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Imamism2 is generally believed to have begun to emerge as a distinct Shiite
sect in the early Abbasid period. It was distinguished from other forms of
Shiism, such as the Zaydiyya and the Kaysa:niyya, by its rejection of activism
and messianism and by its emphasis on the role of the imam as the highest
religious authority. That authority was said to have been based on designation
(nas1s1) by the previous imam (or by the Prophet in the case of 'Alı:) and on
exclusive possession of religious knowledge ("ilm). Imamism also presented
itself and was seen by outsiders as a doctrinally moderate form of Shiism; its
members were known to have waged an ideological war on the so-called
ghula:t, Shiite messianists and Gnostics or esotericists, who were accused of
holding exaggerated beliefs (ghuluww) about the nature and status of the
imams, and many of whom were also accused of antinomianism.3

Despite its declared war on ghuluww, it is clear that some of the ideas of
the ghula:t were (or came to be) accepted in Imamism. Ideas ascribed to ghula:t
figures or groups in heresiographical sources often appear in similar form in
Imami h1adı:ths.4 This has led modern scholars (beginning mainly with Hodgson)
to postulate that Imamism tended to be opposed only to the more extreme
forms of ghuluww, and especially those which were understood to compromise
the absolute unity of God or which could not be reconciled with the Muslim
consensus on the question of cessation of prophecy or with the importance
that Muslims attached to the authority of the law. As for the ghuluww elements
which are found in the Imami tradition, usually in a modified or toned down
form, their admission has been explained in terms of their value for enhancing
the status of the imamate.5 According to Hodgson, the admission of such
elements did not entail a recognition of the validity of esotericism or spiritualist
concepts of salvation, in other words, it did not alter the basically legalistic
character of the sect.6 Hodgson also stated that the stages of this process of
interaction between Imamism and ghuluww are obscure, but believed neverthe-
less that it is traceable to the beginning of Imamism, which in his view is the
time of Ja"far al-S1a:diq (d. 148/765), the sixth imam by Imami reckoning.7 His

1 This article has benefited from extensive and valuable remarks made by Patricia Crone on
my Ph.D. thesis The Ima:mı: Shı:"ı: conception of the knowledge of the ima:m and the sources of
religious doctrine in the formative period: from Hisha:m b. al-H1 akam to Kulı:nı: (London: School of
Oriental and African Studies, 1996). The comments of Gerald Hawting on an earlier draft have
also been helpful.

2 This is the sect which later developed into Twelver Shiism and as a result of adopting the
doctrine of the ghayba or occultation of its twelfth imam in 260/874; see note 3.

3 On the emergence of the Imamiyya, see M. G. S. Hodgson, ‘How did the Early Shı:"a become
Sectarian?’ JAOS 75, 1955, 1–13; H. Halm, Shiism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
1991), ch. ii; and M. Momen, An introduction to Shi"i Islam. The history and doctrines of Twelver
Shi"ism (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1985), ch. iv. On the transition of
Twelver Shiism, see E. Kohlberg, ‘From Ima:miyya to Ithna:-"ashariyya’, BSOAS 39/3, 1976,
521–34.

4 For examples of this phenomenon, see Hodgson, ‘Early Shı:"a’; M. G. S. Hodgson ‘Ghula:t’,
Encyclopaedia of Islam (hereafter EI), 2nd ed. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1954–).

5 Hodgson, ‘Early Shı:"a’; H. Halm, Die islamische Gnosis. Die extreme Schia und die Alawiten
(Zurich and Munich: Artemis, 1982), 29f.; Halm, Shiism, chs ii and iii.

6 Hodgson, ‘Early Shı:"a’, 8.
7 ibid., esp. 13; Hodgson, ‘Dja"far al-S1a:dik1’ in EI (2nd ed.).
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interpretation has been largely accepted by other scholars of the formative
period of Imami Shiism.

As regards the question of the imam's knowledge, the predominant view
among specialists is that the idea of the imam as a recipient of various forms
of divine inspiration (ilha:m, tah1dı:th),8 which is familiar from the classical
sources, was also a characteristic feature of early Imamism.9 And although the
exact relevance of the idea of inspiration to Imami law and legal theory has
rarely been discussed,10 the common assumption would seem to be that it
served to support the authority of an imamate whose concerns were mainly in
the traditional religious sciences and whose knowledge was based partly on
transmission from predecessors. As for beliefs about other types of imams'
knowledge, which are also based on divine inspiration but have nothing to do
with Imami law or dogma and include things such as knowledge of ‘the past
and the future’ or of ‘the secrets of heaven and earth’, these, like other beliefs
about the supernatural qualities of the imams, are thought to have originated
among the ghula:t or simply as elaborations on the claim that the imams were
the supreme religious guides of the community.11

A very different picture of early Imamism has been proposed by Amir-
Moezzi. He has argued that the nature and scope of the knowledge ascribed
to the imams in h1adı:th sources support his contention that pre-ghayba Imamism
was an esoteric doctrine. The role of the imam, according to Amir-Moezzi,
certainly involved teaching the traditional religious sciences, but also and
especially the unveiling of and initiation to the esoteric part of these sciences
and other secret sciences. There was accordingly no real doctrinal distinction
between ‘moderates’ and ghula:t among the disciples of the imams, and to
speak of the influence of the ghula:t on Imamism would be meaningless.12

These two pictures of the nature of early Imamism and its relationship
with ghuluww are not only based almost entirely on late sources. In formulating

8 In the classical Imami tradition the terms ilha:m and tah1dı:th are used to describe the divine
messages received by the imams and to distinguish them from wah1y, which is the prerogative of
prophets and messengers; see, e.g., Muh1ammad b. Ya"qu:b al-Kulı:nı:, al-Ka:fı:, ed. ‘Alı: Akbar
Ghaffa:rı: (Beirut: Da:r S1a"b, Da:r al-Ta"a:ruf, 1401/1980), 4th ed., 8 vols., , 176f, 264. Although the
two terms are often used synonymously, there are indications that originally ilha:m was used in
juridical contexts (as we shall see here), whereas the concept of tah1dı:th/muh1addath may have had
messianic connotations (its origins were ascribed to the messianic sect the Kaysa:niyya, on which
see n14 below, and it was used by the Kaysa:nı: poet al-Sayyid al-H1 imyarı: (d. 173/789) to describe
his occulted imam Muh1ammad b. al-H1 anafiyya; al-H1 asan b. Mu:sa: al-Nawbakhtı:, Firaq al-Shı:"a,
ed. H. Ritter (Bibliotheca Islamica, 4, Istanbul: Mat1ba"at al-Dawla, 1931), 27, lines 4 and 6.

9 Some of the most relevant studies, i.e. those which have dealt with the question of the imam's
knowledge or a particular aspect of it, are: M. Ayoub, ‘The speaking Qur'a:n and the silent
Qur'a:n: a study of the principles and development of Ima:mı: Shı:"ı: tafsı:r', in A. Rippin (ed.),
Approaches to the history of the interpretation of the Qur'a:n (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1988), 177–98; Hodgson, ‘Early Shı:"a’; W. Madelung, ‘Ima:ma’ and ‘Hisha:m b. al-H1 akam’ in
EI (2nd ed.); W. Madelung, ‘Authority in Twelver Shiism in the absence of the ima:m’, in La
notion d'autorité au Moyen Age: Islam, Byzance, Occident. Colloques internationaux de la Napoule
1978 (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1982), 163–73; E. Kohlberg, ‘The term muh1addath
in Twelver Shı:"ism’, in Studia Orientalia memoriae D. H. Baneth dedicata (Jerusalem: Magnes
Press, 1979), 39–47; E. Kohlberg, ‘Ima:m and community in the pre-ghayba period’, in S. A.
Arjomand (ed.), Authority and political culture in Shı:"ism (Near Eastern Studies Series, Albany,
N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1988), 25–53; J. van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft
im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra: eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam (hereafter
Theologie), 6 vols. (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1991–95), , 278–85.

10 cf. Ayoub, ‘Speaking Qur'a:n’, at 186f.
11 Thus, e.g., van Ess, Theologie, , 279, 284f; Hodgson, ‘Early Shı:"a’, 4, n27, 11, n66;

Kohlberg, ‘Muh1addath’, 39.
12 M. A. Amir-Moezzi, The divine guide in early Shi"ism: the sources of esotericism in Islam,

tr. from French by D. Streight (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1994); M. A.
Amir-Moezzi, ‘Aspects de l'ima:mologie duodécimaine : remarques sur la divinité de l'ima:m’,
Studia Iranica 26, 1996, 193–216, esp. 206.
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them scholars have tended to ignore, misinterpret, or regard as unrepresentative
of the dominant trend in pre-ghayba Imamism, statements, traditions and
reports which do not conform to the view of the imam as a leader who is in
communication with God.13

More significantly, early sources and material which provide first-hand
evidence of the doctrines of a main (if not the main) school within pre-ghayba
Imamism have not been used or treated systematically. These show that leading
figures in pre-ghayba Imamism upheld and defended the idea that the imam's
knowledge was based entirely on transmission from the Prophet. That know-
ledge was said to have consisted of, and been restricted to, the Quran and its
interpretation, with the Quran being envisaged as a complete and perfect
source. The notion that the imam had access to knowledge emanating from
divine sources was associated with the ghula:t and other (non-Imami) Shiite
groups and was vehemently refuted by Imamis.14 There is also evidence to
suggest that outsiders regarded the doctrine of transmitted "ilm as one of the
features which distinguished Imamism from other forms of Shiism.15

This article will examine the views of the Imami scholar al-Fad1 l b. Sha:dha:n,
which are preserved in an extant polemical work of his known as al-I:d1a:h1 ,16
and in his biographical profile in Kashshı:'s Rija: l where he is reported to have
been involved in a dispute over the question of the imam's knowledge with a
group of ghula:t.17

Al-Fad1 l in the Imami tradition

The Imami tradition remembers al-Fad1 l as part of a chain of scholars, con-
sisting of Hisha:m b. al-H1 akam, Yu:nus b. "Abd al-Rah1ma:n, and Muh1ammad
b. Khalı:l Sakka:k, who were engaged in defending Imami beliefs and refuting
opponents.18 There is, however, a certain amount of ambiguity about his
relations with the Imami line of imams. S1adu:q preserves a report which
indicates that he was a disciple of the eighth imam "Alı: al-Rid1a: (d. 202/818).19

13 e.g. Madelung, ‘Ima:ma’ in EI (2nd ed.); Kohlberg, ‘Ima:m and community’ (esp. 26f ) and
‘Muh1addath’, who seems to believe that there was a tendency to play down the extent of the
imam's knowledge by not denying that he had access to divine inspiration; van Ess, Theologie, ,
283, 285, 390. Van Ess interprets the statement, ascribed to the Imami scholar Yu:nus b. "Abd
al-Rah1ma:n (d. 208/823), that the imam is authorized to use analogical reasoning as evidence of
Yu:nus's belief that divine inspiration does not suffice. The report, however, is clear in identifying
Yu:nus as a member of a group which refuted the possibility of inspiration and held that the imam
acquired all his religious knowledge from written sources bequeathed to him by his predecessors.
For this report, see Sa"d b. "Abd Alla:h al-Qummı:, al-Maqa: la:t wa'l-firaq, ed. M. J. Mashkour
(Tehran: al Mat1ba"a al-H1 aydariyya, 1963), 97f, para. 190.

14 In addition to al-Fad1 l's Kita:b al-I:d1a:h1 (Beirut: Mu"assasat al-A"lamı: li'l-Mat1bu: "a:t, 1402/1982)
which will be examined in this article, we have an early heresiographical work by Hisha:m b.
al-H1 akam (d. 179/795), which is preserved in Nawbakhtı:'s Firaq al-Shı:"a, on which see
W. Madelung, ‘Bemerkungen zur imamitischen Firaq-Literatur’, Der Islam 43, 1967. Hisha:m's
views on the subject of the imam's "ilm can be inferred from his work, as I have tried to show in
chapters i and ii of my thesis. According to my analysis, Hisha:m regarded the doctrines of tah1dı:th
and ilha:m as heterodox. He ascribes them, respectively, to the Kaysa:niyya and the Zaydi sect the
Ja:ru:diyya, which seems to be a true representation of the beliefs held by those sects in his time;
cf. Nawbakhtı:, Firaq al-Shı:"a, 21, 48–50. He also ascribes to his own sect, the Imamiyya, the
belief that the knowledge of their imams is based entirely on transmission from the Prophet; ibid.,
16f, esp. lines 6–12.

15 The statements and descriptions of two contemporary Mu"tazilite scholars, pseudo-Na:shi'
and Khayya:t1, will be discussed below.

16 Beirut edition; see n14 above. F. Sezgin gives the title of the Mashhad manuscript as al-
ı:d1a:h1 fi'l-radd "ala sa: 'ir al-firaq; Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1967–84),
, 537f, no. 27.

17 Muh1ammad b. "Umar al-Kashshı:, Ikhtiya:r Ma"rifat al-Rija: l, ed. H. Mostafavi (Mashhad:
Da:nishga:h-i Mashhad, 1960), 537–45.

18 ibid., 539.
19 S1adu:q (Ibn Ba:bawayh al-Qummı:), "Uyu:n Akhba:r al-Rid1a: , ed. M. M. al-Khurasa:n (Najaf:

al-Mat1ba"a al-H1 aydariyya, 1970), , 119. According to this report, al-Fad1 l maintained that he
had heard from al-Rid1a: the contents of "ilal al-sharı:"a, a treatise on the reasons for sharı:"a
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Naja:shı: and T1 u:sı:, on the other hand, do not seem to have considered al-Fad1 l
to be a contemporary of al-Rid1a: . They report that al-Fad1 l's father had been
a companion of the Imami scholar Yu:nus b. "Abd al-Rah1ma:n and related
traditions from al-Rid1a: and Abu: Ja"far al-Tha:nı: (i.e. al-Rid1a: 's son and suc-
cessor, Muh1ammad al-Jawa:d).20 T1 u:sı: refers to al-Fad1 l as a disciple of the tenth
imam al-Ha:dı:.21 And Kashshı: preserves the text of a signed statement (tawqı:")
ascribed to the eleventh imam al-H1 asan al-"Askarı:, which suggests that al-Fad1 l
and some of his Nishapuri compatriots were at some stage thought to have
refused to recognize that imam.22

In addition to this uncertainty about al-Fad1 l's association with al-Rid1a: and
his successors, there are virtually no records of him having transmitted tradi-
tions from them.23 This may well be due to the fact that he never actually met
any of the imams. There is no good reason to suspect that he lacked commit-
ment to Imami doctrine or to the Imami line of imams. From his biographical
profile in Kashshı:, as we shall see, one can detect the existence of a hostile
attitude towards him, which seems to have been due to differences over doc-
trinal matters and his defence of Imamism against the incursions of what he
and other Imamis regarded as ghuluww. In view of this, it is not unlikely that
opponents eager to discredit his doctrines would have attempted to undermine
his status by suggesting that he had refused to recognize the imam.

In any case, al-Fad1 l's works and the doctrines that he propounded must
have been considered sufficiently Imami for him to have gained the approval
of the Rija: l authors and for his opinions and arguments to have been quoted
in later works. Moreover, his Imamism is amply attested in his al-I:d1a:h1 where
he defends doctrines such as raj"a, mut"a and taqiyya, which in his time had
already become distinctive features of Imamism.24

Al-I:d1a:h1

The first part of this work deals mainly with the divergent theological views
of the Jahmiyya, the Mu"tazila, the Murji'a, the Jabriyya, the as1h1a:b al-h1adı:th
and the Kharijites, all of which are classified, rather curiously, as subsects of
the ahl al-sunna wa'l-jama: "a.25 The latter are perceived as constituting one of
two main parties in Islam, the other being the ‘Shia’.26 This classification may
have been inspired by the attitude of opponents who regarded the Ra:fid1 ı:

ordinances which is preserved in two of S1adu:q's works, "Ilal al-shara: 'i, ed. M. S1 . Bah1r al-"Ulu:m
(Najaf: 1963), 251–75, and "Uyu:n, , 97–119.

20 Ah1mad b. "Alı: al-Naja:shı:, al-Rija: l, ed. J. D. al-Ghurawı: al-A:mulı: (Tehran: Markaz Nashr
Kita:b, Cha:pkha:na Must1afavı:, n.d.), 235; Abu: Ja"far Muh1ammad al-T1 u:sı:, al-Fihrist, ed. M. Ra:mya:r
(reproduced from A. Sprenger's 1853–55 Calcutta edition, Mashhad: Da:nishga:h-i Mashhad,
1351 ..), 254f.

21 T1 u:sı:, Fihrist, 254.
22 Kashshı:, 541. For an analysis of this report, see below.
23 L. N. Takim, The rija: l of the Shı:"ı: ima:ms as depicted in Ima:mı: biographical literature

(London: School of Oriental and African Studies, Ph.D. thesis, 1990), 85f.
24 I:d1a:h1 , 189ff, 197ff, 207. In his discussion of raj"a and mut"a al-Fad1 l refutes the accusation

that these doctrines were Shiite innovations by citing traditions which show that they had been
held by some of the early Sunni authorities. Cf. J. Schacht, The origins of Muhammadan
jurisprudence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1950), ch. ix.

25 I:d1a:h1 , pp. 5–47 of the Beirut edition. On the ahl al-sunna wa"l-jama: "a in the third/ninth
century, see Madelung, Der Ima:m al-Qa:sim ibn Ibra:hı:m und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen (Berlin:
De Gruyter, 1965), ‘Exkurse’, 223–8; EI (2nd ed.), s.v. ‘sunna’.

26 I:d1a:h1 , 5. Throughout the work al-Fad1 l uses the term 'shı:"a' where he clearly means the
Imamiyya. Occasionally, when referring to allegations made against them by opponents, the term
Ra:fid1a is used (e.g. page 208). There is no mention at all of other Shiite sects even where one
expects it, which, as we shall see, probably reflects reluctance to acknowledge the existence of
differences within Shiism.
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Shiites as being outside the ijma: " of the community on a number of issues.27
Al-Fad1 l, however, chose to justify it on the basis that only the Shiites adhere
to the view that the Prophet had been sent with a complete and perfect religion;
all the other non-Shiite sects admit the sunna of the s1ah1a:ba and the ta:bi"u:n
(the Prophet's companions and successors), resort to ra'y, and perpetrate
ikhtila:f and tolerate it of one another—practices which in his view amount to
admitting that the law revealed to the Prophet was incomplete or deficient.28

In the remaining part the main addressees are referred to as the Murji'a.29
But it is clear from the contents, as well as from the occasional use of the
term,30 that al-Fad1 l's polemics were aimed at a wider section of the community,
namely, the ahl al-sunna wa'l-jama: "a.31 The Murji'a/the ahl al-sunna are criti-
cized for their willingness to recognize ‘the remaining sects’, but not the Shia,
as belonging to the jama: "a. And their concept of jama: "a is challenged by
highlighting the disagreement and contradiction in their legal doctrines and
traditions and in many of the views which they hold in opposition to the Shiites.

The importance of al-I:d1a:h1 in the present context lies in the evidence it
provides of the existence in pre-ghayba Imamism of a system of ideas on the
question of religious authority and its sources, which is at variance with the
classical Imami system. It also sheds a different light on the Imami belief
concerning the incompleteness and alteration of the official text of the Quran
and the related belief in the completeness and perfection of the "Alid codex.
The adoption by some Imamis of this doctrine of tah1rı:f, as it is referred to in
Imami sources and in the secondary literature, has conventionally been inter-
preted as an expression of political protest against the Sunni caliphate or as
due to the influence of the ghula:t.32 In al-I:d1a:h1 , however, one can see that the
primary function of this idea was to support the claim that Imami doctrine
was based entirely on the Quran.

Al-Fad1 l's views on the imam's knowledge and the sources of Imami doctrine
are well summarized in three passages which occur towards the end of this
work. Addressing the ahl al-sunna wa'l-jama: "a he states:

And you allege that the Shia maintain that A: l Muh1ammad are inspired
with "ilm without learning ( yulhamu:na al-"ilma ilha:man bi-ghayri ta"lı:m).
But then it is you who are of this opinion (tarawna instead of text's tarwu:na)
since you have related that Ibn "Umar said: ‘They (A: l Muh1ammad) are
mufahhamu:n’, and that "Alı: said: ‘I do not have anything except al-wah1y

27 That al-Fad1 l was reacting to the Ra:fid1a being regarded as ‘outsiders’ is suggested by
statements such as ‘They (the ahl al-sunna) are agreed in opposing the other sort, the shı:"a, for
they do not accept their shaha:das, pay them zaka:t, pray behind them or accept h1adı:ths from them
(5). The idea that the Ra:fid1a were outside the ijma: " of the community on a number of issues is
familiar from Abu: 'l-H1 usayn al-Khayya:t1, Kita:b al-Intis1a:r wa' l-radd "ala: Ibn al-Ra:wandı: al-mulh1 id,
ed. H. Nyberg (Cairo: Mat1ba"at Da:r al-Kutub al-Mis1riyya, 1925), 159, 163f. See also "Amr b.
Bah1r al-Ja:h1 iz, Kita:b h1ujaj al-nubuwwa in Rasa: "il al-Ja:h1 iz1, ed. H. Sandu:bı: (Cairo: al-Mat1ba"a
al-Rah1ma:niyya, 1933), 122f, where he describes the Ra:fid1a as outside the ijma: " on the basis of
their attitude to the Quran and its ‘alteration’, their position on certain laws and rituals, and the
fact that they have their own fuqaha:’ and their own imam.

28 I:d1a:h1 , 5f.
29 ibid., e.g. 47, 53, 54, 60.
30 ibid., e.g. 110, 136, 186.
31 The I:d1a:h1 may thus be the same work as that referred to by Naja:shı: as the kita:b al-radd "ala:

al-murji'a; Naja:shı:, Rija: l, 236. It was apparently not uncommon for Shiites to refer to all Sunnis
as Murji'a; see, e.g. S1adu:q, Kama: l al-dı:n, ed. "A. A. Ghaffarı: (Qumm: Mu'assasat al-Nashr
al-Isla:mı:, 1405/1985), 97, where Ibn Qiba al-Ra:zı: speaks of "ulama: ' al-"itra (viz. the imams of the
ahl al-bayt) and "ulama: ' al-murji'a.

32 See, e.g., E. Kohlberg, ‘Some notes on the Ima:mite attitude to the Qur'a:n’ in S. M. Stern
et al. (ed.), Islamic philosophy and the classical tradition: essays presented to R. Walzer (Oxford:
Cassirer, 1972), 209–24, at 211, 219; H. Modarressi, ‘Early debates on the integrity of the Qur'a:n:
a brief survey’, Studia Islamica 77, 1993, 5–39, esp. 31ff.
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(the Quran) unless God grants understanding ( fahm)’. Is fahm anything
but ilha:m which God inspires man with ( yulhimahu)? And you claim that
ra'y is permissible to you if you come across something that you do not
find in the Book or the Sunna. Is ra'y anything but ilha:m which God casts
in man's heart so he speaks with it ( yaqu: lu bihi)? And likewise ilha:m, God
inspires man with it so he speaks with it.

The Shia though do not maintain that and do not believe in what you
maintain concenring ra'y and ilha:m. And the proof for this is the statement
of "Alı: b. Abı: T1 a: lib: ‘We do not have anything except that which is in the
Book of God or (aw) in the s1ah1 ı:fa’. And "Alı: spoke the truth; he did not
have anything except that which is in the Book of God; for the Book of
God contains all the "ilm that people need for their religion, and everything
in the s1ah1 ı:fa is interpretation (tafsı:r) of that which is in the Book of God.

And you are averse to the claim that A: l Muh1ammad have a s1ah1 ı:fa in
which there is knowledge of the h1ala: l and the h1ara:m, in "Alı:'s handwriting
and dictated by the Apostle of God. If what is reported from them (A: l
Muh1ammad) concerning that (the s1ah1 ı:fa) is true, then it is not grave or
reprehensible that "Alı: should have written down what he had heard from
the Apostle of God, and so confirmed it (athbatahu) and bequeathed the
"ilm to his descendants. As for you, the faqı:h among you bequeathes to his
descendants a hundred, or more or less, pages of what he heard and wrote
down, but you do not disapprove that of each other.33

Before refuting the allegation that the Shia believe in the imam's ilha:m and
making his position on the question of sources (us1u: l) of Imami doctrine
absolutely clear, al-Fad1 l first proceeds to accuse the ahl al-sunna of two errors:
crediting A: l Muh1ammad with knowledge acquired by means other than trans-
mission, and admitting the use of ra'y in cases where the Quran and the Sunna
do not appear to provide answers. Here, his polemical strategy is based on the
idea that ilha:m is not a quality which is peculiar to the imam but a source of
knowledge which is open to all mankind, instilled by God, and comparable to
fahm and ra'y. He is thus able to argue that the objections of the ahl al-sunna
against A: l Muh1ammad being credited with ilha:m contradict their own beliefs
and practices; for how is it possible to credit A: l Muh1ammad with fahm and
to admit their legal opinion and the opinion of others as an additional source
of doctrine, but then deny that they have access to knowledge not based on
transmission? In other words, by adducing Sunni traditions about "Alı: and the
ahl al-bayt, and by equating ilha:m with fahm and ra'y, al-Fad1 l is able to accuse
the ahl al-sunna of spreading the idea that A: l Muh1ammad have ‘"ilm without
learning’.

It is of course possible that al-Fad1 l resorted to such arguments because he
knew that other Shiites believed in ilha:m; given that one of the main accusations
that he levels repeatedly at the ahl al-sunna wa'l-jama: "a is the fact of their
ikhtila:f, he would have been reluctant to admit that other Shiites believed
differently or that ikhtila:f was also common amongst them. Those ‘other
Shiites’, however, would not necessarily have been Imamis. In fact, and as we
shall see later, it is more likely that in al-Fad1 l's time it was the Zaydi Ja:ru:diyya
who admitted the possibility of ilha:m and regarded it as an additional source.

Having highlighted the fact that the Sunni position admits the validity of
post-Prophetic doctrine, al-Fad1 l goes on to contrast it with the Shiite (viz.
Imami) position that does not. He insists that the Shia do not recognize the
imam's ilha:m as an admissible source. This is because they regard the Quran

33 I:d1a:h1 , 205f.
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as a complete and perfect source and the imam's understanding of it as derived
from a s1ah1 ı:fa34 in his possession containing its interpretation. The statement
attributed to "Alı: by the ahl al-sunna, which implies that his knowledge encom-
passed the revelation to the Prophet (wah1y) and his own divinely instilled
powers of comprehension ( fahm),35 is clearly not acceptable to al-Fad1 l.
According to the Imami version of the tradition and al-Fad1 l's understanding
of it, "Alı:'s knowledge was based entirely on transmission from the Prophet.
His statement ‘We do not have anything except that which is in the Book of
God or in the s1ah1 ı:fa36 serves as a categorical rejection of the role of ilha:m in
defining Imami doctrine. Al-Fad1 l also explains that since the s1ah1 ı:fa contains
nothing other than tafsı:r "Alı: was right to insist that the doctrines of the imams
are rooted completely in the Quran.

The authority of the Quran is at the centre of al-Fad1 l's polemics against
the ahl al-sunna wa'l-jama: "a. Their neglect of the Quran is the root cause of
their ikhtila:f.37 They follow the legal decisions of the s1ah1a:ba and the ta:bi"u:n
which they call sunna even though they are based on ra'y and contradict the
Quran.38 They have failed to interpret (tafsı:r) the Quran correctly.39 They
neglect even the conclusive evidence (na:tiq) of the Quran and relate h1adı:ths
about the Prophet which suggest that he acted in contradiction to what the
Quran had brought down.40 Their report that the Prophet authorized Mu"a:dh,
his emissary to Yemen, to judge in accordance with his ra'y (in cases concerning
which the Quran and the Sunna provide no answers)41 is tantamount to
charging the Prophet with contradicting God's commands42 and with permit-
ting to Mu"a:dh and others what God had forbidden even to his Prophet
Da:wu:d.43 Al-Fad1 l cites the Quranic verse ‘We have neglected nothing in the
Book’ in support of his belief that ‘all legal decisions (ah1ka:m) are in the
Quran’.44 In areas where Shii law is in conflict with Sunni law, he attempts to
demonstrate that Shii law is based on the Quran and that the error of Sunni
law is due to the neglect of the Quran.45

Although al-Fad1 l refers repeatedly to the sunna of the Prophet, he clearly
does not recognize it as a source which is independent of the Quran. The sunna
is what the Prophet elucidated concerning every h1ala: l and h1ara:m.46 It is the
legal decisions (h1ukm) and penalties (h1add) made and defined by the Prophet

34 Also known as al-s1ah1 ı:fa al-ja:mi"a; Kulı:nı:, al-Ka:fı:, , 239.
35 See lines 4–5 of the first passage. According to a fuller version of the Sunni tradition cited

by al-Fad1 l (I:d1a:h1 , 205), "Alı: denies having any knowledge other than al-wah1y ‘unless God grants
understanding of ( fahman fi) his Book or of that which is in the s1ah1 ı:fa’. Here, "Alı:'s fahm appears
to be regarded as a means of interpreting the revelation and not as an additional source of
doctrine. But there is no indication that al-Fad1 l recognized the validity of these subtle distinctions.

36 It is not immediately clear what the use of the conjunctive aw in "Alı:'s statement about the
source(s) of the imam's knowledge is meant to indicate. (The description of the sources as "kita:b
or s1ah1 ı:fa' occurs twice in al-I:d1a:h1 , 205 and 206). Judging by the explanatory passage that follows
(page 206), it would seem that the intention is to equate the imam's perfect knowledge of the
Quran with his knowledge of its right interpretation, and hence to avoid undermining the idea of
its perfection as a source.

37 ibid., 176.
38 ibid., 5, 63, 65.
39 ibid., 57.
40 ibid., 108.
41 ibid., 54f.
42 ibid., 60f. Reference is here made to three Quranic verses which charge with kufr those who

do not judge in accordance with God's revelation (bima: anzala alla:h).
43 ibid., 61. The reference is to verse Q 38:25 in which Da:wu:d is addressed: ‘judge between

men justly and follow not caprice ( fa'h1kum bayna al-na:si bi'l-h1aqq wa-la: tattabi" al-hawa:)’. Al-
h1aqq: is here understood as ‘what God revealed’ and al-hawa: as ra'y.

44 ibid., 65; Q 6:38—‘ma: farrat1na: fı:’ l-kita:bi min shayı: '.
45 See, for example, his arguments concerning t1ala:q (divorce), qunu:t (a form of supplication),

inheritance laws, and mut"a (temporary marriage); ibid., 129ff, 161f, 169f, 197.
46 ‘aba:naha: rasu: lu'lla:hi fı: kulli h1ala: lin wa-h1ara:m’; ibid., 57.
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in accordance with, and based on, what God revealed in his Book.47 It is
embodied in the interpretation of the Quran of which the imam has a
superior knowledge.48

Thus, when al-Fad1 l speaks of the perfection of Muh1ammad's religion it is
with reference to the Quran as a perfect source. His quarrel with the ahl
al-sunna wa'l-jama: "a is over their resort to ra'y and their reliance on the sunna
of the s1ah1a:ba which, as he says, was also based on ra'y. He interprets this
reliance on ra'y as a claim by them that God did not send Muh1ammad with
a perfect religion or with all that mankind needs,49 and that its perfection was
achieved at the hands of the s1ah1a:ba, the ta:bi"u:n, and those who came after
them.50 The ahl al-sunna claim that their authorities had knowledge of rulings
and precepts of which the Prophet had no knowledge,51 or of which he knew
but failed to elucidate to his people.52 In justifying their resort to ra'y their
fuqaha: ' say that they have received only four thousand h1adı:ths from the
Prophet concerning tafsı:r and h1ala: l and h1ara:m.53 Their ignorance of the
Prophetic heritage is contrasted with the imams' perfect knowledge of it. It is
because they have access to such knowledge that the Shii imams, unlike the
"ulama: ' and fuqaha: ' of the ahl al-sunna, never base their legal statements on
istih1sa:n (discretionary opinion).54 In clear distinction to the (probably later)
Imami point of view which perceived the doctrine of ‘the perfection of religion’
as incorporating the legislative authority of the imam,55 al-Fad1 l states that
religion was perfected ‘with the Prophet and with what God revealed to him’.56

Al-Fad1 l's use of terms such as istinba:t1/istikhra: j bi'l-ra'y, qiya:s bi'l-ra'y, or
istinba:t1 furu: " al-dı:n57 to describe the practices of the ahl al-sunna may indicate
that he was aware of an argument by jurists that their practices involved the
‘derivation’ of law from revealed sources rather than the ‘issuance’ of law
based on the free use of ra'y. However, his criticism of those practices suggests
that he did not recognize the validity of any distinction between derived law
and law based on ra'y, and regarded all law formulated by the s1ah1a:ba and the
fuqaha: ' as inadmissible extra-Prophetic law.

The fact that al-Fad1 l did not recognize a distinction between reason as a
source and reason as an interpretive method, and denied that it has any place
in Islamic law, is also reflected in his view of the role of the imam. At no point
does he suggest that the imam has an interpretive role, either for the elaboration

47 ibid., 158f, 132.
48 Al-Fad1 l cites a report related by the "a:mma according to which the caliph "Umar did not

know the punishment for drinking wine and "Alı: knew that it was 80 lashes. "Alı: is said to have
justified his view with reference to Quran 24:4 (which imposes this penalty on those who slander
the muh1s1ana:t, chaste or married women) and the argument that a drinker is a potential slanderer
(muftarı:). This report elicits a comment from al-Fad1 l that, whereas the authorities of the "a:mma
failed to know the sunna, "Alı: always knew its elucidation (baya:naha); ibid., 101ff. It must be
emphasized here that although al-Fad1 l does not refute the report's suggestion that "Alı:'s ruling
was based on analogical reasoning, this does not mean that the idea was acceptable to him. He
cites the report mainly because it amounts to an admission by the ahl al-sunna that "Alı:'s
knowledge was superior to that of other Companions. The idea that "Alı: had resorted to ijtiha:d
was refuted by al-Mufı:d as a Sunni allegation; M. J. McDermott, The theology of al-Shaikh
al-Mufı:d (Recherches, Nouvelle Série A: Langue arabe et Pensée islamique, 10; Persian Studies
Series, 9, Beirut: Dar al-Machreq Éditeurs, 1978), 288.

49 I:d1a:h1 , 3, 5, 47, 68.
50 ibid., 47, 185.
51 ibid., 68.
52 ibid., 54.
53 ibid., 54.
54 ibid., 47.
55 This point of view is expressed in statements such as amr al-ima:ma min tama:m al-dı:n, kama: l

al-dı:n bi-wila:yat "Alı: (Kulı:nı:, al-Ka:fi, , 199, 290), biha: (bi'l-ima:ma) kamula al-dı:n wa-tammat
al-ni"ma (S1adu:q, Kama: l, 658).

56 I:d1a:h1 , 185.
57 ibid., 5, 55, 132.
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of dogma or for the derivation of new rules from the revelation. His insistence
that the imam's knowledge is derived from a written source and based on the
Prophet's teaching of tafsı:r to "Alı:, and his refutation of ilha:m, express a view
of the imam as no more than the perfect transmitter of the Prophetic revelation.
Any other view of the role of the imam would, according to al-Fad1 l's argu-
ments, undermine the notion of the perfection of the Quran. It is the ahl
al-sunna who, in order to justify their illicit practices, maintain that the Quran
does not contain comprehensive law. When confronted with Quranic evidence
that the Prophet had brought a complete religion, the ahl al-sunna say that the
rest of the law could have been lost when parts of the Quran went missing
(la"alla baqiyyat al-ah1ka:m fi'l-qur'a:n alladhı: dhahab).58

Al-Fad1 l deals with the question of incompleteness of the text of the existing
Quran in two places. In one section entitled ‘What has been lost of the
Quran’59 he cites a number of (often contradictory) traditions related by the
ahl al-sunna on its collection. He says that these traditions, if true, would
indicate that most of the Book of God which was revealed to Muh1ammad has
gone missing.60 He also refers to two Sunni traditions which relate that the
Prophet had assigned to "Alı: the task of ‘composing (ta'lı:f )’ the Quran and
that "Alı:was delayed in paying allegiance to Abu: Bakr because he was occupied
with that task. He then asks: ‘Where did that which "Alı: had composed go so
that you proceeded to collect it from the hearts of men and from sheets you
claimed had been in the possession of H1 afs1a?’61

In this section al-Fad1 l's position on the question of the "Uthma:nic codex
is not made absolutely clear and he makes no mention of any Shiite traditions
on the "Alid codex or its completeness. The only time he comes close to
suggesting the existence of a "Alid codex which is more complete than the
official recension is when he asks that rhetorical question about the fate of
‘what "Alı: had composed’.

Another relevant passage in al-I:d1a:h1 confirms that the background against
which al-Fad1 l engaged in such polemic was the allegation that the Shia believed
that the text of the Quran had been tampered with. It also shows that his aim
was not to deny that the official Quran is incomplete but to vindicate the
Imami position and the idea of a more complete "Alid Quran by adducing
proof from what the Sunnis themselves admit to.62

Commenting on the argument (which he ascribes to the ahl al-sunna) that
the rest of the law may be in the ‘Quran that has been lost’, al-Fad1 l asks his
opponents why they did not entrust their authorities with producing for them
those lost parts of the Quran. To the reply that this would not have been
possible (presumably because the Quran is ‘from God’) he retorts that they
accept the use of ra'y in establishing h1ala: l and h1ara:m, and h1ala: l and h1ara:m,

58 ibid., 54ff.
59 ibid., 112–24.
60 ibid., 119.
61 ibid., 119f.
62 To conclude from this material, as Modarressi has done, that al-Fad1 l's aim was to attack

the Sunni traditionists for spreading ideas which could discredit the scripture of Islam is quite
unjustified; ‘Early debates’, 27. Modarressi's argument that the idea of the loss of parts of the
Quran first arose in ‘Sunni’ circles (ibid., 10–13) is not really in dispute; J. Burton had already
demonstrated that the idea was relevant to juristic concerns and probably came into existence as
a result of the pressure exerted by scripturalists in those circles; The collection of the Qur'a:n
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), esp. ch. v. The question is whether Imamis also
held that view (or some other version of it), whether they continued to uphold it after it was
rejected and/or suppressed in Sunnism, and what function it served. Modarressi is not convincing
in his contention that the idea was rejected by the imams (!) and most Imami scholars, or in his
attempt to explain away the evidence suggesting that Imamis (at least in the third century) did
hold such a belief by arguing that it was only the Imami mutakallimu:n who adopted it and used
it as a polemical strategy in their defence of the rights of the "Alids; ‘Early debates’, esp. 26ff.
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like the Quran, is also supposed to be of divine origin.63 The statements which
follow leave little doubt as to al-Fad1 l's views on the "Alid Quran, the problem
with the first statement (a) notwithstanding. As far as this statement is con-
cerned, it is clear that it does not fit in with the rest of the passage which deals
with the ‘loss’ of parts of the Quran at the hands of its Sunni collectors; it
looks like the work of a redactor who tried to turn the polemic into one about
the failure of Sunnis to ‘interpret’ the Quran correctly.64 The other manuscripts
used in the Beirut edition provide a more likely version of that statement
(a1),65 which supports the suggestion that the one in our text has been altered.

(a) You could not but acknowledge the Quran that you and your ancient
forebears have failed to interpret (lam tajidu: buddan min an tuqirru: bi'l-
qur'a:n 'lladhı: "ajaztum "an ta'wı:lihi antum wa-"a:ba: ' ukum al-aqdamu:n).

(a1) Because of the matter coming to light, you could not but admit to
what your forebears have failed to collect and what they have lost of the
Quran (lam tajidu: buddan li-z1uhu:r al-amr bi-an tuqirru: bi-ma: "ajaza "anhu
awwalu:kum min jam"i al-qur'a:n wa-d1ayya"u:hu).

(b) And this Quran, in its completeness and perfection, and with all its h1ala: l
and h1ara:m, without disagreement or contention, is with the imams. But
then you have been denied knowledge of it because you have disacknow-
ledged the imam and gone astray... (wa-hadha: al-qur'a:n bi-kama: lihi
wa-tama:mihi wa-h1ara:mihi wa-h1ala: lihi bi-la: ikhtila:f wa-la: tana:zu" "inda
al-a'imma. fa-h1urimtum ma"rifatahu bi-juh1u:dikum al-ima:m wa-tad1yı:"ikum
al-h1aqq...).

(c) And likewise the sunna which you are ignorant of and which the Apostle
of God elucidated concerning every h1ala: l and h1ara:m... For is it conceivable
that you lose most of the Quran but not most of the sunna? ... (wa-
kadhalika al-sunna allatı: jahaltumu:ha wa-qad abanaha: rasu: l alla:h fi kulli
h1ala: lin wa-h1ara:min... fa-kayfa ja:za lakum an tud1ayyi"u: akthar al-qur'a:n
wa-la: yaju:z an tud1ayyi"u: akthar al-sunna?...).

When al-Fad1 l speaks of the complete and perfect Quran that is ‘with the
ima:ms’ it is not clear whether he has in mind the "Alid codex (mus1h1af ) or
whether the reference is to knowledge preserved orally by the imams.66 There
is no doubt, however, that what he is claiming here is that the imams had
access to Quranic revelations which are not found in the official text (the Sunni
authorities having failed to collect and preserve ‘the whole Quran’) and which
are not known to the rest of the community (those who did not acknowledge
the imam having been denied knowledge of them).67 This is quite different
from the more moderate Imami formulations of the doctrine of tah1rı:f,

63 I:d1a:h1 , 56f.
64 In the classical Imami sources there are often signs that traditions indicating that the imams

had access to additional Quranic passages have been reinterpreted or modified. Thus, according
to one tradition, al-Ba:qir asserted that only the imams can claim to have the totality of the
Quran, ‘its exoteric and its esoteric’, this last phrase being almost certainly a gloss (‘ma: yastat1ı:"
ah1ad an yadda"ı: anna "indahu jamı:" al-qur'a:n kullahu z1a:hirahu wa-ba:t1inahu ghayra al-aws1iya: '’);
Kulı:nı:, al-Ka:fı:, , 228, no. 2.

65 See I:d1a:h1 , 56, editor's n4.
66 If he was thinking in terms of a "Alid codex he would not have envisaged it, the way some

of the reports do, as containing in its margins explanatory notes by "Alı:. As seen earlier, al-Fad1 l
spoke of the Book of God and the s1ah1 ı:fa which contains its interpretation as two separate entities.
Moreover, the concept of the "Alid codex as one which contains explanatory notes was probably
intended to express the view that, as far as the actual text of the Quran was concerned, the "Alid
codex does not differ from the "Uthma:nic (cf. J. Eliash, ‘"‘The Šı:"ite Qur'a:n’': a reconsideration
of Goldziher's interpretation', Arabica 16, 1969, 15–24, at 23), which is not compatible with what
al-Fad1 l contends here.

67 The idea, implied in this assertion, that those who recognize the Imami imams have access
to knowledge of the lost parts of the Quran, is noteworthy; see passage b above.
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according to which the ‘omissions’ and ‘substitutions’ usually fell within the
acceptable range of ‘variant readings’ and were often the same as those which
the Sunni tradition recognized as having been found in other Companion
codices or simply missing from the official text.68

Now, from the context in which al-Fad1 l makes that claim about the whole
Quran being with the imams it is evident that the claim was of direct relevance
to Imami legal theory; it comes in the course of attacking the juristic practices
and theories of his opponents and contrasting them with the imams' adherence
to the Quran. It may thus be said that the idea of a "Alid codex which is more
complete than the "Uthma:nic text served to sustain the argument that all the
imams' teachings were based on the Quran: if no link could be established
between those teachings and the Quran which was known to everyone, this
would be because they were based on the additional revelations known only
to the imams.

The foregoing shows that al-Fad1 l defended vigorously the belief that the
imam was no more than an infallible transmitter of the Prophet's legacy. The
belief is consistent with a legalist (as opposed to a gnostic or esoteric) concep-
tion of the role of the imam and represents a distinctive theory of sources.
Although al-Fad1 l presents his views, quite incorrectly, as characteristic of a
general ‘Shiite’ position, this is most probably due to his reluctance to admit
the existence of ikhtila:f among the Shia; it does not follow that he is also
misrepresenting the views of his own sect, the Imamiyya, or that he is advocat-
ing ‘unusual’ ideas about the imam's knowledge merely in order to undermine
the juristic theories of the ahl al-sunna. The likelihood that his views represented
the ‘orthodox’ Imami position in his time would seem to find support from
external sources, as we shall see a little later, and from a report in Kashshı:.
According to that report, al-Fad1 l defended the doctrine of transmitted "ilm
against beliefs which were then regarded as ghuluww, but which are common-
place in classical Imamism and assumed by modern scholars to have been
acceptable to and common among pre-ghayba Imamis as well. In what follows
the report will be analysed and its historical value assessed.

Kashshı:'s account of a dispute between al-Fad1 l and other followers of the eleventh
imam

The report in Kashshı: purports to be based on a written message (ruq"a) sent
to the eleventh imam by a certain "Abd Alla:h b. H1 amdawayh al-Bayhaqı:
concerning a doctrinal controversy among the people of Nishapur. The docu-
ment is also said to have contained the imam's signed reply (tawqı:"). Kashshı:'s
source, Abu: 'l-H1 asan "Alı: b. Muh1ammad b. Qutayba al-Nı:sa:bu:rı:, claims to
have seen and copied the document and relates its contents:

1.1 The people of Nı:sa:bu:r have differed (ikhtalafu:) in their religion and
have contradicted (kha: lafa) one another, and have accused one another of
unbelief.
1.2 There are there people who maintain that the Prophet knew all the
languages of mankind and birds ... that similarly there must be in every
age someone who knows that, and knows what man holds secret ... and if

68 See Eliash, ‘Sı:"ite Qur'a:n’, esp. 20ff; B. Todd Lawson, ‘Note for the study of a "‘Shı:"ı:
Qur'an’'’, Journal of Semitic Studies 36/2, 1991, 279–95, esp. 283–8, and n36; Modarressi, ‘Early
debates’, 25ff, 31; Kohlberg, ‘Some notes’. The more moderate formulations are found in sources
which mostly date from the fourth century onwards. The view of some modern scholars that
those formulations were already in circulation in early Imamism or much earlier than our earliest
Shii sources is not based on any solid evidence; cf. Kohlberg, ‘Some notes’, 210, 219, 223f, n99;
van Ess, Theologie, , 282.
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he met two children he would know which of the two is a believer and
which is a hypocrite ... They claim that revelation (wah1y) does not cease,
and that the Prophet did not have perfect knowledge (kama: l al-"ilm), nor
did anyone else after him, and that if something (shay') occurred in any
age, of which the master of the age has no knowledge, then God would
reveal (awh1a:) to him and to them(?).
1.3 He (the imam) said: They have lied and have fabricated a grave offence
(iftaru: ithman "az1ı:man).
[Return to Ibn H1 amdawayh's words:]
1.4 And there is a shaykh called al-Fad1 l b. Sha:dha:n who contradicts them
( yukha: lifuhum) in these matters and disputes with them ( yunkiru "alayhim)
concerning most of them (these matters).
1.5 And his doctrine is (wa-qawluhu): the testimony that there is no God
but God and that Muh1ammad is the messenger of God; that God is in the
seventh heaven on the throne as He has described Himself, that He is a
body ( jism), that His attributes (was1fuhu) are different from (bi-khila:f )
[those of ] created beings in all respects, nothing resembles Him, and He is
all hearing and all seeing.
1.6 And part of his doctrine (wa-min qawlihi) is that the Prophet had
brought forth a perfect religion (kama: l al-dı:n) ... that he appointed (aqa:ma)
a man to occupy his position after him and taught him the knowledge
which God had revealed to him ... the lawful and the unlawful (al-h1ala: l
wa'l-h1ara:m), the interpretation of the Book (ta'wı:l al-kita:b), and unmistak-
able judgement ( fas1l al-khit1a:b). Likewise in every age there must be someone
who knows that. It is an inheritance from the Apostle of God which they
inherit by transmission ( yatawa:rathu:nahu). None of them knows anything
of the matter of religion except from the knowledge which they inherited
from the Prophet. He (al-Fad1 l) refutes wah1y after the Apostle of God.
1.7 He (the ima:m) said: He (al-Fad1 l) has spoken the truth concerning some
things and has lied concerning other things.
1.8 And at the end of the paper (al-waraqa) [the ima:m wrote]: ... God
refuses to grant any of you right guidance ... whilst you are transgressors
(mukha: lifu:n) and deny that God has attributes (mu"at1t1ilu:n). You who do
not recognize an ima:m ... whenever God received you into His mercy and
permitted us to summon you to the truth and we wrote to you concerning
that and sent you a messenger you did not believe him...
1.9 And al-Fad1 l ibn Sha:dha:n, what have we got to do with him (ma: lana:
wa-lahu). He alienates our followers ( yufsidu "alayna: mawa: lı:na:) and leads
them to think that vain things are good ( yuzayyinu lahum al-aba:t1il), and
every time we write them a letter he opposes us concerning that ... I order
him to desist or else by God I shall ask God to afflict him with an illness
from which his hurt will never heal... .69

According to this report (or at least the first part of it), the dispute between
al-Fad1 l and the group from Nishapur concerned three questions for which the
opinion of the imam was sought: the shaha:da,70 the doctrine of God and His
attributes, and the sources and scope of the imam's "ilm. The emphasis is
clearly on the question of the imam's knowledge, and the aim, it would seem,
is to show that the imam disapproved of the doctrine of inspired/revealed "ilm
(he condemns its advocates, al-Fad1 l's opponents) and approved of al-Fad1 l's

69 Kashshı:, 539ff, no.1026.
70 On the Shiite three-tenet shaha:da, see J. Eliash, ‘On the genesis and development of the

Twelver-Shı:"ı: three-tenet shaha:da’, Der Islam 47, 1971, 265–72.
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doctrine of transmitted "ilm. The problem, however, is that the imam's response
to al-Fad1 l's doctrine is ambiguous. He first says that it is partly sound and
partly false but does not specify of which part of it he disapproves (1.7). And
then, rather unexpectedly, he goes on to denounce both the Nishapuris and
al-Fad1 l very severely and for reasons which seem to have little or nothing to
do with the doctrinal matters mentioned in the main part of the report (1.8, 1.9).

A closer examination of this and other reports about al-Fad1 l and the other
two men who figure in it, reveals that what we have here are essentially two
separate reports/documents which reflect conflicting attitudes to al-Fad1 l. The
two reports (or rather parts of them) have been combined by a redactor and
an attempt made to harmonize them, which resulted in the sort of ambiguities
and inconsistencies referred to above.

The first report is incorporated in paragraphs 1.1–1.6, which form a more
or less complete account and deal mainly with the question of the imam's
knowledge. Its aim is to provide proof that in disputes over this question the
imam came out on the side of al-Fad1 l and his doctrine of transmitted "ilm.
The statements concerning al-Fad1 l's doctrines of tajsı:m (corporealism) and
two-tenet shaha:da71 (1.5) are most probably later additions by the redactor:
although these doctrines are presented as ones which al-Fad1 l held in opposition
to the group of Nishapuris whose beliefs are described in 1.2, their counterparts,
the three-tenet shaha:da and ta"t1ı:l,72 are not mentioned in 1.2 as part of the
beliefs of that group.73

Of the second report/document used by our redactor we have only the
imam's statement (paras 1.8, 1.9), his response to an inquiry from Ibn
H1 amdawayh but not the inquiry itself. The statement consists of an attack on
the Nishapuri Shiites, and especially al-Fad1 l, for their refusal to recognize the
imam and to accept the claims made on his behalf by his agents: ‘...you who
do not recognize an imam ... whenever God permitted us to summon you to
the truth and we wrote to you concerning that and sent you a messenger you
did not believe him...’ (1.8). Al-Fad1 l is accused of urging the Shiites not to
recognize that imam: ‘... he alienates our followers’ and ‘every time we write
them a letter he contradicts us concerning that’ (1.9). This passage then is
taken from a report whose contents, function and provenance are very different
from what we have in the first report (1.1–1.7).74 The only possible contextual

71 cf. Kashshı:, 539, where al-Fad1 l is associated with the belief that Islam is based on ‘two
shaha:das and that which follows’ (wa-ma: yatlu:huma: !).

72 Ta"t1ı:l (also but1la:n or nafy) is a theological concept denying that God has attributes and held
to be the opposite of tashbı:h (anthropomorphization of God) and tajsı:m (corporealism). Many
early Imamis were known to have held anthropomorphist doctrines. However, most came to hold
an intermediate position which rejected both tashbı:h/tajsı:m and the Mutazili doctrine referred to
polemically as ta"t1ı:l; cf. Kulı:nı:, al-Ka:fı1:, , 100, no.1, and 104ff; Madelung, ‘The Shiite and
Kha:rijite contribution to pre-Ash"arite kala:m’, in P. Morewedge (ed.), Islamic philosophical
theology (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1979), 120–39, at 122; Madelung,
‘Ima:mism and Mu"tazilite theology’, in T. Fahd (ed.), Le Shı̂"ism ima:mite. Colloque de Strasbourg
1968 (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1970), 18 and n2; and P. Sander, Zwischen Charisma
und Ratio: Entwicklungen in der frühen ima:mitischen Theologie (Islamkundliche Untersuchungen,
183, Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1994), ch. iii.

73 The reference to the Nishapuris as mu"at1t1ilu:n in 1.8 is probably intrusive and an attempt to
link the two reports; see below.

74 The question of the wika: la, the Imami financial organization, in Rayy and Khura:sa:n during
the imamate of al-H1 asan al-"Askarı:, the 11th imam, is an important theme in Kashshı:. We have
the texts of a number of letters (kita:b) and signed statements (tawqı:") which the eleventh imam is
alleged to have sent to community leaders (one of whom was Ibn H1 amdawayh) in Nishapur and
Bayhaq, all of which deal with the wika: la. These suggest that some of the leading Shiites of
Nishapur had contested claims made by financial agents (wakı:l) that they had been appointed by
the 11th imam, and the imam's letters serve to confirm those claims; Rija: l, 580f, 509f, 575–80,
542f. Also present is the idea that the imam's letters were replies to inquiries from Nishapur
concerning those agents; ibid., 575, line 3, 577, line 10, 543, lines 3 and 4, and 580. Three of these
reports (including one about the tawqı:" received by Ibn H1 amdawayh) are not at all aware that
al-Fad1 l was in any way involved.
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link between the first report (which deals with doctrinal matters) and this
passage is the imam's reference to the Nishapuris critically as mu"at1t1ilu:n (1.8).
This reference serves to remind us of the idea (which is only implicit in 1.1
and 1.5) that the dispute between al-Fad1 l and his opponents included the
question of attributes; and it might be taken as an insinuation that the imam's
view on this question amounted to la: tajsı:m/tashbı:h wa-la: ta"t1ı:l, which is
consistent with the classical Imamı: position. It is clear, however, that the
imam's reference to the Nishapuris as mu"at1t1ilu:n is not an integral part of this
passage: here the recalcitrant Nishapuris are not al-Fad1 l's doctrinal rivals but
those who were persuaded by him not to respond to the imam's summons. It
is the redactor who assumes (or chooses to create the impression) that they
are al-Fad1 l's opponents and that they and al-Fad1 l are being reproached by the
imam because of their doctrines and not because they refused to recognize the
imam. He thus sees fit to ascribe to the Nishapuris the doctrine of ta"t1ı:l (which
is opposed to al-Fad1 l's alleged corporealism) and thereby provides a link
between the two reports.

The redactor then can be said to have introduced the question of attributes
as another issue of contention between al-Fad1 l and his Nishapuri opponents
and to have transformed the Nishapuris of para. 1.8 (which he derived from
another report) into al-Fad1 l's opponents, this being part of his attempt to
harmonize conflicting reports about al-Fad1 l and to find another explanation
for the imam's censure of him, an explanation which would be less damaging
to his Imami standing than the one provided by the second report.

On this basis, the imam's verdict in 1.7 that al-Fad1 l's doctrine is partly true
and partly false would also be an addition by our redactor, and part of his
attempt to reconcile conflicting reports about the imam's attitude to al-Fad1 l.
It is less clear, however, why he does not specify which part of al-Fad1 l's
doctrine the imam found unacceptable. Perhaps we are meant to infer that
al-Fad1 l's doctrine of the imam's "ilm was approved by the imam and that his
only sin was that of tajsı:m, a minor one considering that many other trusted
disciples of the imams were known to have held similar views.75 On the other
hand, it is also possible to interpret the imam's verdict as referring to the
partial soundness of both of al-Fad1 l's doctrines, his theological doctrine and
his doctrine of the imam's knowledge. From the point of view of classical
Imamism, the other statements ascribed to him that ‘nothing resembles God’
and that ‘His attribution is different from that of created beings’ would have
been perfectly acceptable.76 And not all Imamis who denied the possibility of
‘wah1y after the Apostle’ would have agreed that the imam's "ilm was based
completely on transmission; most would have advocated the possibility of
divine inspiration (ilha:m). In other words, the ambiguousness of the imam's
verdict may well have been deliberate and reflects the reluctance of the redactor
to endorse or condemn al-Fad1 l's insistence that the imam's "ilm was based
entirely on transmission.

As for the identity of our redactor, this is likely to have been Kashshı:
himself, and not Abu: -'l-H1 asan "Alı: b. Muh1ammad whom Kashshı: cites as his
direct source and the transmitter of the contents of Ibn H1 amdawayh's docu-
ment. Abu: 'l-H1 asan is described by Naja:shı: and T1 u:sı: as the companion (s1a:h1 ib)
and student (tilmı:dh) of al-Fad1 l and the narrator of his books (ra:wiyat kutu-
bihi).77 T1 u:sı: lists him as the direct transmitter of al-Fad1 l's traditions.78 Many

75 Madelung, ‘Shiite and Kha:rijite contribution’, 122 and the references therein.
76 See, e.g., McDermott, Theology, 133, and Kulı:nı:, al-Ka:fı:, , 86.
77 Naja:shı:, Rija: l, 197.
78 T1 u:sı:, Fihrist, 254f.
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reports in Kashshı: from (or about) al-Fad1 l are transmitted by Abu: 'l-H1 asan79
and are probably based on a work or works by the latter.80 This linking by
the Imami tradition of Abu: 'l-H1 asan with al-Fad1 l indicates that they represented
the same school of thought. As analysis of the reported arguments on the
subject of the imam's "ilm will confirm, the first part of Kashshı:'s report
(1.1–1.6) expresses the point of view of someone who was entirely favourable
to the doctrine of transmitted "ilm and would have had no reason to be
equivocal in endorsing it. Abu: 'l-H1 asan, therefore, is a probable transmitter (if
not the actual author) of that part only; it is unlikely that he would have
included passages such as 1.7, which could be interpreted as casting some
doubt on Fad1 l's doctrine of the imam's "ilm, or 1.8–1.9 which originate from
a source hostile to Fad1 l and his Nishapuri compatriots.81

As for Kashshı:, it is clear from a number of other reports that he had
before him conflicting attitudes to al-Fad1 l and his doctrines,82 which he tried
to reconcile or resolve. In the case of the report on the controversy in Nishapur,
his redactional activity is indirectly confirmed by another report on that contro-
versy. A certain Ah1mad b. Ya"qu:b Abu: "Alı: al-Bayhaqı:, apparently addressing
Kashshı:, states:

2.1 As for what you have asked concerning the mention of the signed
statement (tawqı:") which was issued regarding al-Fad1 l b. Sha:dha:n, that our
master had cursed him because of his corporealist doctrine (qawlihi bi'l-
jism), I tell you that this is false. Rather, our master had dispatched from
Iraq to Nı:sa:bu:r an agent, whose name was Ayyu:b b. al-Na:b, to collect his
dues. He (the agent) stayed in Nı:sa:bu:r with Shiite people who held exagger-
ated doctrine (madhhab al-irtifa: ' wa'l-ghuluww)... I am loath to name them.
That agent wrote accusing al-Fad1 l of claiming that he was not genuine
(laysa min al-as1l) and preventing people from paying his dues, and those
people too wrote to the imam complaining about al-Fad1 l. They did not
mention corporealism nor anything else.
2.2 That signed statement [written] in the letter (kita:b) of Ibn H1 amdawayh
al-Bayhaqı: was issued through (kharaja min yad) the one who is known in
Baghdad as al-Dihqa:n. I read it (saw it written) in our master's handwriting.
And this signed statement (wa'l-tawqı:") [read thus]: al-Fad1 l b. Sha:dha:n,
what has he got to do with my followers (mawa: liyya, viz. agents) troubling
them and accusing them of lying... If he does not desist, I will afflict him

79 See Kashshı:, ‘Index’, 198f.
80 Abu: 'l-H1 asan is unlikely to have been a direct oral transmitter to Kashshı: (d. 368/979) of

the traditions of al-Fad1 l (d. 260/874). And since Kashshı: does not mention any other transmitter
for our report, we may assume that he had direct access to a work by Abu: 'l-Hasan from which
he derived this report. Naja:shı: (Rija: l, 197) reports that Kashshı: used Abu: 'l-H1 asan as an authority
(i"tamada "alayhi) in his Kita:b al-Rija: l and that Abu: 'l-H1 asan has a book which contains an
account of al-Fad1 l's sessions (maja: lis) with opponents (ahl al-khila:f ) and of the problems or
questions of the people of the provinces (masa: 'il ahl al-bulda:n).

81 It stands to reason that Abu'l-H1 asan's report (1.1–1.6 which, according to our analysis,
would have been unambiguously favourable to al-Fad1 l) was earlier in origin than the other report
which claims that al-Fad1 l had been cursed in Ibn H1 amdawayh's document (1.7–1.8). It is hard to
imagine that a disciple of al-Fad1 l and defender of his doctrines would have cited such a document
if it had already been associated with the imam's cursing of him. It is possible that the idea was
first put forward by Abu: 'l-H1 asan's opponents reacting to his claim that the imam had condoned
al-Fad1 l's doctrine of transmitted "ilm in his letter to Ibn H1 amdawayh; their version of that
document casts doubt on al-Fad1 l's loyalty to the Imami cause and thereby undermines the validity
of his views.

82 Thus, for example, he includes two reports according to which the imam saw, and approved
the contents of, a book composed by al-Fad1 l and invoked blessings on his soul; Kashshı:, 537f
(no.1023) and 542 (no.1027). Opposition to al-Fad1 l and his doctrines was still being voiced in the
time of T1 u:sı: (d. 460/1068), as is suggested by the remark he makes at the end of Kashshı:'s profile
of al-Fad1 l (544f ).
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with an illness from which his hurt will never heal, neither in this life nor
in the hereafter.83

Although Ibn Ya"qu:b describes the question posed to him by Kashshı: as
‘whether our master had cursed him (al-Fad1 l) because of his belief in jism’,
two points in his comments indicate that he was responding to Kashshı:'s
question as to whether al-Fad1 l's cursing could also have been on account of
some aspect of his "ilm doctrine (which amounts to denying the possibility of
divine inspiration). Firstly, Ibn Ya"qu:b, who denies that doctrinal matters were
involved and says that the dispute was about agents and the collection of
Imami taxes, insists that ‘neither corporealism nor anything else ("ilm?)’ was
mentioned by al-Fad1 l's opponents when they wrote to the imam (2.1). Secondly,
it is only with the doctrine of the imam's "ilm in mind that Ibn Ya"qu:b would
have referred to al-Fad1 l's opponents as ghula:t. The notion of ghuluww would
not have applied to ta"t1ı:l, the other doctrine that Kashshı: alleges was held
by them.

This report, then, would seem to support the suggestion that the redactor
of the report/document examined above is more likely to have been Kashshı:
than Abu: 'l-H1 asan. As mentioned above, Abu: 'l-H1 asan had close associations
with al-Fad1 l and hence is unlikely to have included that hostile passage (1.9)
or to have been equivocal about al-Fad1 l's doctrines (1.7). In the case of
Kashshı:, the question that he posed to Ibn Ya"qu:b indicates that he was
disinclined to be categorical in endorsing al-Fad1 l's doctrine of the imam's "ilm.
Thus, although his overall aim was to defend al-Fad1 l's standing and credibility,
he would have had reason to incorporate passages which could be interpreted
as expressing the imam's dissatisfaction with some of al-Fad1 l's views; in his
time al-Fad1 l's views would have appeared to be contrary to the dominant
tendency to regard the imam as being endowed with various forms of divinely
inspired knowledge.84

As for Abu: 'l-H1 asan's claim that Ibn H1 amdawayh was the author of a
letter to the imam which describes the dispute and contains the imam's reply,
and that he himself had seen that letter, there is good reason to doubt its
truth.85 But it does not necessarily follow that there is no truth in the idea
that al-Fad1 l had refuted the views of the ghula:t on the subject, or that Abu: 'l-
H1 asan has misrepresented al-Fad1 l's arguments.86 And judging by the impor-
tance that Abu: 'l-H1 asan attaches to written proof of the imam's verdict, we
may assume that the subject of the imam's knowledge was still being disputed
in his own time.

Al-Fad1 l's opponents are said to have held a number of beliefs concerning
the scope, nature and sources of the imam's knowledge (1.2), for which the
imam condemned them as grave sinners (1.3). With the exception of their use
of the term wah1y to describe the divine source of the imam's knowledge (and
their belief that wah1y did not cease after the Prophet), their listed beliefs would

83 Kashshı:, 542f, after no.1028.
84 From the point of view of Kashshı:, or any other classical collector of such reports about

pre-ghayba figures, the report would still have been worth transmitting even though its aim and
tenor may not have been compatible with classical Imami perceptions. This is because it showed
that leading disciples were engaged in refuting ghuluww and the idea of ‘continuous wah1y’.

85 The whole claim is clearly tendentious, the idea that the document contained an account of
the dispute is denied by another Imami who also claims to have seen it (Ibn Ya"qu:b's report, 2.1,
2.2), and other reports about Ibn H1 amdawayh's correspondence with the imam mention only the
issue of agents (see n74 above for references).

86 For evidence that Abu: 'l-H1 asan's report was probably a close reflection of the arguments
used by al-Fad1 l in his attacks on ghuluww, see below and notes 91 and 92.
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have been mostly acceptable to classical Imamism.87 The dispute, though, was
not about whether or not revelations received by the imam may be described
as wah1y rather than as ilha:m. It concerned different conceptions of the role of
the imam and the nature of his authority, of which the issue of transmitted
versus inspired/revealed "ilm was an integral part.

Al-Fad1 l is thought to have held a purely legalistic view of the role of the
imam: he believed that the imam's knowledge was restricted to doctrinal
matters. This is implied in his identification of the knowledge revealed to the
Prophet and transmitted to the imams as h1ala: l and h1ara:m etc. (1.6). His
opponents, on the other hand, are said to have regarded the imam's (and the
Prophet's) knowledge as of an essentially esoteric nature (men's thoughts and
beliefs, and other aspects of the unseen, 1.2); their lack of interest in the imam
as a source of legal and dogmatic knowledge is implicit.

There is one aspect of this report which might suggest that the disagreement
between al-Fad1 l and his opponents was also about the sources (us1u: l) of Imami
law (or perhaps, that Abu: 'l-H1 asan thought so). This is the reference to the
notion of ‘perfection of religion (kama: l al-dı:n)’ which, as we have seen above,
was also used by al-Fad1 l when attacking Sunni legal theory and refuting the
charge that the ‘Shia’ believed in ilha:m. In this report al-Fad1 l is said to have
insisted that the religion (or the law, al-dı:n) brought by the Prophet and
transmitted to the imams is perfect (1.6), whereas his Shiite opponents are
effectively accused of claiming that the Islamic revelation was not perfect. They
are said to have maintained that neither the Prophet nor any of the imams
had perfect religious knowledge (kama: l al-"ilm), and that whenever something
(shay', an event or a legal case?) which they had no previous knowledge of
occurred God would send them revelations (1.2).

However, the following points make it unlikely that the dispute between
al-Fad1 l and his ghula:t opponents was also about the sources of Imami law. To
begin with, the ghula:t's reported conception of the substance of the imam's
(and the Prophet's) knowledge, which is that it is of an essentially esoteric
nature, would seem to preclude the notion that they had an interest in the law,
let alone legal theory. It is in fact typical of the Imami tradition to portray
the ghula:t/esotericists, including those of them who followed Imami imams, as
antinomianists.88 Secondly, and following from the first point, there is nothing
to indicate that by ‘shay'’ a legal case, and not an occurrence or an event, is
meant; the reference is probably to the ghula:t's belief that the imam has access
to knowledge of the ghayb or the unseen. Thirdly, the use of the concept kama: l
al-dı:n does not necessarily imply an us1u: l dispute. The concept, as the report
indicates, was also useful for undermining the ghula:t's conception of ‘religion’:
their belief that the law is not sufficient or necessary for salvation and that a
perpetual source of esoteric knowledge was necessary is interpreted by the
legalist author as an assertion that the Prophetic revelation was not perfect.
In short, Abu: 'l-H1 asan does not seem to have perceived those ghula:t, or
intended to portray them, as a group that combined esotericism with regard
for the law and had its own views on legal theory too.89 Moreover, there is

87 These include the belief that the imam knew all languages, the thoughts of men, the
unseen, etc.

88 e.g. Nawbakhtı:, 25, 29, 30, 31, 32, 38 (in connection with H1 amza b. "Uma:ra, the H1 a:rithiyya,
the Ra:wandiyya, the Khat1t1a:biyya, etc.).

89 In principle, the existence of such a group (or groups) of Shiites or Imamis cannot be
precluded. The problem is that there is no evidence whatsoever of their existence, which may be
due to the hostility of the Imami tradition and a prevalent fear of the antinomian potential of all
esoteric doctrines. But the lack of evidence may also be due to the non-existence of such groups.
In an attempt to account for the infiltration of ghuluww elements into mainstream Imamism,
Modarressi has identified the Mufawwid1a as such a group and suggested that, because they were
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nothing in this report to indicate that al-Fad1 l himself may have been involved
in an inner-Imami us1u: l dispute.90 That he had been involved in refuting the
ghula:t is, on the other hand, confirmed by the titles of two (or three) of his
works.91 Abu: 'l-H1 asan may well have relied on such works when composing
his ‘document’ and describing al-Fad1 l's arguments against the ghula:t.92

Other evidence of early Imami views

The existence within pre-ghayba Imamism of divergent positions on the related
questions of us1u: l and the imam's "ilm is reported by the Imami heresiographers
Nawbakhtı: and Sa"d al-Qummı:. According to their (rather implausible)
account, it was the status of Muh1ammad al-Jawa:d, the ninth imam who was
a minor when his father died in 202/818, which triggered debates about the
sources of the imam's knowledge. They also imply that one of the debated
issues was whether the imam's teachings were based on divinely inspired
knowledge or on knowledge transmitted in a chain going back to the Prophet,
and whether or not some of those teachings represented an additional source
of law.93

There is no supporting evidence either from the Imami tradition or from
external sources to confirm that disputes about the sources of the law and the
admissibility of ilha:m took place within Imamism around the beginning of the
third/ninth century. In fact, the few pieces of first-hand and datable evidence
(viz. evidence which is not h1adı:th-based) that we have from before the early
ghayba period indicate that Imamism was distinguished from other forms of
Shiism and from the ghula:t by its ‘transmitted "ilm’ doctrine. Thus, the
contemporary Mu"tazilite heresiographer pseudo-Na:shi' (d. 236/851) was

law-observing and less extreme than other ghula:t in their conception of the imams, they were able
to spread their doctrines among the more moderate Imamis; Crisis and consolidation in the
formative period of Shı:'ite Islam: Abu: Ja"far ibn Qiba al-Ra:zı: and his contribution to Ima:mite
Shı:"ite thought (Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press, 1993), ch. ii, esp. 35f, n101. However, such a view
of the Mufawwid1a appears to be largely speculative and is not consistent with Imami descriptions
of their doctrines. According to Sa"d al-Qummı: (Maqa: la:t, 60f ), some of the Mufawwid1a were
blatantly antinomianist and believed that the law was binding only on those who did not recognize
Muh1ammad (and the imams) as incarnations of the demiurge or the creator of the world (para.
120; cf. Modarressi who wrongly adduces this passage as evidence of the beliefs not of the
Mufawwid1a but of the ‘sectarian ghula:t’ whom he regards as distinct from the former). Others
of the Mufawwid1a, according to Sa"d, regarded prayer and other religious duties as punishments
which they imposed on themselves ‘in the open’ and as a cover that conceals them (their true
identity?) from opponents (para. 119).

90 There is a possibility that al-Fad1 l's refutation of the ghula:t's conception of the imam's
knowledge, which shows that the doctrine of transmitted "ilm was the ‘orthodox’ one, was
adduced by Abu: 'l-H1 asan because it was relevant to a current dispute within Imamism about the
sources of the law; see below, in connection with the us1u: l disputes reported by Nawbakhtı:. But it
is equally possible that Abu: 'l-H1 asan composed his report against a background of an ongoing
dispute between moderates and ghula:t about the nature and role of the imamate.

91 Kita:b al-radd "ala: al-gha: liya al-muh1ammadiyya and kita:b al-radd "ala: al-qara:mit1a; Naja:shı:,
Rija: l, 236. T1 u:sı: also has two titles, kita:b al-radd "ala: al-ghula:t and kita:b al-radd "ala al-ba:t1iniyya
wa'l-qara:mit1a (Fihrist, 254), the first of which may be the same work as Naja:shı:'s first title.

92 The first title (previous note) is in fact a likely source. The name al-gha: liya al-muh1ammadiyya
probably signified those esotericists who were distinguished from others by the belief that the
Prophet (and not only "Alı:, or "Alı: and the imams) occupied a position in the esoteric scheme of
things; see, e.g., Sa"d al-Qummı:'s description of the Mukhammisa and the Mufawwid1a (Maqa: la:t,
56–61), and cf. the section beginning with para. 93 (page 44ff ), where the ghuluww of other
groups is said to have been directed at their ‘imams’ and no ghuluww beliefs concerning the
Prophet himself are listed. According to Abu: 'l-H1 asan's report, as we have seen earlier, the Prophet
figured as much as the imams in the beliefs of al-Fad1 l's opponents who regarded him (and the
imams) as a source of esoteric knowledge.

93 Nawbakhtı:, Firaq al-Shı:"a, 74–6, and Sa"d al-Qummı:, Maqa: la:t, 95–9. My observations
about the issues reported by Nawbakhtı: and Sa"d al-Qummı: are based on a detailed analysis
carried out in my Ph.D. thesis cited above.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0041977X01000118 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0041977X01000118


206  -

aware of the existence of divergent views among the followers of al-Jawa:d
and/or his successor "Alı: al-Ha:dı: concerning the imamate of a minor and his
knowledge.94 But there is reason to believe that those divergent views (like the
ones in Nishapur) reflected the different conceptions of the role of the imam
held by the ‘moderates/legalists’ and the ‘esotericists’,95 and that the question
of us1u: l was not involved.96 This would seem to be confirmed by the fact that
pseudo-Na:shi' is not aware of the existence of more than one us1u: l position
among Imamis: he ascribes to the as1ha:b al-ima:ma the belief that the knowledge
of their imams is based entirely on transmission from the Prophet and consists
of all necessary legal matters.97 He also associates the idea of the imam's ilha:m
as an additional source of law with the Zaydi sect, the Ja:ru:diyya, and with
the Abbasid Shia.98

The Mu"tazilite polemicist al-Khayya:t1, writing after 269/883, also confirms
that Imamis were known to have rejected the idea that the imam had access
to divinely inspired knowledge.99 With the slightly later al-Ash"arı:, on the
other hand, we begin to hear (as we do from Nawbakhtı:) of the existence of

94 Kita:b Us1u: l al-nih1al, published by J. van Ess in Frühe mu"tazilitische Häresiographie. Zwei Werke
des Na: ši' al-akbar (gest. 295 H.) (Beiruter Texte und Studien Series, 11, Beirut: Orient-Institut der
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft, 1971). For a revised authorship and date of this work
see Madelung, ‘Frühe mu"tazilitische Häresiographie: das Kita:b al-Us1u: l des Ga"far b. H1 arb?’ Der
Islam 57, 1980. Pseudo-Na:shi' confirms indirectly that some of the disciples of al-Jawa:d and/or
his successor "Alı: al-Ha:dı:, who was also young when his father died, believed that they were
already fully-fledged imams in their childhood years. The dispute about the imamate of a minor
is ascribed (falsely and perhaps in order to avoid naming the current imam) to the followers of
the fourth imam "Alı: b. al-H1 usayn, on which see van Ess, Häresiographie, 29ff, and the text, Us1u: l
al-nih1al, 25.

95 That those who advocated the validity of the imamate of a minor were at that time regarded
as ghula:t/esotericists, for whom the imam was first and foremost a source of spiritual salvation
and endowed with supernatural qualities, is indicated by their use of the term h1ujja to describe
the imams (pseudo-Na:shi', Us1u: l al-nih1al, 25; Sa"d al-Qummı:, Maqa: lat, 95). The term, as is well
known, is used in classical Imamism, but the fact that in the heresiographical tradition it signifies
a ‘messenger from the divine realm to the people of the earth’ and its use is associated with Abu:
al-Khat1t1a:b, a paragon of ghuluww, is perhaps indicative of its origins; see, e.g., Nawbakhtı:, Firaq
al-Shı:"a, 38; "Alı: b. Isma: "ı:l al-Ash"arı:, Maqa: la:t al-Isla:miyyı:n, ed. H. Ritter (Bibliotheca Islamica,
1, Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1963, 2nd ed.), 10; Sa"d al-Qummı:, Maqa: la:t, 51. The position of the
other group in the dispute about child-imams is not made very clear by pseudo-Na:shi'. Its
members are said to have insisted that "Alı: b. al-H1 usayn had been mature when his father died,
which could imply that they were not willing to recognize al-Jawa:d (or to recognize him before
he reached maturity; see the next note) and used the argument that there was no precedent for
recognizing a child.

96 That is not to deny of course that successors to the imamate who were children when their
fathers died would have posed a number of theoretical problems to the legalists. Such problems,
however, could have been (and probably were) resolved without abandoning the transmitted "ilm
position and by adopting the idea of written (as opposed to oral) transmission. The concept of
the s1ah1 ı:fa which contains the interpretation of the Quran may well have been devised as a solution
to the problem of the transmission of "ilm being interrupted by the accession of minors. Thus,
according to Nawbakhtı:, one group of Imamis accepted the possibility of a temporary suspension
of the imamate and said that the imam assumes his role when he reaches maturity and that he
acquires the requisite knowledge from ‘written sources’ inherited from his predecessors;
Nawbakhtı:, Firaq al-Shı:"a, 75, line 8, 76, line 7 (with a gap at the beginning of the passage), and
Sa"d's parallel passage which is more complete, 97f paras. 190, 191. According to the arguments
presented here, these ideas are likely to have represented the position of the Imami legalists in the
pre-ghayba period.

97 Us1u: l al-Nih1al, 23f para. 36, and 44 lines 2–5 where the "ilm doctrine of the Batriyya is
distinguished from that of the ash1a:b al-ima:ma (viz. the Imamiyya) and from that of the Ja:ru:diyya.

98 ibid., 43, 36.
99 Khayya:t1, Intis1a:r, 152f. Khayya:t1 cites Ibn al-Ra:wandı:'s objections to a remark made by

Ja:h1 iz1 about the Shia. Ja:h1 iz1 is quoted as saying that the Shia believe the descendants of the
prophet acquire their knowledge of the religious sciences by ilha:m. Ibn al-Ra:wandı: protests that
not all the Shia attribute ilha:m to the Prophet's descendants and those of them who do maintain
that it is an ability to attain (transmitted) knowledge, which is open to all men and is not
restricted to the Prophet's descendants. Khayya:t1 retorts that Ja:h1 iz1 had meant the Ja:ru:diyya. On
Ibn al-Ra:wandı:, see Nyberg's ‘Introduction’, 22–46.
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divergent views among the Ra:fid1a on the subject of the imam's "ilm and the
possibility of post-Prophetic inspiration.100

This sort of evidence would lend support to the thesis that the "ilm/us1u: l
position represented by the views and arguments of al-Fad1 l was the ‘orthodox’
or non-ghuluww one in early Imamism and its defining feature, and that the
transition to classical patterns took place sometime after the ghayba.101 It
would also suggest that Nawbakhtı:'s account of an us1u: l controversy is more
likely to have been a reflection of the situation in Imamism in his own time,
that is, in the latter part of the third/ninth century, than at the time of the
succession of al-Jawa:d.102

It is not the aim here to discuss all the possible factors that brought about
those changes in the Imami conception of the imam's knowledge. One factor,
however, is worth considering briefly as it is relevant to the question of
Imamism and the Quran. As observed above in connection with the views of
al-Fad1 l, it would appear that in early Imamism the idea that the imams had
access to a ‘more complete’ Quran had served to support the claim that the
imams' teachings were based entirely on it. Thus, a change of attitude to the
official Quran (viz. accepting that it is complete and rejecting the idea that the
imams had access to a more complete text) would have made the Imami
scripturalist position much more difficult to defend and would have necessitated
a reformulation of its us1u: l doctrine. One solution would have been to admit
the possibility of divine inspiration for the imams and effectively to recognize
that their teachings, or rather those of them which have no basis in the Quran,
constitute a valid extra-scriptural source.103

100 Ash"arı:, Maqa: lat, 50f. This work was written not long after 291 .. (on which see Ritter's
‘Introduction’, page ya: '-t1a: '), that is, at about the same time as Nawbakhtı:'s Firaq al-Shı:"a (on
which see Madelung, ‘Bemerkungen’, 38).

101 That is not to deny of course that some of the roots of this change go back to the pre-
ghayba period when the ghula:t were known to have attached themselves to Imamism and Imami
imams. What is being suggested here is that before the ghayba the Imami leadership regarded
them and their views as alien to Imamism, whereas later some of their views became acceptable.

102 The question arises as to why Nawbakhtı: would have chosen to trace the us1u: l and "ilm
disputes to the time of al-Jawa:d and to relate them to the question of the imamate of a minor.
One reason may be that by portraying those disputes as having originated during the lifetime of
the imams, he would have been legitimating the differences that existed in his own time. Or, it
may be that he simply found the question of the imamate of a minor a convenient peg for
discussion of all "ilm-related issues.

103 A comparison between the evidence provided by Khayya:t1 and the reports of Ash"arı: would
seem to support this posited link between Imami attitudes to the Quran and views on the question
of the imam's inspiration. Khayya:t1 accuses all the Ra:fid1a (i.e. Imamiyya) of his time of claiming
that the Quran has been altered, added to, and deleted from, and says that they have thereby
placed themselves outside the ijma: " of the Muslim community; Intis1a:r, 6, 41, 106f, 151, 158f. And
as noted earlier, he accepts that the belief in ilha:m was not a characteristic of Imamism. With the
later Ash"arı:, on the other hand, we hear for the first time of the existence of differences among
the Ra:fid1a on the question of the Quran and whether it has been altered (a question on which
Nawbakhtı: is understandably silent). We also hear from him of the existence of divergent "ilm/us1u: l
positions; Maqa: la:t, 47 and 50f. Given this and other evidence concerning the imam's knowledge
examined in this article one could draw the conclusion that acceptance of the doctrine of ilha:m
and of the completeness of the official Quran began to take place in Imamism at about the same
time, and that those changes in Imami thought were related.
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