown

doubt in the religion of God concerning their con-
tribution to us, let those who asked for the return
of their goods have them back; we have no need
of gifts from those who doubt.

As for the cause of what has occurred in the matter
of occultation (ghayba), God Most High has verily
said: “O, those who believe, question not concern-
ing things which, if they were revealed to you,
would vex you” (Qur°an 5:101). There has not been
a single one of any forefathers—peace be upon
them—who has not borne the allegiance (bay‘a) to
the despot (taghiya) of his time on his neck; I will
indeed rise when, at the time of my uprising, there
is no allegiance to any of the despots upon my
neck.

As for the way of benefiting from me during my
occultation, it is like benefiting from the sun when
it is hidden from the eyes by clouds. Indeed I am
the security (aman) of the people of the earth, as
the stars are security to the people of the skies. So
close the gate of questions in what does not con-

18 By having had his nose cut off.
19 The fire of hell.

cern you. Do not burden yourself with knowing
what is beyond your duty.? Increase your prayer
for the expedition of deliverance (faraj); in this,
indeed, is your deliverance.

This document is remarkable for encapsulating the life
of the Shi‘ite community during the decades following
the death of the eleventh Imam. Paragraph | touches
on the most critical issue for the survival of the sect,
namely the rival claim to the Imamate by the eleventh
Imam’s brother, Ja“far, from whom the hidden Imam dis-
sociates himself. As was pointed out, Ja“far’s following
was at first very substantial. Even the merchant of fat
(samman), as the elder “Amri was sometimes referred to
on account of his profession, is reported to have been
in the entourage of Ja“far on the day of the death of the
eleventh Imam.?' The break, however, must have come
soon thereafter. The “Amris and a branch of the Imam’s
family bitterly opposed Ja“far and resented his sharing
in the eleventh Imam’s estate with the latter’s mother.??
They must have been responsible for producing tradi-
tions according to which the whole crisis of succession
had been foretold by the fourth and the tenth Imam,
both of whom had called the false pretender “Ja“far the
liar (kadhdhab),”®® a designation used in the subsequent
Imami literature. The reference to Ja“far and his son sug-
gests that the rescript was written after his death, most
probably in 894-95/281,%* and the succession of his son,
CAli, as the Imam of his followers, the Ja“fariyya.

Two of the paragraphs concern the agents of the holy
seat in important Shiite centers. Muhammad b. Shadhan
b. Na“im, confirmed in paragraph 10, was the Imam’s
agent (wakil) in Nishapir. He appears to have succeeded
Ibrahim b. “Abduh, who had been the agent of the elev-
enth Imam and had remained loyal to the “Amris. One
of the early decrees issued for the hidden Imam by the
central bureau had aimed at rallying the community in
Nishapir behind him, and at assuring the transmission of
collected taxes.?s Nishapiir was subordinate to the region

20 This injunction reinforces the suggestion of the Qur’anic
verse cited in the previous paragraph that the believers cease to
be inquisitive about the matter of occultation.

2! Kamal, 475.

22 Modarressi, 77-84.

23 Kamal, 319-20.

24 Jacfar was still alive according to a tradition dated Sha“ban
278/Nov.-Dec. 891 (Kamal, 40-42). The year 271/884-85 has
been given in a source, but 281/894-95 is the most likely date
for Jafar b. “Ali’s death, as he is said to have died at the age of
forty-five (Modarressi, 83, n. 161.)

25 Kashshi, 575-80.
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of Qumm and Rayy in fiscal administration,?® and Mu-
hammad b. Shadhan b. Na“im transmitted contributions
collected on behalf of the ga’im to his superior in the
fiscal hierarchy, Muhammad b. Ja“far al-Asadi, the agent
in Qumm.?’ Ibn al-“Amri must have had considerable or-
ganizational skill and must have concentrated his efforts
on winning over the fiscal agents, and/or retaining their
loyalty. One tradition names over twenty agents (wukala)
in various districts, including two Nawbakhtis.?®

The exact identity of the agent mentioned in paragraph
8 is more problematic, as was evidently his loyalty to the
holy seat. Before considering these problematic aspects,
however, it should be pointed out that the term doubt
(shakk) occurs very frequently in the documents of this
period, and is often coupled with perplexity (hayra) of
the believers about the Imamate. A number of traditions
transmitted in Qumm and Nishaptr use the terms per-
plexity (hayra) and occultation (ghayba) synonymously.?
In dating one report, Kulayni uses the term perplex-
ity (hayra) instead of occultation (ghayba) to indicate the
beginning of the period.’® In fact, this whole period is
often referred to as the era of perplexity. With the adop-
tion of the neo-Wagifite idea of occultation and pend-
ing the development of a distinctively Imami theology of
occultation, the hierarchy could counter perplexity only
with the promise of parousia and deliverance. To this
end, Ibn al-“‘Amri reported that his father had heard the
eleventh Imam say that his successor was

my son, Muhammad. . . . For him there is an occultation
during which the ignorant are perplexed . . . and the pre-
dictors of the Hour lie until he rises; and it is as if I [al-
ready] see the white banners flying above his head in
Kifa’!

Paragraph 8, however, is far more specific and speaks
of the doubt of one particular individual. The man in
question is identified as Muhammad, the son of “Ali b.
Mahzyar, an old agent of the ninth, tenth, and eleventh
Imams in Ahwaz, who had taken over his father’s office.
He is said to be having doubts, presumably not accepting
the authority of the holy seat. But the central hierarchy
was evidently hopeful of winning him back. The old

26 1bid., 579.

27 Kamal, 442, 485-86, 509.

28 Kamal, 442-43.

29 Kamal, 287-89, 304.

30 Muhammad b. Yaqub al-Kulayni al-Razi, Usal al-kafi,
ed. J. Mustafavi (Tehran, n.d.), 2:470.

31 Kamal, 409. The one problematic feature of this tradition
is the naming of the hidden Imam. See below.

agent in Ahwaz, “Ali b. Mahzyar, who had been a prom-
inent figure under the late Imams, is on record for trans-
mitting a tradition in support of occultation and the
absent Imam,?? and is commended in the decrees emanat-
ing from the latter.33 His brother, Ibrahim, had also been
a disciple of the ninth and tenth Imams, and, as we shall
see, is said to have been dear to the hidden Imam.3* This
Muhammad b. “Ali b. Mahzyar al-Ahwazi must be the
same person as the Muhammad b. Ibrahim b. Mahzyar
al-Ahwazi who is mentioned in several other traditions.
If Muhammad’s father was in fact Ibrahim, he would
be “Ali b. Mahzyar’s nephew; he would have been con-
firmed in his uncle’s office. Accepting this identification,
another tradition helps us infer that the conciliatory tone
of the rescript was indicative of an imminent reconcilia-
tion and Ibn Mahzyar’s acknowledgment of the authority
of the holy seat. According to this tradition, Ibn Mahzyar
had had doubts about the existence of an Imam and had
traveled to Baghdad with funds collected by his father on
behalf of the Imam. His doubt had been overcome when
a miraculous note from the bureau of the Imam described
the collected funds and contributions in precise detail.
When he handed over the funds, the hidden Imam is-
sued a decree appointing him to his father’s (or uncle’s)
office.’ Furthermore, we can arrive at an approximate

32 Alib. Mahzyar reported that he had asked the tenth Imam
about the time of deliverance (faraj) and that the latter replied:
“Expect deliverance when your lord (sahib) becomes absent
from the realm of the tyrants.” (“Ali b. al-Husayn b. Babuya, al-
Imama wa’l-tabsira min al-hayra, ed. M. R. al-Husyani (Beirut,
1987), 234, no. 83; Kamal, 380-81, nos. 2-3). This response
seemed to be echoed later in the answer given by the holy seat
in the name of the lord (sahib al-amr) himself to the same in-
quiry by another agent of the tenth Imam, Ayyub b. Nuh (Ka-
mal, 381, no. 4).

33 Najashi, Rijal, 253.

34 See Khi°1, Mujam, vol. 1 (1970/1390), 166-70, for a dis-
cussion of the contradictory traditions in this regard.

35 Kamal, 487; Ghayba, 170-71. It should also be noted that
the earlier version of the tradition recorded by Kashshi (Rijal,
531-32) mentions no doubt on the part of the young nephew of
“Ali b. Mahzyar, who is identified as Muhammad b. Ibrahim,
and places the episode during the chief agency of “Amri the
elder. According to this earlier version, Muhammad had been
taught the secret sign (‘alama) whereby he could recognize the
agent acting for the hidden Imam. “Amri the elder showed him
the sign, in addition to describing in detail the collected funds he
had brought from Ahwaz. Ibn al-“Amri is simply mentioned as
the agent for the district of Baghdad. This earlier version indi-
cates that Ibn Mahzyar had carried collected funds for his uncle
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date for the rescript as a different tradition relates that, in
893-94/280, Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-Ahwazi came to
Ibn al-“Amri and recognized his supreme authority as his
father’s successor.’¢ Together with the probable date of
succession of Ja“far b. “Ali suggested by paragraph 1,
this last reference points to the mid-890s/early 280s as
the date of issuance of this rescript, which is consistent
with Abu Sahl al-Nawbakhti’s testimony that the rupture
of communications from the seat of the Imam came more
than twenty years after the death of the eleventh Imam.?’

One particular set of traditions on the Mahzyar family,
though very confusing, can nevertheless throw some light
on the nature of Ibn Mahzyar’s doubt before reconcilia-
tion with Ibn al-‘Amri at the holy seat. According to
these traditions, either Ibrahim or his son “Ali b. Ibrahim
b. Mahzyar met the hidden Imam secretly in a valley
near Mecca.’® One very interesting feature of these tra-
ditions is that the hidden Imam, who is presented as the
ga’im and is named Muhammad, is not the only child of
the eleventh Imam but also has a younger brother, Misa,
in his company.* More pertinent to our subject is the un-
mistakable chiliastic tone of these traditions which runs
counter to the view of occultation adumbrated in the last
paragraph of the rescript, and was to be developed into
a theology of occultation under the sponsorship of the
hierarchy. As Ibn Mahzyar leaves the meeting with the
qa’im, he is told to prepare the brethren for the uprising
and to look for the “signs of the parousia” (imarat al-
zuhiir).** When he asks about the time of the uprising,
in one version, the ga’im tells Ibn Mahzyar the year of

or father as the fiscal agent of the Ahwaz district to “Amri the
elder, almost certainly during the Imamate of Hasan al-“Askari.
The later version suggests that he began to doubt the existence
of an Imam, and to withhold transmission of the collected
khums, when the eleventh Imam died and Ibn al-“Amri became
the head of the bureau at the holy seat in succession to his father.

36 Ghayba, 220.

37 See below, section IIL.

38 According to one tradition in the edition of the Kamal we
have used (pp. 465-70), which is also reported with some varia-
tion in Tusi’s Ghayba (pp. 160-63), Muhammad b. Ibrahim b.
Mahzyar is the narrator. Another edition of Kamal al-Din (ed.
Ayatullah Kamara®i [Tehran, 1960/1378], 2: 140—44), however,
names Ibrahim b. Mahzyar in the same tradition. In any event,
in both editions of the Kamal (pp. 445-51; Kamara’i ed., vol. 2,
pp- 120-26) the same basic story of the meeting is earlier re-
lated from Ibrahim b. Mahzyar.

39 Kamal, 447, 467. This jarring feature is omitted by Tasi in
the Ghayba.

40 Kamal, 451.

the appearance of Behemoth (dabbat al-ard) who carries
the staff of Moses and the seal of Solomon, and herds
the people into the place of Resurrection (mahshar).*!
According to another version, he is simply told “the
Hour has drawn near: the moon is split.” (Qur’an 54:1)*
The association of Ibn Mahzyar with this apocalyptic
tradition may explain his doubt concerning the authority
of the Imami hierarchy. He is shown to share the chil-
iastic tendency among the Imami Shia whom the hier-
archy had to discipline in the absence of the Imam, as
the historical Imams themselves had had to do in their
presence. Acceptance of the authority of the holy seat by
Ibn Mahzyar in the closing decade of the ninth century
must have meant his giving up the chiliastic position and
acceptance of routine hierocratic authority during the
inevitable absence of the Imam.

No similar speculation is needed for asserting that the
object of three of the rulings in the document is the con-
tainment of chiliasm. Paragraph 11 is a condemnation of
the founder of the extremist sect of the Khattabiyya, who
had been massacred with his followers by the “Abbasid
governor of Kiifa, Isa b. Miisa, in 756/138;* moreover,
paragraph 4 contains a categorical rejection of all claims
to knowing the appointed time of parousia. The affirma-
tion of the death of the Imam Husayn (in 680/61) in
paragraph 5 suggests that some people might have con-
sidered him in occultation and expected his manifesta-
tion. Modarressi has argued that the period of crisis of
the Imamate witnessed the polarization of the Shiite
positions on the nature of the Imamate. An extremist po-
sition, whose proponents became known as the Mufaw-
wida, considered the Imams supernatural beings to whom
God had delegated (fawwada) His powers of creation
and command. The moderate position countered that the
Imams were authoritative teachers in religion and law,
but did not have the knowledge of the unseen; and many
moderates did not even accept the “official” principle of
the infallibility of the Imam.** The Mufawwida tended
to deduce from God’s delegation of His powers to the
Imams that the latter, especially “Ali and Husayn, had
not died, presumably also deducing, from the same be-
lief, their return (raja). The rescript indicates that the
nascent hierocratic leadership at the seat of the Imam
discouraged the Mufawwida extremist tendencies in the
name of the hidden Imam.

Paragraph 2 conveys the resolution of a very concrete
question in dietary law of the kind other rescripts had

41 Ghayba, 162.

42 Kamal, 470.

43 Kashshi, 290-308.

44 Crisis and Consolidation, ch. 2.
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often addressed. In paragraph 9, the Imam spurns the
gift of a woman singer as impure. Fiscal concerns are
the subject of four of the rulings. Paragraph 3 justifies
taxation by the Imam who has the power of making the
contributions of his Shi“a a means of purification. Para-
graph 12 shows the difficulty of controlling fiscal agents
and preventing them from appropriating collected funds,
and paragraph 14 gives evidence of the doubts of some
believers about continuing the payment of religious dues
in the absence of the Imam. Paragraph 13 grants the
Shi“a a major fiscal concession. The primary aim seems
to be to retain the loyalty of the Shi“ite community by re-
moving a major financial burden, but the measure would
also incidentally undercut the agents who were collect-
ing funds for themselves. Be that as it may, the indefi-
nite rebating of the khums was the important correlative
of the cessation of communication with the Imam. It is
significant that its suspension until the reappearance of
the ga’im remained in effect in Shi‘ite law for some
centuries.

Two items in the rescript are concerned with hiero-
cratic authority. Paragraph 6 refers the believers to the
transmitters of the traditions of the Imams in emergent
matters. The ruling was a very important step in legiti-
mizing the authority of the nascent hierocracy. Although
its full development required a more elaborate framework
of theology and jurisprudence than was then in place, the
ruling was pregnant with implications, and did form the
basis of the juristic authority of the Shi‘ite “ulama’ in
later periods. Paragraph 7 is the confirmation of the au-
thority of Ibn al-“Amri, the chief agent at the holy seat,
as the head of the Imami hierarchy. His letters are vali-
dated as those of the hidden Imam.

The final paragraphs of the rescript explain the occul-
tation of the Imam. Paragraphs 15 and 16 both seek to
dissuade the believers from probing into the vexing ques-
tions of occultation.® Paragraph 15 contains the remark-
able admission that the previous Imams could not rise
against the Caliphs because of their oaths of allegiance,
and promises that the hidden Imam will rise against a
ruler to whom he owes no allegiance.* Last, but not least,

45 Curiosity was to be discouraged and secrecy reaffirmed
during subsequent crises, such as the one caused by claimants
to direct communication with the hidden Imam in the ninth
century (Ghayba, 197).

46 The assertion that only the ga’im could rise because (un-
like the other Imams) he does not bear the allegiance to anyone
on his neck is conspicuous in the traditions adduced to explain
“the cause of occultation” in Kamal (479-80; see also pp. 303,
316, 322-23).

paragraph 16 compares the hidden Imam to the sun when
hidden under clouds. We are thus given the first central
element of the future ShiCite theology of occultation—
namely, that the benefits of the Imamate as the con-
tinuous divine guidance of mankind obtain despite the
absence of the Imam.

111

The cessation of communication with the seat of the
Imam must have intensified discussion of the nature of
the concealment of the Imam absconditus, and acted
as a stimulus toward making sense of it not as a con-
tingency but in theological terms—that is, with reference
to God’s will and design for mankind. In three polemi-
cal tracts that Modarressi dates to the 890s/280s, Ibn
Qiba al-Razi, an ex-Mu°“tazilite convert to Imami Shi“ism,
about whom our information is very scant, developed the
position that the occultation of the Imam was the logical
conclusion of the doctrine of the Imamate,*” thus placing
the discussion of the existence and occultation of “the
son of Hasan b. “Ali” firmly in the theoretical context of
a theology of Imamate. Ibn Qiba maintained that “the
only need for an Imam is for religion and the establish-
ment of the rule of divine law (hukm al-shari‘a).”*® In
sharp opposition to the Mufawwida extremists, Ibn Qiba
considered the Imams authoritative teachers in religion
and law, who did not, however, have the knowledge of
the unseen.* They are the proofs of God and of divine
guidance of mankind, and therefore must exist. He does
state that the Imamate is established by widely transmit-
ted (and therefore authoritative) traditions,>® but his main
argument in support of occultation is not traditional but
rational and theological. The occultation of “the son of
Hasan b. “Ali,” he argues, does not obviate the divine
guidance of mankind any more than the absence of a
prophet in every community and every age.’!

Among the proofs that Hasan b. “Ali did designate [a suc-
cessor] are the following: that the truth of his Imamate
was explicitly established; . . . and that the Shiites have
quoted from proven authorities that an Imam does not
pass away without designating another Imam, as did the
Messenger of God. . .. This is because people in every

47 Modarressi, 125.

48 Nagqd kitab al-ishhad, in Modarressi, text, p. 178; tr., p. 212.

49 This latter idea was, however, rejected in the course of the
subsequent development of Shi“ism.

50 Nagd, text, p. 185; tr., p. 221.

3! Mas’ala frl-imama in Modarressi, text, p. 138; tr., p. 143.
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age need someone whose transmission [of traditions] is
constant and consistent . . . ; someone who is not negli-
gent and does not err, and is learned so that he may in-
form the people of what they do not know, and who is
just, so that he may judge by truth.52

Ibn Qiba then resorts to an analogy with prophecy to es-
tablish that such a person need not be present, but may
well be in occultation. If occultation were not part of the
divine order of things,

why did God Most High not send many times more
prophets than He has sent? Why did He not send to
every community a prophet or in every age a prophet un-
til the Hour? Why did He not clarify the meaning of the
Qur’an beyond any doubt, but instead left it open to
different interpretations?>>

More or less at the same time as Ibn Qiba was debat-
ing his opponents in Rayy, closer to the center of the
Imami hierocracy in Baghdad, Abi Sahl al-Nawbakhti,
about whom we are much better informed, composed his
Kitab al-tanbih, whose conclusion has been preserved.
Abu Sahl, who was the head of the Persian aristocratic
Nawbakhti family, played a critical role in this darkest
era of Imami Shi“ism both at the practical and intellec-
tual levels.> At the intellectual level, he took the initia-
tive in making occultation a central ingredient of the
beliefs about the Imamate which, according to Igbal, he
was the first to cast into the framework of systematic
theology.’®> Writing in Baghdad in 903/290 or shortly
thereafter, Nawbakhti affirms the Imami belief in

the explicit designation (nass) of “Ali from the Prophet
[and then of Imam after Imam] until al-Hasan b. “Ali [the
eleventh Imam], and then of the absent Imam (al-gha’ib
al-imam) after him. Indeed, the disciples of his father al-
Hasan, all of them trustworthy, have testified to his
Imamate, and to the fact that he went into hiding (ghaba)
as the ruler had been looking for him conspicuously and
had sent agents to his abodes and house for two years.®

Abit Sahl’s reference here is to the episode in which Say-
qal (or Saqil), a slave-girl, was kept under surveillance

32 Ibid., text, p. 135; tr., p. 139, somewhat modified.

53 Ibid., 138; tr., p. 143, somewhat modified.

4 For his practical contribution, see Arjomand, “Crisis of
the Imamate,” section III.

35 <A Iqbal, Khandan-i Nawbakhti (Tehran, 1932/1311), ch. 6.

36 Abii Sahl al-Nawbakhti, Tanbih as reproduced in Kamal,
89-90.

by the Caliph for two years to test the allegations that she
was pregnant by Hasan al-“Askari. The surveillance was
ordered as a result of the legal suit brought by the elev-
enth Imam’s mother, Hudayth.’” Sayqal did not deliver
and the surveillance ended. She then moved to the house
of a Nawbakhti and was maintained as the mother of the
hidden Imam for over twenty years.*®

An important concern of Abt Sahl was to uphold and
strengthen the authority of the “Amris as the successive
intermediaries between the hidden Imam and Shiite com-
munity. He mentions an individual who had served the
eleventh Imam and his son without discontinuity, and
who had died after leaving a testament in favor of “a man
from the Shia under cover” to take over his office:>

Hasan [the eleventh Imam] appointed a group of trusted
men from those who reported traditions from him con-
cerning the permissible and the forbidden, and who
conveyed the letters of his Shia and their donations to
him and brought out the answers when they were under
cover. . .. When he passed away, they all agreed that he
had appointed a son who is the Imam, and they ordered
the people not to ask about his name. . . . The epistles of
his [Hasan’s] son who succeeded after him, containing
orders and prohibitions, were issued in the hands of the
trusted men of his father for over twenty years. Then
communication was broken, and most of Hasan’s men,
who were witnesses in the matter of the Imamate after
him, passed away and only one man among them re-
mained. They were all in agreement on the probity and
trustworthiness of this man. He ordered the people to se-
crecy, so that they would divulge nothing in the matter
of the Imamate. Then all communication was broken.®

The order not to name the Imam is affirmed in sev-
eral rescripts purportedly issued by the hidden Imam
himself at his bureau.®’ This order must have been re-
affirmed several times, as reflected in the appearance of
traditions attributed to the first, sixth, eighth, and elev-
enth Imams which forbid the naming of the ga’im.®?

57 Ibid., 107-8; Modarressi, 78-83.

58 Igbal, 108, 245.

39 Kamal, 90.

60 Ibid., 92-93, emphasis added.

61 Kafi, 2: 126, no. 2; Kamal, 482-83, 509, also p. 511.

62 Kulayni, 2: 126-27; Kamal, 648. The tradition attributed
to the sixth Imam goes so far as to declare anyone who names
the lord of the cause an infidel. It was presumably fabricated
alongside a rescript which considered searching for the hidden
Imam as complicity in the possible shedding of his blood and
thus as infidelity (Kamal, 509).
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Alongside this prohibition, Abu Sahl affirms the author-
ity of Ibn al-“‘Amri as the sole surviving member of the
inner circle of the eleventh Imam after the cessation of
communication with the latter’s absconded son.
Nawbakhti’s main objective in this treatise, however,
was not practical but theoretical. Abu Sahl had been
asked whether the absence of the Imam for thirty years
is not tantamount to the removal of the Imamate from
the world. The removal of the Imamate means the re-
moval of the Proof of God from the world, and the col-
lapse of the sacred laws (shara’i) which are left without
a guardian. But this would be impossible because proof
exists in the hidden Imam, and his deputy (bab) and in-
termediary are well known. There are precedents in this
matter in the form of the disappearance of prophets:®

The Proof [of God] is standing, established and neces-
sary even if he does not issue legal opinions, and does
not explain [texts]. ... Even if a prophet or an Imam
does not engage in explaining, teaching, and the issuing
of legal opinions, his prophethood or Imamate or proof
are not invalidated. . . . This is how it is permissible for
the Imam to remain under cover for a long time when he
is afraid; and God’s Proof is not thereby invalidated.®*

Here, Abu Sahl states concisely that as the absence of a
prophet does not invalidate either his religious teaching
or his legal rulings, so the absence of the Imam does not
impair the validity either of religion or of the law. The
occultation of the Imam does not affect the validity of
religion and law any more than does the absence of the
prophet. In any event, Abul Sahl adds, the juridical needs
of the Shi“a are fulfilled by the hidden Imam through
those who have access to him, can present the faithful’s
questions and get the Imam’s answers. This is important
because “the traditions (sunan) of all the Imams is in
science; they are asked questions about what is permis-
sible and what is forbidden, and they give concordant
answers.”’6?

In this passage, we have the affirmation of religio-
legal science as basic to the function of the Imamate and
“the traditions of all the Imams.” Abd Sahl clearly im-
plies that the tradition continues under a hidden Imam.
He was also asked, if “the son of Hasan does not appear
in complete manifestation to the elite and the common
people, how can we know his existence in the world?”
His answer pointed firmly toward rational theology:

63 Kamal, 90.
64 Ibid., 90-91.
65 1bid., 91.

The matter of religion in its entirety is known through
reasoning. We know God through rational proofs and do
not see Him. Nor does anyone who has seen Him report
to us. We know the Prophet and his existence in the
world through reports, and we know his prophecy and
truth through reasoning. And we know that he appointed
Ali b. “Abi Talib his successor. . . . From this, it is nec-
essary that the Imam should not pass away until he had
appointed one of his children to succeed him as the
Imam. If the Imamate of Hasan is valid, if his death is
established, and it is recorded that he appointed an Imam
from his children, then we have the required proof.%®

To explain the breakdown of communication between the
hidden Imam and the community, Abta Sahl adopts the
chiliastic neo-Wagqifite notion of the two occultations:

For him, there are two occultations, one of them harder
than the other.%”

This idea allows Nawbakhti to announce the beginning
of a new stage, that is, the second and the harder occul-
tation in Imami Shi“ism.

The Wagqifiyya, whose idea is thus appropriated with-
out acknowledgment, are immediately put down. Abu
Sahl brags that the claim of the Imami Shi“a regarding the
occultation of the Imam is not as implausible as that of
the Wagqifiyya, whose Imam had died 105 years before:

There is nothing contrary to the senses, nothing impos-
sible or contrary to reason and outside of the ordinary in
this claim of ours—namely, the occultation of the Imam.
There is at this time a man among his trusted Shi“a un-
der cover who claims to be the gate (bab) to him, and the
intermediary who takes his command and prohibition
from him to his Shi“a, and the length of the period of oc-
cultation for the one who is absent is not out of the or-
dinary. The acceptance of the traditions predicting the
occultation requires belief in the Imamate of the son of
Hasan . . ., since the traditions that have been transmit-
ted on the occultation are well known and widely at-
tested (mutawatir), and the Shi“a expected it and hoped
for it, and we hope after it for the rising of the redresser
(ga@’im) to truth and to the expression of justice.®

This bravado proved difficult to sustain as time went on,
and in his latest view, Abti Sahl may well have despaired

66 Ibid., 92.
67 Ibid., 93.
68 Ibid., 93-94.
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of elaborating rational arguments and declared the son
of Hasan dead in occultation.®® But the future was not
with his later despair but rather with his earlier hope in
the power of rational theology.

v

For decades, the Wagifite identification of the ga’im
with the mahdi had been resisted by the mainstream
Imami Shi“a, prompting an inquisitive believer to ask
the ninth Imam, Muhammad al-Jawad, if the ga’im was
in fact the mahdi or someone else.”’ The mahdi tradi-
tions had sprung up from the historical experience of the
anti-Caliph “Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr during the second
civil war,”" and acquired apocalyptic significance by the
time of the “Abbasid revolution and the rebellion of
Muhammad b. “Abd Allah, the Nafs al-Zakiyya, in 762/
148.72 The corpus of Imami ShiSite traditions, by con-
trast, still overwhelmingly referred to the ga’im. Many
of the Waqifite leaders, notably Hasan b. Ali b. Abi
Hamza al-Bata’ini, who had originally considered the
seventh Imam, Misa al-Kazim, the ga’im-mahdi and is
the transmitter of many apocalyptic traditions on the oc-
cultation, eventually returned to the Imami fold under
the eighth Imam, “Ali b. Misa al-Rida.”* Madelung and
Halm have noted the importance of the Waqifiyya in
the transmission of the apocalyptic traditions.” But it
may well be that the floodgates for reception of the
mahdi traditions were opened after the death of the elev-
enth Imam by the refusal of Ibn al-“Amri and the agents
loyal to him to recognize the Imamate of Ja“far and their
opting for an absent Imam.” In any event, many of the

9 For this hypothesis, see Arjomand, “Crisis of the Imam-
ate,” section III.

70 Kamal, 377; Modarressi, 91. According to another tradi-
tion, the sixth Imam had been asked if the ga’im would be one
of the Imams, and had replied that he would be an Imam and
the son of an Imam (Kamal, 224).

71 W. Madelung, ““Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr and the Mahdi,”
Journal of Near Eastern Studies 40.4 (1981): 291-305.

72 G. van Vloten, “Zur Abbasidengeschichte,” Zeitschrift der
Deutschen Morgenléndischen Gesellschaft 52 (1898): 218-26;
A. al-Diri, “Al-Fikrat al-mahdiyya bayn al-da“wat al-“abba-
siyya wa’l-Casr al-“abbasi al-awwal,” in Studia Arabica & Is-
lamica: Festschrift for Thsan “Abbas, ed. W. al-Qadi (Beirut,
1981), 123-32.

73 Ghayba, 34-48.

74 Madelung, “al-Mahdi,” 1236; H. Halm, Die Schia (Darm-
stadt, 1988), 38-39.

75 Modarressi (p. 89, n. 194), who considers the introduction
of the idea of the mahdi to have taken place after the death of

mahdi traditions were eventually absorbed into the col-
lections of Imami traditions, being assimilated to or com-
pounded with the ga’im traditions.”® Among these were
traditions about the ga’im that had been circulated by
the followers of the Nafs al-Zakiyya, the most notable
being the one attributed to the Prophet: “The name of
the [divinely] guided redresser (al-ga’im al-mahdi) is my
name, and his father’s name, the name of my father.””’
The definitive identification of the ga’im and the
mahdi was undoubtedly facilitated by the adoption of
the neo-Wagifite position by the Imami hierocracy by the
beginning of the tenth century. The mahdi traditions were
selectively accepted, and with them came a name for the
absent Imam. This step, however, involved one major
difficulty, and the later architects of the theory of occul-
tation may well have regretted it. Many of the mahdi
traditions, including the one produced for the Nafs
al-Zakiyya, give the mahdi and his father the same name
as the Prophet and his father. Naming the absent Imam
“Mubhammad” was not problematic, but renaming his
father was not feasible. The Kaysani mahdi tradition, tai-
lored for Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya, was easier to adopt
since it specified only Muhammad’s name and kunya.™
This tradition separated the naming from the known facts
about the eleventh Imam, and is in fact the one conve-
niently adopted by the Shaykh al-Mufid.” As we have
seen, the naming of the hidden Imam was prohibited, and

the eleventh Imam, gives some illustrations of later insertions
of the term mahdi into the ga’im traditions.

76 This penetration was acknowledged by the medieval doc-
tors such as Shaykh al-Tusi. For example, among the 109 trans-
mitters of the earliest canonical ShiCite collection, The Four
Hundred Principles, whose names are listed by Kohlberg, nine
are well known chiliasts. (E. Kohlberg, “Al-Usal al-Arba“umi’a,”
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 10 (1987): 149. For a list
of other unorthodox transmitters, see Modarressi, 22, n. 26.

7T MF, 76 (= FSh, 54). The fuller version is a widely attested
tradition, attributed to the Prophet on the authority of “Abd
Allah b. Mas“ad, which the Shaykh al-Tusi cites as follows:
“Even if there remains for the world but one single day, God
will lengthen it until he sends a man from the people of my
House, whose name will be the same as mine, and the name of
his father will be that of my father. He will fill the world with
justice as it is filled with oppression” (Ghayba, 112).

78 W. al-Qadi, al-Kaysaniyya fil-ta’rikh wa’l-adab (Beirut,
1974), 122.

9 Irshad, 346; English tr., p. 524. Shaykh al-Mufid also
cites the better known tradition reported by the Shaykh al-Tusi
(n. 68 above) but simply leaves out the inconvenient “and his
father’s name will be that of my.father” (ibid., 346; English tr.,
p. 525).
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Ibn Qiba al-Razi® and Abtu Sahl al-Nawbakhti used the
formula, “the son of Hasan b. “Ali,” instead of a name in
their writings around 900/290. A prayer for the hidden
Imam, which was said to have been composed by “Amri
and issued for ritual use by the holy seat, does not name
him either.?! In the tenth century, however, we come
across an interesting set of traditions related by Muham-
mad b. Ya“qib al-Kulayni (d. 940-41/328-29) in which
the name of the hidden Imam is transcribed as MHMD.3?
This is the earliest documented name of any sort for the
hidden Imam, “the son of Hasan b. “Ali,” made into the
qa’im and the mahdi.®* A generation later, Ibn Babiya
reported the MHMD form® and the form lingered on
into the subsequent centuries.®> As Amir-Moezzi points

80 The name “Muhammad” was inserted by a later copyist
into the manuscript used as the basis of the edited version
(Modarressi, 136; tr., p. 141). Professor Modarressi has kindly
informed me that the other manuscript copies he has since con-
sulted do not contain this later insertion.

81 He is referred to as al-hujja al-qa’im al-mahdi (Kamal,
512). This prayer is not the same as the one reported in
Ghayba, 169-70.

82 Kulayni, Kafi, 2: 119. Abw’l-Mufaddal al-Shaybani also re-
lates a tradition on the authority of Kulayni according to which,
when his concubine was pregnant, the eleventh Imam predicted
that the offspring would be male “and his name is MHMD, and
he is the ga’im after me” (Muhammad Bagir al-Majlisi, Bihar
al-anwar (Beirut, 1983/1403), 51: 161, no. 13). This very tradi-
tion is reported (or copied) by another student of Kulayni but
with “Muhammad” written out in full (Kamal, 408).

83 At this juncture, Kohlberg’s assertion that “Ali b. Ibrahim
al-Qummi (d. 919) names the twelfth Imam should be corrected.
(E. Kohlberg, “From Imamiyya to Ithna-“ashariyya,” Bulletin of
the School of Oriental and African Studies 39 [1976]: 523.) The
twelfth Imam is not named in the cited text, but is referred to
anonymously as “the legatee (wasiyy) of al-Hasan b. “Ali, the
qa’im.” (Tafsir al-Qummi, ed. Tayyib al-Misawi al-Jaza’iri
[Qumm, 1967-68/1387], 2:45). In a later view attributed to Abt
Sahl al-Nawbakhti, the son of Hasan is named Muhammad, but
only to assert that he had died. (See Arjomand, “Crisis of the
Imamate, Section III.)

8 Kamal, 334 (= Karama’i ed., 2: 103), 430. In some
manuscripts, the MHMD form also appears in another tradi-
tion. (Kamara’i ed., 2: 96).

85 It is found in one manuscript of the Shaykh al-Mufid’s
eleventh-century creed, where he names “the awaited ga’im and
mahdi, MHMD b. al-Hasan al-“Askari.” (Musannafat al-shaykh
al-mufid [Tehran, 1992/1413), vol. 4: Nukat al-Itigadiyya, p. 44,
n. 7.) Later copyists must have written out the letters continu-
ously as “Muhammad.” The version “MHMD mahdi” is repeated
twice in a thirteenth-/seventh-century Persian work. (‘Abd al-

out, according to one numerological procedure, the two
M’s in MHMD cancel each other out in order to produce
the number 12 as the added value of H and D.?¢ We know
the Imami traditionists of the era of perplexity sought
assurance for the existence of the hidden Imam in the
number twelve.®” Numerology may have thus reinforced
the suggestion of the mahdi traditions; in any event,
the name of the Imam in occultation became fixed as
Muhammad. However, the chief theologians of the oc-
cultation, from the Shaykh al-Sadtuiq Ibn Babuya to the
Shaykh al-Tusi, preferred the formula, “the son of Ha-
san,” for referring to the absent Imam, and avoided nam-
ing him insofar as possible.

A%

The issue of the relation between history and theo-
logy can be broached in this final section. The earliest
theological arguments for occultation by Razi and
Nawbakhti were grounded too well in the inconvenient
historical circumstances of their births for immediate
(cosmo-)logical self-sufficiency. This can be illustrated
by examining an argument formulated by Ibn Qiba al-
Razi as proof of the existence of an Imam in occulta-
tion that was destined to be incorporated into the Shi“ite
theology of occultation. To establish the existence of an
Imam in occultation, Ibn Qiba assumes the truth of the
doctrine of the Imamate, which asserts that the Imam is
the Proof of God (hujjat allah)—or rather, of his contin-
ued guidance of mankind, and therefore, there must be an
Imam after the prophets. Furthermore, he modifies the
condition in the doctrine—namely, that the Imamate is
made valid by the explicit designation (nass) of the pre-
vious Imam—into the assertion that an Imam does not
pass away without explicitly designating a successor.®
This argument is then buttressed by the testimony of the
hidden Imam’s designation by the inner circle, as with the

“Aziz b. Muhammad Nasafi, Kashf al-haqayiq, ed. A. Mahdavi-
Damghani (Tehran, 1965/1344), 82.)

8 M. A. Amir-Moezzi, Le Guide divin dans le ShiCisme
originel (Paris: Verdier, 1992), 259, 263-64.

87 <Ali b. Babuya, al-Imama, 142, 151; Muhammad b.
Ibrahim b. Ja“far al-Nu“mani, Kitab al-ghayba (Beirut, 1983),
60-62.

8 Mas’ala, in Modarressi, p. 135; tr. p. 139. Razi’s tradition-
alist contemporary, “Ali b. Babuya, was moving in the same di-
rection by adducing a tradition in which the seventh Imam
affirms that the designation of a successor by an Imam before
his death is “a duty imposed by God” (faridatun min dllah)
(al-Imama, p. 165, no. 17). Ibn Qiba wishes to go further and
argue that such designation is a rational necessity.
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previous Imams,® and by the fact that the close associ-
ates of the Imam “communicate his existence, and his
commands and prohibitions.”®

He then tries to find a common ground between him-
self and the followers of Ja“far “the liar” to prove the
point:

Hasan passed away and, according to both us and you,
there must necessarily be a man from the offspring of
Hasan through whom the proof of God can be estab-
lished; then Hasan must have had a living son by abso-
lute necessity (bi’l-idtirar).%!

The major premise of this argument is that God must
appoint an Imam (a universal category) for the guidance
of the believers. If an Imam is not present, it follows
that he must be absent. But Ibn Qiba wants to go further,
and uses the requirement of designation by a predeces-
sor in order to validate the Imamate of particular Imams
to prove that the Imam in occultation is a particular per-
son, the son of Hasan b. “Ali, whose very existence is
in dispute. Here he converts the condition of explicit de-
signation into a (cosmo-)logical necessity to “prove,” si-
multaneously, that contrary to appearances, Hasan must
by necessity have designated a son, and that the neces-
sity of this designation entails the existence of a particu-
lar son in the material world. This specious argument
was to be incorporated into the Imami Shi‘ite canon.®?

8 Mas’ala, 136; tr., pp. 140-41.

90 Ibid., 136; tr., p. 140.

91 Al-Naqd “ala “Ali b. Ahmad b. Bashshar fi'l-ghayba in
Modarressi, 151; tr., p. 162, somewhat modified.

92 The Shaykh al-Tusi reconstructs this argument by using the
concept of infallibility (“isma), another element of the Imami

It is interesting that Ibn Qiba quotes his opponent’s re-
sponse concerning a Shiite elder’s mocking character-
ization of the proponents of the circular argument as the
Labuddiyya (the must-inevitably-be-so folk), those who
have no recourse and supportive argument except to say
“that this person, who cannot be found anywhere in the
world, must inevitably exist.”® Rhetoric apart, however,
Ibn Qiba was not able to rebut the charge, nor to over-
come the fallacy of an argument that was both logically
redundant (for establishing the reality of the Imam as a
universal category) but also necessary (for establishing
the contingent fact of the birth and existence of a par-
ticular individual).

As time went on and this contingent historical fact re-
ceded in memory, however, the secondary fallacious ar-
gument proving the existence of the “son of Hasan™ as
the twelfth Imam lost its practical relevance. This freed
the major premise of the theory of occultation from the
burden of establishing a contingent fact as self-evident.
The major premise had all the (cosmo-)logical power
that was needed. The proposition, “the earth cannot be
devoid of the Proof of God,”®* means that an Imam is
necessary for the divine guidance and salvation of man-
kind; and it follows logically that, if none is present, the
Imam must be absent. The particular Imam absconditus,
the cause of so much immediate bafflement and perplex-
ity, would become the universal hidden Imam by God’s
design. The occultation, once instituted and theologi-
cally justified, had to last to the end of time.

doctrine of the Imamate, instead of designation (nass). See
Arjomand, “Consolation of Theology,” section III.

93 Nagd, 148; tr., pp. 157-58.

94 Predictably, Ali b. Babiiya (al-imama, ch. 3) and his son
the Shaykh al-Saduq (Kamal, ch. 33) each devote a key chapter
to this fundamental Shiite tenet.





