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The Institute of Ismaili Studies

The Institute of Ismaili Studies was established in 1977 with the object 
of promoting scholarship and learning on Islam, in the historical 
as well as contemporary contexts, and a better understanding of its 
relationship with other societies and faiths. 

The Institute’s programmes encourage a perspective which is not 
confined to the theological and religious heritage of Islam, but seeks 
to explore the relationship of religious ideas to broader dimensions 
of society and culture. The programmes thus encourage an interdis-
ciplinary approach to the materials of Islamic history and thought. 
Particular attention is also given to issues of modernity that arise as 
Muslims seek to relate their heritage to the contemporary situation.

Within the Islamic tradition, the Institute’s programmes promote 
research on those areas which have, to date, received relatively little 
attention from scholars. These include the intellectual and literary 
expressions of Shi‘ism in general, and Ismailism in particular. 

In the context of Islamic societies, the Institute’s programmes are 
informed by the full range and diversity of cultures in which Islam is 
practised today, from the Middle East, South and Central Asia, and 
Africa to the industrialized societies of the West, thus taking into 
consideration the variety of contexts which shape the ideals, beliefs 
and practices of the faith. 

These objectives are realized through concrete programmes 
and activities organized and implemented by various departments 
of the Institute. The Institute also collaborates periodically, on a 
programme-specific basis, with other institutions of learning in the 
United Kingdom and abroad.



 

viii degrees of excellence 

The Institute’s academic publications fall into a number of inter-
related categories:

1. Occasional papers or essays addressing broad themes of the 
relationship between religion and society, with special reference 
to Islam.

2. Monographs exploring specific aspects of Islamic faith and 
culture, or the contributions of individual Muslim thinkers or 
writers. 

3. Editions or translations of significant primary or secondary 
texts. 

4. Translations of poetic or literary texts which illustrate the rich 
heritage of spiritual, devotional and symbolic expressions in 
Muslim history.

5. Works on Ismaili history and thought, and the relationship of the 
Ismailis to other traditions, communities and schools of thought 
in Islam.

6. Proceedings of conferences and seminars sponsored by the 
 Institute.

7. Bibliographical works and catalogues which document manu-
scripts, printed texts and other source materials.

This book falls into category three listed above.

In facilitating these and other publications, the Institute’s sole aim 
is to encourage original research and analysis of relevant issues. 
While every effort is made to ensure that the publications are of a 
high academic standard, there is naturally bound to be a diversity of 
views, ideas and interpretations. As such, the opinions expressed in 
these publications must be understood as belonging to their authors 
alone.



 

This work is dedicated in devotion to
The Guiding Intellect

that both transcends and informs
the human intellect





Table of Contents

Preface and Acknowledgements xiii

Introduction  1

  The Author and his Works 4
  The Contents of Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma 9
  Themes in the Text 12
  Degrees of Excellence 17
  Description of the Arabic Manuscripts  26
  Notes on the Translation 27
 
Translation of Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma:
Book on Affirming the Imamate 29

Select Bibliography 96
English Index 108

Arabic Index  
Arabic Text





xiii

Preface and Acknowledgements

The question of the imamate or leadership in Islam has historically 
aroused heated discussions alongside a range of responses from intel-
lectuals within the Muslim community. Amongst those who grappled 
with this challenging subject is Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm al-Naysābūrī, a 
distinguished scholar from the Fatimid period. Al-Naysābūrī came 
from Nīshāpūr, an eclectic and vibrant city in Khurāsān, noted 
particularly for its erudition and the use of rationalistic philosophy 
by its scholars. He has several works to his credit, but it is the Kitāb 
ithbāt al-imāma that is of decisive importance to the philosophical 
curriculum of medieval Muslim thought. It is here that he applies 
rational tools to explain and expound his theology, allowing us to 
capture and understand not only the significance of his own thought, 
but also the beliefs of his age.  

Beginning with the premise that supreme leadership, the 
imamate, is the pole and foundation of religion, al-Naysābūrī es-
tablishes his thesis by using several approaches, foremost amongst 
which is the theory of ‘degrees of excellence’. Accordingly, God 
created each genera and species with a unique capacity and dis-
tinct advantage not existing in the other. Citing examples from the 
so-called ten Aristotelian categories and other natural metaphors 
from mineral, plant and animal kingdoms, he acknowledges the 
disparities within each genus and species and provides paradigms of 
perfect examples in each variety, demonstrating in a parallel manner 
that the imam is at the apex of humanity. 

The Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma provides an unparalleled insight into 
the intricacies of the Imam-Caliph al-Ḥākim’s rule (386–411/996–
1021), adding considerably to our understanding of that period.
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Editing and translating a manuscript presents a host of unique 
textual and interpretive problems. Thankfully, I was mentored by 
Professor Wilferd Madelung, a distinguished expert in the field, who 
ably directed me through the various stages of this work. The project 
itself was initiated by Dr Farhad Daftary, Head of the Department of 
Academic Research and Publications at the The Institute of Ismaili 
Studies who invited me as a Visiting Research Fellow and placed before 
me several manuscript titles to choose from as my research project. To 
both of them, I convey my immense gratitude and deep appreciation 
for engendering a steep learning curve, resulting in this publication.

It goes without saying that I bear the primary responsibility for 
this edition and translation of the Kitab ithbāt al-imāma of Aḥmad b. 
Ibrahim al-Naysābūrī, but would like to add that Professor Madelung 
read several drafts, giving numerous suggestions which I subse-
quently incorporated. Sadruddin Fattoum was very helpful with his 
indigenous knowledge of Arabic, and helped unravel many complex 
passages whilst I was exploring the text. Professors Hermann Landolt, 
Heinz Halm and Paul E. Walker read the text and translation, offering 
many valuable suggestions. 

This work could not have been realized without the help of 
several other institutions and individuals. Some of these institutions 
invited me for lectures as well as present at conferences where many 
of my thoughts were crystallized. These include the Department of 
Theology and Religious Studies, University of Bristol (April 2002), 
BRISMES (Edinburgh) and MESA (California) Conferences in 2001, 
the Institute’s Department of Community Relations and our Forum at 
the Department of Academic Research and Publications (DARP) and, 
more recently, at the Seventeenth Colloquium on the History of Egypt 
and Syria in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras (10th–15th centu-
ries), at the Department of the Cultures and Languages of Near East 
and North Africa in University of Ghent, Belgium. In this context, I 
appreciate the written comments from Professor Michael Brett of the 
University of London’s School of Oriental and African Studies. 

Many individuals and colleagues have provided personal support, 
references, offprints, comments, criticisms and suggestions. Soraiya 
Khan Mohamed, recommended by Zinat Merali, very generously 
typed my handwritten Arabic manuscript and Haitham Sharba helped 



  

 preface and acknowledgments xv

me plough through the onerous task of proofreading the Arabic text. 
I thank them all, including Rita Bishop, Karim Valimohamed, Wendy 
Robinson and Julia Kolb for their moral support, encouragement and 
friendship. Maha Sharba was of considerable help in the final stages 
with several aspects, including locating several sources in the library 
and in checking the Arabic text.

Numerous others have helped me and although I cannot name 
them all, I would like to acknowledge some individuals at the Institute 
and beyond who have assisted me in different capacities over a period 
of time: Drs Josef W. Meri, Reza Shah-Kazemi, Leonard Lewisohn, 
Shainool Jiwa, Nader El-Bizri, Delia Cortese, Toby Mayer, Verena 
Klemm, Jalal Badakhchani, Shin Nomoto, Abdeali Qutbuddin and 
Faquir M. Hunzai. Fayaz S. Alibhai helped me while my transla-
tions were in their initial stages, Dr Shafique N. Virani and Alnoor 
Merchant read my entire English text, giving many suggestions, and 
Asif Alidina assisted in incorporating some revisions electronically. 
Many thanks are due to Dr Neil Frearson and his team of the Insti-
tute’s IT department for their technical assistance.  A special note of 
acknowledgement is due to Muhammad Jozi who helped me locate 
a number of traditions. 

Finally, it remains for me to thank Dr Farhad Daftary, Kutub 
Kassam and Fayaz Alibhai for the time and effort they have spent over 
the years on this project, sometimes beyond the call of duty. Fayaz 
has had the thankless task of not only taking over the editorial work 
in the later stages but also of liaising with a number of individuals, 
coordinating the several versions and incorporating revisions as 
we have progressed to this stage. In this connection, I would like 
to highlight the contribution of Hamid Haji, who has managed to 
select an appropriate font that would not only format the Arabic text 
to specification but also present the Qurʾanic verses elegantly. I ap-
preciate his diligence in this matter as well his help over the years in 
many instances including insertion of corrections and in preparing 
the Arabic indices.

The Institute’s library has reason to be proud of its extensive 
collection of manuscripts where I managed to locate not one, two or 
three, but ten variants of the Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma. I acknowledge 
and admire the efforts of the Chairman and the Board of Governors, 
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the former Director Professor Azim Nanji, the library’s former 
Heads Professor Eric Ormsby, the late Dr Duncan Haldane and the 
Acting Head Alnoor Merchant, as well as all those responsible for 
maintaining this formidable process of collecting and preserving 
manuscripts. My sincere thanks go to all of them for making the 
relevant manuscripts available. Khadija Lalani has been particularly 
helpful in locating several sources during the course of this work 
as well as in photocopying the relevant documents. I appreciate the 
 cordial services of all library staff, old and new, all of which signifi-
cantly accelerated my research. 

The editing process itself involved locating and exploring all 
existing variants of the manuscript and deciphering their content. 
Not long after embarking on the project, we discovered (thanks to 
Delia Cortese) that an edition of the Ithbāt already existed (Muṣṭafā 
Ghālib, Beirut, 1404/1984), which then involved ascertaining whether 
a new edition was justified and warranted. Going through all ten 
manuscripts plus the existing edition meticulously, it soon transpired 
that not only were there significant omissions in the edited text, but 
that it included certain additions that should never have been there. 

I feel blessed and grateful for having my three wonderful children 
Ali, Baqir and Abida, patiently and lovingly following the progress of 
this work. The support from my own family, especially my parents, 
and my brother and sister, together with their respective families, 
has been exceptional. I should not, however, overlook the invisible 
inspiration flowing from the Guiding Intellect that both transcends 
and informs the human intellect.

Arzina R. Lalani
London   
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Introduction

The establishment of the Fatimid caliphate in Ifrīqiya (present-day 
Tunisia and eastern Algeria) in 297/909 exemplified an unparalleled 
success not only for the Ismaili Shiʿis but for the whole Shiʿa commu-
nity. After the reign of ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, this was the first major Shiʿi 
leadership of an Islamic state. The Ismaili imam-caliphs managed 
to transform the budding Fatimid dawla (state) into a flourishing 
empire, which found its own place among the diverse civilizations 
of Islam. Their reign turned out to be one of the most outstanding 
periods in Islamic history, not only politically but also in terms of 
literary, artistic, scientific and economic achievements.

The tenacity of Shiʿi efforts was rewarded from around the 
middle of the 3rd/9th century. The Ḥamdānids, the Būwayhids, the 
Zaydī states in the Yemen and the Caspian region, and the Fatimids 
in the Maghrib and Egypt, were all Shiʿis. The achievements of the 
Fatimid Ismailis, however, were clearly exceptional. First appearing 
openly on the scene of world history in the 260s/870s, the Ismailis 
founded a network of communities extending from the Maghrib in 
the west to Sind in the east, from the mountains of Daylam on the 
Caspian shores to the Yamani highlands in the south. They rose to 
prominence in the 4th/�0th century� when they began to develop an 
exceptional and comprehensive intellectual programme to sustain 
their cause. Their strength lay in being able to assimilate the new 
sciences successfully within the Islamic tradition and to offer a 
comprehensive theory of the universe and humanity’s place within 

�. The 4th/�0th century has been called by Louis Massignon the ‘Ismaili 
century’ in the history of Islam. See his ‘Mutanabbi devant le siècle ismaëlien de 
lʾIslam’, in Al Mutannabi: Recueil publié à l’occasion de son millénaire (Beirut, �936), 
p. �.
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it. This intellectual vision was expressed in the writings of many 
remarkable scholars, some of whom also elaborated the central Shiʿi 
principle of the imamate.2 The imamate was evidently the most 
central doctrine of the Fatimids; it provided the very raison d’être 
for their caliphate.

Historically, the question of the imamate has stimulated and 
generated a range of responses from scholars within the Muslim 
community. Among a genre of works on the subject is an important 
treatise, the Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma of Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm al-Naysābūrī, 
an Ismaili Shiʿi scholar from the Fatimid period. Although many 
manuscript sources on Ismaili thought are now readily accessible, 
there are very few critical editions available and even fewer translated 
into English. The primary aim of this work is to introduce the ideas of 
this highly significant scholar of the early 5th/��th century to special-
ists in the field as well as to the general reader.

As in the earlier period, Muslim society of the fourth and 
the fifth centuries was pluralistic, portraying elements of diverse 
traditions, cultures and communities of interpretation, with all 
groups searching for their own bearings and defending their 
own positions.3 By the time al-Naysābūrī wrote his treatise on 
the imamate during the early decades of the 5th/��th century, the 
Sunni perspective of ahl al-sunna wa’l-jamāʿa (lit. ‘people of the 
practice and community’ or ‘people of community practice’) was 
well established. The Khārijīs, after several uprisings, had moved to 
the fringes, both geographically and ideologically. The Muʿtazilīs, 
having been quite active, had important representatives among 
Muslim thinkers and writers. They argued that the roots of true 
knowledge lay both in scriptural law or revelation and in reason. 
As observed by Madelung,4 Muʿtazilī thought spread among the 

2. See Wilferd Madelung, ‘Das Imamat in der frühen ismailitischen Lehre’, 
Der Islam, 37 (�96�), pp. 43–�35, and also his article ‘Imāma’, in EI2, vol. 3, pp. 
��63–��69. 

3. Among recent works on the subject are: Patricia Crone, Medieval 
Islamic Political Thought (Edinburgh, 2004) and Asma Afsaruddin, Excellence and 
Precedence: Medieval Islamic Discourse on Legitimate Leadership (Leiden, 2002).

4. Wilferd Madelung, ‘Imamism and Muʿtazilite Theology’, in his Religious 
Schools and Sects in Medieval Islam (London, �985), article VII.
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Imāmiyya who were initially associated with the Banū Nawbakht 
family. This spurred a strong reaction from the school of Qumm 
under the leadership of Ibn Bābawayh (d. 38�/99�), who afterwards 
moved to Rayy. Shaykh al-Mufīd (d. 4�3/�022), who led the school 
of Baghdad, wrote a correction later to the creed of Ibn Bābawayh, 
criticizing him on several issues, and maintaining especially that the 
imams had encouraged argumentation in the defence of religion. 
He maintained that reason or intellect is able to establish the basic 
truths of religion in conjunction with God’s revelation.5

The Ismailis had accepted neither the Neoplatonic philosophy 
nor Muʿtazilī theology, as noted by Paul Walker in his work on al-
Kirmānī,6 and their scholars were at pains to show the difference 
between their own teachings and those of the Muʿtazila and the 
philosophers (falāsifa). Although the Ismailis acknowledged the role 
of reason, their theology was more revelational than rational at its 
core.7 Ismaili theology categorically denied the philosophic view of 
God being the first cause and described God as beyond reason and 
being. These were among some of the issues that were being broadly 
discussed and debated by Muslim scholars at the time.

The 5th/��th century marked a culmination of literary activity 
among Ismaili scholars of the Fatimid period. When al-Naysābūrī 
came on the scene, Ismaili theology had already undergone a signifi-
cant evolution. Heinz Halm compares this process to the development 
of Christian theology three hundred years later at the time of Thomas 
Aquinas.8 Like other Muslim scholars, the Ismaili thinkers of the time 
had known and absorbed the Platonian, Aristotelian and Neoplatonic 
traditions from the translations of Greek works into Arabic well in 
advance of medieval Europe. The Ismaili scholars had managed to 

5. See the discussion in Martin J. McDermott, The Theology of al-Shaikh 
al-Mufīd (Beirut, �978), pp. 57–70. 

6. Paul E. Walker, Ḥamīd al-Dīn al-Kirmānī: Ismaili Thought in the Age of 
al-Ḥākim (London, �999), p. 52.

7. Wilferd Madelung, ‘Aspects of Ismāʿīlī Theology: The Prophetic Chain 
and the God Beyond Being’, in S.H. Nasr, ed., Ismāʿīlī Contributions to Islamic 
Culture (Tehran, �398/�977), pp. 53–65. 

8. Heinz Halm, The Fatimids and their Traditions of Learning (London, 
�997), pp. 50ff. 
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articulate their tradition using the philosophical terminology of the 
time without in any way compromising the essence of their Shiʿi 
Islamic message.

The Author and his Works

An important Ismaili Shiʿi scholar and writer of the early 5th/��th cen-
tury, Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm al-Naysābūrī flourished during the reigns of 
the Fatimid Imam-Caliphs al-ʿAzīz (365–386/975–996) and al-Ḥākim 
bi-Amr Allāh (386–4��/996–�02�). There is very little biographical 
information available on al-Naysābūrī, but his talent, character and 
cultural background can be gleaned from several of his works that 
have survived and been copied through the centuries, which in itself 
points to his significance and popularity. His nisba ‘Nīshāpūrī’ (al-
Naysābūrī in Arabic) suggests he came from Nīshāpūr, the centre 
of the Ismaili daʿwa in Khurāsān, particularly noted for its use of 
rationalistic philosophy.9 It was here that Muḥammad al-Nasafī and 
his colleagues elaborated the metaphysics of Shiʿi theology, within 
a framework referred to sometimes as Neoplatonic rationalism. 
Muḥammad b. Aḥmad al-Nasafī (d. 332/943), who had succeeded the 
Amīr al-Marwāzī as head of the daʿwa in Khurāsān, was an important 
philosopher among the early Ismailis.�0 He wrote the Kitāb al-maḥṣūl 
(The Book of Outcome), perhaps the first major work employing phi-
losophy to serve Ismaili theology. Unfortunately, this work, written 
around 300/9�3, seems lost, but its basic doctrine can be recovered 

9. Khurāsān, with its capital Nīshāpūr, was a thriving region politically, 
socially and culturally at the time. Refer to the excellent study on the Ghaznavids 
by Clifford E. Bosworth, The Ghaznavids: Their Empire in Afghanistan and Eastern 
Iran 994–�040 (2nd edition, Beirut, �973). See also Guy Le Strange, The Lands of 
the Eastern Caliphate (London, �966), pp. 382–432. Richard W. Bulliet’s work, The 
Patricians of Nishapur: A Study in Medieval Islamic Social History (Cambridge, MA, 
�972), also provides a very useful background to this city and the rivalry between 
the Ḥanafīs and Shāfīʿīs at the time. 

�0. See Wilferd Madelung’s article on ‘Cosmogony and Cosmology: VI. in 
Ismaʿilism’, Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 6, pp. 322–326. See also Farhad Daftary, A 
Short History of the Ismailis: Traditions of a Muslim Community (Edinburgh, �998) 
pp. 84–89, as well as pp. 43ff, which relates the establishment of the Ismaili mission 
in Khurāsān.
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from later citations, especially the Kitāb asrār al-Bāṭiniyya�� and al-
Kirmānī’s Kitāb al-riyāḍ. It was subsequently exposed to a series of 
refutations and reviews not only among Sunni and Zaydī authors, 
but also by al-Nasafī’s fellow Ismaili scholars, especially Abū Ḥātim 
al-Rāzī (d. 322/934–935) who wrote his treatise, Kitāb al-iṣlāḥ (The 
Book of Correction), to correct some of his colleague’s views.�2 On 
the other hand, Abū Yaʿqūb al-Sijistānī (d. after 36�/97�), wrote his 
Kitāb al-nuṣra (The Book of Support) to defend al-Nasafī’s position 
and Ḥamīd al-Dīn al-Kirmānī (d. after 4��/�020) harmonized them 
all in his Kitāb al-riyāḍ (The Book of Meadows).�3 

Al-Naysābūrī’s work Kitāb istitār al-imām wa tafarruq al-duʿāt 
fiʾl-jazā’ir li-ṭalabi-hi (Book on the Imam’s Concealment and the 
Dispersal of Dāʿīs in Search of him to Different ‘Islands’),�4 is a 
significant historical treatise that reveals the names of the three hid-
den Ismaili imams after Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl. The Russian scholar 
Wladimir Ivanow (�886–�970) rightly observed that ‘in the Istitār 
we have precious crumbs of information about a period which is a 
lost world in history, information which cannot be found anywhere 

��. ‘Abuʾl-Qāsim al-Bustī, Min kashf asrār al-Bāṭiniyya wa-ʿiwār 
madhhabihim, ed. ʿĀdil Sālim al-ʿAbd al-Jādir, in his al-Ismāʿīliyyūn: kashf asrār 
wa-naqd al-afkār (Kuwait, 2002) pp. �87–369. Samuel M. Stern has an article on this 
work entitled ‘Abuʾl-Qāsim al-Bustī and his Refutation of Ismāʿīlīsm’, Journal of the 
Royal Asiatic Society (�96�), pp. �4–35; reprinted in his Studies in Early Ismāʿīlism 
(Leiden and Jerusalem, �983), pp. 299–320, and 307 especially for the citation.

�2. Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī, Kitāb al-iṣlāḥ, ed. Ḥ. Mīnūchihr and M. Muḥaqqiq 
(Tehran, �377Sh./�998). See Shin Nomoto’s doctoral dissertation on ‘Early Ismaili 
Thought on Prophecy according to Kitāb al-Iṣlāḥ by Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī (d. ca. 
322/934–5)’ (McGill University, �999).

�3. Ḥamīd al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Kirmānī, Kitāb al-riyāḍ, ed. ʿ Ārif Tāmir (Beirut, 
�960), pp. ��9–�26. For details see Paul E. Walker, Early Philosophical Shiism: The 
Ismaili Neoplatonism of Abū Yaʿqūb al-Sijistānī (Cambridge, �993), pp. �4–�6 and 
55–60, and W. Ivanow, Studies in Early Persian Ismailism (Leiden, �948), especially 
the fifth chapter on ‘An Early Controversy in Ismailism’, pp. ��5–�59.

�4. Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm al-Naysābūrī, Kitāb istitār al-imām (with Muḥammad 
al-Yamanīʾs Sīrat al-ḥājib), ed. W. Ivanow, in Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts, Egyptian 
University, vol. 4, �936 (Cairo, �939), pp. 89–�33; English trans. W. Ivanow, Ismaili 
Tradition Concerning the Rise of the Fatimids (London, etc., �942), pp. �57–�83. 
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else ...’�5 This work relates important details concerning the ‘hidden 
imams’ ʿAbd Allāh al-Akbar and his successors down to ʿAbd Allāh 
al-Mahdī, the founder of the Fatimid dynasty. The narrative refers 
to hardships suffered by ʿAbd Allāh al-Akbar and the quest for 
him by some dāʿīs who had lost contact with him. The Istitār also 
provides valuable information regarding the early Ismaili daʿwa as 
well as setbacks faced by ʿAbd Allāh al-Mahdī in his journey from 
Salamiyya to the Maghrib. Al-Naysābūrī is particularly well versed 
on the daʿwa in the dawr al-satr or ‘period of concealment’ in early 
Ismaili history. 

Al-Naysābūrī’s other work, Risāla al-mūjaza al-kāfiya fī adab al-
duʿāt (Brief and Concise Epistle on the Etiquette of the Summoners) 
belongs to a genre of literature known as adab (appropriate behaviour). 
In it he gives an excellent description of the characteristics and duties of 
an ideal dāʿī. The dāʿī, in al-Naysābūrī’s opinion, has high educational 
qualifications, extraordinary moral and intellectual attributes, and 
strong organizational abilities. Having sufficient knowledge of the ẓāhir 
and bāṭin, the sharīʿa and its esoteric interpretation (taʾwīl), the dāʿī was 
often trained in jurisprudence and well versed in the Qurʾan and ḥadīth 
besides being knowledgeable in philosophy, history and religions other 
than Islam.�6 Ivanow’s pioneering article on the organization of the 
Fatimid daʿwa was based on this treatise.�7 

�5. Ivanow, Ismaili Tradition, p. 8.
�6. Verena Klemm, Memoirs of a Mission: The Ismaili Scholar, Statesman 

and Poet al-Muʾayyad fiʾl-Dīn al-Shīrāzī (London, 2003), pp. 55–66. Her fourth 
chapter on ‘The self-portrayal of a dāʿī’ includes al-Naysābūrī’s description of the 
qualities necessary for a dāʿī as well as the etiquette of the various professional 
groups which al-Muʾayyad followed conscientiously. See also Heinz Halm’s chapter 
on the organization of the daʿwa in The Fatimids, pp. 62–70, and Daftary, A Short 
History, pp. 9�–92. 

�7. See W. Ivanow, ‘The Organization of the Fatimid Propaganda’, Journal of 
the Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, NS �5 (�939), pp. �–35. The Risāla 
al-mūjaza is preserved in Ḥātim al-Ḥāmidī’s Tuḥfāt al-qulūb and also in Ḥaṣan 
al-Bharūchī’s Kitāb al-aẓhar, as cited in Ismail Poonawala’s Biobibliography of 
Ismāʿīlī Literature (Malibu, CA, �977), pp. 9�–92. Verena Klemm, Die Mission des 
fāṭimidischen Agenten al-Muʾayyad fī d-dīn in Šīrāz (Frankfurt, �989), pp. 205–277, 
contains a fascimile edition of the text. A summary English translation appears in 
her Memoirs of a Mission, Appendix 2, pp. ��7–�27.
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It is evident that al-Naysābūrī’s works and ideas had considerable 
influence on many of his contemporaries, but more especially on the 
chief dāʿī, al-Muʾayyad fi’l-Dīn al-Shīrāzī (d. 470/�077) who, besides be-
ing a scholar and a poet, became a prominent statesman as well. Verena 
Klemm maintains that al-Muʾayyad actually lived by the ideals of the 
dāʿī articulated by al-Naysābūrī in his Risāla al-mūjaza.�8 Al-Muʾayyad 
not only looked up to al-Naysābūrī as his benchmark in ideals and 
morals, but used him confidently as a point of reference in his works.�9 
Al-Muʾayyad in turn, influenced the famous philosopher-poet Nāṣir-i 
Khusraw, a central figure in the Central Asian Ismaili tradition.20

A work that is frequently ascribed to al-Naysābūrī is the Risālā 
al-zāhira fī maʿrifat al-dār al-ākhīra (The Resplendent Treatise on 
the Recognition of the Abode of the Hereafter), an eschatological 
treatise, but this ascription by Ivanow has since been questioned 
by Poonawala.2� Still another work of al-Naysābūrī is the Kitāb al-
tawḥīd (The Book of Unity),22 which he mentions in his Kitāb ithbāt 
al-imāma, the subject of this study. 

The Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma of al-Naysābūrī, alongside other such 
works, is an extremely important representation of the Fatimid vision 

�8. See Klemm, Die Mission, for details. Also, refer to the epilogue of her 
Memoirs of a Mission, pp. �07–�08.

�9. Al-Muʾayyad in fact follows in al-Naysābūrī’s footsteps and has a work 
on affirming the imamate entitled Ithbāt al-imāma min baʿd Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq; see 
Poonawala, Biobibliography, p. �08, for a brief note on this work. He mentions 
this Ithbāt in his al-Ibtidaʾ wa al-intihāʾ [attr.], which is in The Institute of Ismaili 
Studies library and consists of 32 folios, copied in the �4th/20th century, with a 
shelf mark Ms �250 (Ar�, ZA), folio 24a.

20. See the seventh chapter of Klemm’s Memoirs of a Mission, pp. 97ff.
2�. Ivanow mentions al-Zāhira fī maʿrifat in his Ismaili Tradition (p. 7) with 

an added reference in his Ismaili Literature (Tehran, �963), p. 39. Poonawala makes 
no mention of this work in his Biobibliography when describing al-Naysābūrī’s 
works. However, he states that the treatise belongs to another author, Aḥmad b. 
Ibrāhīm al-Yaʿbūrī al-Hamdānī; see Poonawala, Biobibliography, p. 207. Poonawala 
adds that Ivanow mistook the author as Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm al-Naysābūrī because 
in the Fihrist of al-Majdūʿ he is simply referred to as Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm. 

22. See Delia Cortese, Ismaili and Other Arabic Manuscripts: A Descriptive 
Catalogue of Manuscripts in the Library of The Institute of Ismaili Studies (London, 
2000), pp. 94 and 96. 
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of the imamate. These other works include the Risāla fi’l-imāma 
of Abu’l-Fawāris,23 a contemporary of al-Naysābūrī who has been 
discussed below, and al-Maṣābiḥ fī ithbāt al-imāma of al-Kirmānī, 
yet another contemporary of al-Naysābūrī.24 In addition, there is an 
earlier work in this category, the Tathbīt al-imāma, written by the 
Fatimid Imam-Caliph al-Manṣūr (334–34�/946–953).25 The text is 
in a form of questions and answers where al-Manṣūr sets out the 
essential need for an imam rationally. The imamate was, for him, 
farḍ akbar, that is the greatest religious duty on humanity without 
which it cannot function or act righteously.26 It is this tradition 
of rationality that al-Naysābūrī follows and his work is, therefore, 
highly noteworthy in this particular genre. The unique feature of 
al-Naysābūrī is his use of Aristotelian logic with regard to ‘degrees 
of excellence’ as a virtue. He thus emerges as a formidable scholar 
of Ismaili theology, one whose significance and contribution has 
hitherto been largely ignored.

Traditionally, the imamate was discussed in works dealing with 
principles of the faith (uṣūl al-dīn) rather than in legal treatises 
(furūʿ), but later Sunni scholars, following al-Juwaynī and al-Ghazālī, 
generally treated the imamate within expositions of the law.27 This 
was mainly in opposition to the Shiʿis who earlier placed the imamate 
at the core of religion. Al-Naysābūrī’s treatise and those of others 
noted earlier are, therefore, essential since they focus on a Shiʿi and 
specifically, Ismaili view of the imamate. A pertinent aspect of al-
Naysābūrī’s work is his intellectual demonstration of the imamate as a 
rational necessity. This was timely and crucial in a milieu where there 

23. Abu’l-Fawāris Aḥmad b. Yaʿqūb, al-Risāla fi’l-imāma, ed. and tr. Sami 
N. Makarem as The Political Doctrine of the Ismāʿīlīs (Delmar, NY, �977).

24. See the new edition and translation of this work in Paul E. Walker, Master 
of the Age: An Islamic Treatise on the Necessity of the Imamate (London, 2007).

25. See Kitāb tathbīt al-imāma Ms ��20 (ArI, ZA) in the library of The 
Institute of Ismaili Studies. For a description and analysis of this work see Wilferd 
Madelung, ‘A Treatise on the Imamate of the Fatimid Caliph al-Manṣūr bi-Allāh’, 
in Chase Robinson, ed., Texts, Documents and Artefacts: Islamic Studies in Honour 
of D.S. Richards (Leiden and Boston, 2003), pp. 69–77. 

26. Madelung, ‘Treatise on the Imamate’, p. 73.
27. Madelung, ‘Imāma’, pp. ��63–��69. 
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was an intense debate and discussion on whether the imamate was 
 incumbent only on grounds of revelation or whether it was necessary 
also on the basis of intellect or reason. 

The Contents of Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma

The Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma is divided into seven sections (fuṣūl) of 
varying lengths. The first section is a preliminary paragraph of prayer, 
salutations and an introduction in which the author lays out how his 
work differs from those previously written:

Therefore, we wish to write a treatise on affirming the imamate 
using evidence (istishhād) and deduction (istidlāl) from the [outer] 
horizons (al-āfāq) and [our] inner selves (anfūs), from politics or 
governance (siyāsa) and norms (rusūm) by way of intellect (ʿaql), 
self-evidence (ḍarūra), innate constitution (al-fiṭra), natural dis-
position (al-jibla), and agreement (al-ittifāq) from all religious 
communities (ahl kull milla), as well as from philosophers (al-
falāsifa) and mathematicians (ahl al-ḥisāb). We shall further deduce 
evidence from the structure of religious duties (farā’iḍ) and practices 
in a way that has not been done by the elders of the daʿwa.28

Al-Naysābūrī’s theme and purpose here are clear. He wants to af-
firm the authoritative leadership of the true imams not only through 
citations from the Qurʾan and the Prophet’s traditions, as done by 
his predecessors, but is also keen to establish the imamate logically 
through induction and deduction using rational and philosophical 
arguments, including evidence from mathematicians and consensus 
from all communities. He substantiates his arguments, where neces-
sary, with Qurʾanic verses and traditions from the Prophet and the 
imams. In his introduction, he defines the imamate as the pole (quṭb) 
and foundation of religion (asās al-dīn). He wants to avoid giving the 
impression that proof of the messengership has precedence over that 
of the imamate since, as he argues, the latter is contained within the 
former.

Al-Naysābūrī further maintains that acknowledging the imam 
means acknowledging the messenger, although not all who accept the 

28. Paragraph [5] of the text and translation.



degrees of excellence�0

messengers believe in the imam. In his view, proofs for recognizing 
the messenger are meant for those outside the sphere of Islam, while 
argumentations for the imamate are for Muslims. It is thus apparent 
that his work was intended for a large audience, that is, the Muslim 
community (umma) as a whole rather than his own community alone, 
or even the Shiʿa in general.

The imam, al-Naysābūrī states categorically, is always present in 
the world; the world is never deprived of him, while the messenger 
comes forth at certain times and not at others. Thus, the imamate 
remains forever present in the world, in all ages and at all times. It is 
the imam who preserves the religious law and its esoteric truths, the 
revealed law (sharīʿa) and its inner dimension (ḥaqīqa). For this reason 
the evolution of religious cycles depends on him and it remains his 
prerogative to interpret and act upon the prophet’s religious law; the 
imam alone is able to make changes or replacements.29 It is, therefore, 
only through the imam that one attains the inner truth of religious law, 
its esoteric interpretation and its meaning. 

Following this first introductory section, al-Naysābūrī presents 
six other sections. The second section states the necessity of the 
imamate innately and intellectually as well as in nature, in self-evident 
patterns and norms. He lays emphasis on the fact that people argue 
and differ over the imamate in the same way as they dispute about 
God’s existence after having accepted Him. 

The third section describes the disparity and degrees of excellence 
in all species, which al-Naysābūrī believes to be the firmest indication 
and proof for the imamate and the imams. Just as a corporeal body 
needs the various elements from which it is created, similarly, he says, 
the soul, spirit and religious noetic forms depend on the imam for 
their nourishment. In this, there is a testimony of the symbol (mathal) 
for the symbolized (mamthūl). His argument is that if people were to 
struggle for the needs of the soul in the same manner as they do for 
the requirements of the body, they would not remain in doubt, and 
neither drift away nor ascribe human qualities to God. 

In the fourth section, al-Naysābūrī gives various examples of 
degrees of excellence, notably of the sun’s superiority among the 

29. Paragraph [4] of the text and translation.
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planets,30 relating it to the imam’s position in religion. The fifth sec-
tion cites further analogies of degrees of excellence from minerals, 
precious stones and grains, with paradigms of perfect example in each 
variety to demonstrate that the imam is at the apex of humanity. Simi-
larly, in section six, al-Naysābūrī presents examples from the plant 
and animal kingdoms that have attained the heights of refinement. 
He makes a case that just as humans have command over all minerals, 
plants and animals in the world, so too the imam, being the quintes-
sence of mankind, has supremacy over all humanity. Following this, 
al-Naysābūrī shows why humanity needs a teacher for learning and 
then deduces evidence for the necessity of the imam from arithmetic 
and geometry, as well as from the structure of religious duties (farāʾiḍ) 
and practices. These include the meaning of the Kaʿba, the imam 
as the protector of the Muslim treasury (bayt al-māl), as well as the 
meaning of jihād or struggle, the pilgrimage, and the imam’s role in 
purifying believers, executing legal punishments and in upholding 
the duty of ‘ordering good and forbidding evil’. 

The last and seventh section of the Ithbāt seeks to establish the 
imamate from the time of Adam, and shows how in Adam’s designa-
tion of his son to the imamate, there is proof that the world could 
never be without an imam. Giving examples of the prophets Adam, 
Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus, al-Naysābūrī enquires pertinently: 
‘If people accepted the imamate in previous cycles, how can they 
[now] deny designation (naṣṣ) and call for choice (ikhtiyār) in the 
family of Muḥammad?’ He then argues at length for ʿAlī’s succession 
and, in establishing the superiority of ʿ Alī, he demonstrates the weak-
nesses of the caliphs before him. At the same time, he enumerates the 
virtues of the guardian of the time (walī al-ʿaṣr) and the Commander 
of the Faithful, that is, the Imam-Caliph al-Ḥākim, although without 
naming him. He establishes that just as every genus and species have 
their summit, the imams, too, have their utmost limit, which is unat-
tainable and that that position is reserved for ʿ Alī, as the Commander 
of the Faithful. 

30. In Aristotelian natural science, the sun occupies the fourth and middle 
position among the celestial bodies: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Sun, Venus, Mercury 
and the Moon. 
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Themes in the Text

A notable feature of the Ithbāt al-imāma is that while al-Naysābūrī 
speaks of the dignitaries of the Ismaili daʿwa, he mentions none by 
name. The Ismaili dāʿīs Ḥamīd al-Dīn al-Kirmānī and Abu’l-Fawāris 
were both contemporaries of al-Naysābūrī, although none of them 
cite each other in their works. Yet, all of them wrote on the imamate 
at one time or another, even if from different angles. Abu’l-Fawāris 
was a dāʿī in Syria, while al-Kirmānī and al-Naysābūrī hailed from 
Iran before moving to Cairo. It is quite plausible that al-Naysābūrī 
spent some time in Syria before heading for Cairo, since in his Istitār 
al-imām he is particularly well-informed about the inner workings 
of the daʿwa in Salamiyya during the dawr al-satr, as well as being 
the only writer privy to the names of the hidden imams.3� He was 
certainly in Cairo by the time of al-ʿAzīz and lived well into the time 
of al-Ḥākim. Consequently, it is quite likely that he would have met 
and known several dignitaries in the Fatimid hierarchy. 

The concept of the qāʾim and that of the qiyāma is a recurring 
theme in Fatimid literature. In early Ismaili cosmogony and cosmology, 
there is an emphasis on a series of seven cycles or heptads of imams 
who convey knowledge of the Unity of God (tawḥīd) to mankind in 
seven stages, namely those of Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, 
Muḥammad and finally that of the qāʾim or the ‘One who arises’. 
Each ‘proclaimer’ (nāṭiq) sets a stage further in the evolvement of the 
knowledge, and is helped in the task by a legatee, also known as the 
‘silent one’ (ṣāmit). The pairs in the first six eras were Adam-Seth, 
Noah-Shem, Abraham-Ismāʿīl, Moses-Aaron, Jesus-Simon Peter and 
Muḥammad-ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib. The final cycle, that of the qāʾim, is 
when this spiritual knowledge becomes realized by man reaching his 
perfection through God’s divine word. The position of the qāʾim as 
the seventh imam of the era of Islam was accorded to Muḥammad b. 
Ismāʿīl by early Ismailis.32

3�. The Fatimids gave their authorization to this presentation of their own 
early history. See Heinz Halm, Das Reich des Mahdi Der Aufstieg der Fatimiden 
(Munich, �99�), p. 22; English trans. M. Donner, The Empire of the Mahdi: The Rise 
of the Fatimids (Leiden, �996), p. �3. 

32. Wilferd Madelung, ‘The Fatimids and the Qarmaṭīs of Baḥrayn’, in Farhad 
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In early Ismaili literature, the terms mahdī and qāʾim are both 
used for the expected messianic imam. Some predictions became 
realized by the Fatimid Imam-Caliph al-Mahdī, the founder of the 
dynasty, while others were to be fulfilled by his successors. This 
theory was elaborated by al-Qāḍī al-Nuʿmān (d. 363/974) in his Sharḥ 
al-akhbār where numerous traditions on the mahdī are quoted from 
varying sources and applied to the Fatimid al-Mahdī and his suc-
cessors.33 Thus, the title ‘al-Mahdī’ was reserved for the first Fatimid 
caliph, while the eschatological imam still expected in future was 
called the qāʾim.34

For al-Naysābūrī, his ruling Commander of the Faithful (al-
Ḥākim) is ‘the qāʾim in his time and age and the qā’im of all those 
who preceded him, and the perfector of them all’.35 He notes that 
the imams must always remain present in the world, while the mes-
sengers arise at certain times and not at others. All messengers are 
imams first, that is, they initially attain the rank of imamate, and 
only then rise as the seventh imam of their cycle when necessary, to 
establish a religious law. Al-Kirmānī, writing his Rāḥāt al-ʿaql36 after 
al-Naysābūrī’s Ithbāt, also regards the imam as the qāʾim in his age. 

Al-Naysābūrī was evidently a high ranking official in the 
daʿwa, in view both of the various works he wrote, as well as his 
description in the Risāla al-mūjaza of the professional etiquette 
for those working for the imam. In it, as well as in the Ithbāt, he 
enumerates the hierarchical ranks of the daʿwa as ‘proofs’ (ḥujaj), 
‘adjuncts’ (lawāḥiq), ‘summoner’ (dāʿī), ‘wing’ (janāḥ), and ‘licensee’ 

Daftary, ed., Mediaeval Ismaʿili History and Thought (London, �996), pp. 2�–73.
33. al-Qāḍī al-Nuʿmān, Sharḥ al-akhbār fī faḍāʾīl al-aʾimma al-aṭhār, ed. 

S.M. Ḥusaynī al-Jalālī (2nd ed., Qumm, �4�4/�993), vol. 3, pp. 355–368. 
34. Ivanow, Ismaili Tradition, pp. 97–�22, Arabic texts, pp. �–3�. See also the 

discussion in Farhad Daftary, The Ismāʿīlīs: Their History and Doctrines (2nd ed., 
Cambridge, 2007), pp. 96–97 and pp. ��6–��9 as well as his analysis on the Fatimid 
doctrine of the qaʾim, pp. �64–�65, 207–208.

35. Paragraph [8�] of the text and translation.
36. Ḥamīd al-Dīn al-Kirmānī, Rāḥat al-ʿaql, ed. M. Kāmil Ḥusayn and M. 

Muṣṭafā Ḥilmī (Leiden and Cairo, �953), pp. 426–427, and his Kitāb al-riyāḍ, ed. 
ʿArif Tāmir, pp. �82–�84 and �99–206; also see Wilferd Madelung, ‘Ismāʿīliyya’, in 
EI2, vol. 4, pp. �98–206.
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(maʾdhūn) and ‘motivator’ (mukallib), with the imam being the 
supreme embodiment of the daʿwa. He is the apex of humanity 
whose status, rank and position no one else can attain in his age 
or time. In al-Naysābūrī’s hierarchy therefore, there are six grades 
with the imam forming the seventh. During al-Naysābūrī’s time, the 
supreme embodiment of the daʿwa was the Imam-Caliph al-Ḥākim 
bi-Amr Allāh.

 Al-Naysābūrī also mentions the philosophers (al-falāsifa) 
without identifying any of them. He refers to the degrees of excel-
lence in all genera and species using Aristotelian logic in many of 
his arguments, including those of the ten categories.37 When listing 
these categories, he extols the sages amongst the philosophers, yet 
declares that in reality the true sages are the imams from whom 
people acquired the principles of all disciplines in knowledge and 
wisdom.38 It is less clear, however, whom he is referring to when 
citing the ‘philosophers’ in a critical manner. Quite likely he was 
referring to al-Fārābī (d. 339/950) or even al-Kindī (d. 256/870). 
Ibn Sīnā (d. 428/�037) was certainly a contemporary. Could al-
Naysābūrī have known him? Both came from Khurāsān although 
from different cities. Ibn Sīnā admits, as is well known, that he did 
not follow the Ismaili views of his father and brother. He turned 
away from them and joined the Peripatetic tradition represented 
by al-Fārābī. He did subscribe to the views of Aristotle, but did not 
follow them in those aspects which Ismailis found most congenial 
to their thought. The rational metaphysics of Ibn Sīnā confronted 
the Ismaili prophetic theology with a serious challenge.39 It is, there-
fore, quite possible that al-Naysābūrī was responding to him and 
al-Fārābī while at the same time using Aristotelian logic to prove 
his theology. Like his predecessors, al-Naysābūrī did not reject all 
philosophy but only that which did not conform to his own concept 

37. Thomas Aquinas (�225–�274) applied these Aristotelian arguments in 
Christian theology, one of them being that there are degrees of value or perfection in 
things. However, long before him al-Naysābūrī used these philosophical arguments 
in Islamic theology to prove the necessity of the imamate. 

38. Paragraph [52] of the text and translation.
39. Madelung, ‘Aspects of Ismaili Theology’, p. 58
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of accurate knowledge.40 Al-Kirmānī too, as we well know, argued 
his case against the philosophers in many of his works, just as he 
did against the Zaydīs, many of whom had adopted the Muʿtazilī 
doctrine. His critique was against those who believed that human 
intellect was able to determine basic truths of knowledge on its own 
without being taught and that in order to know the oneness of God 
one did not need a prophet.4� By extension, for the Shiʿis, this also 
meant the need for an imam, which is what both al-Kirmānī and 
al-Naysābūrī appear to be arguing for in their respective treatises. 

In his long section on governance, al-Naysābūrī relates the 
qualifications specified by the philosophers for a political leader. He 
divides authority (siyāsa) into three categories: the authority of the 
individual (siyāsat al-khāṣṣa), the authority of the family (siyāsat al-
ḥāmma), and the authority of the general public (siyāsat al-ʿāmma).42 
In governing himself, the individual should be able to restrain himself 
from all vices, bad traits, bestial habits and blameworthy lusts, and to 
govern his own self resolutely, his own (higher) self against his (lower) 
self. He is thus able to discipline his soul when it errs with reproach 
and repentance while rewarding it when it does well by praise, hap-
piness and by being consistent in doing that. The governance of 
one’s own family is that the individual manages his own household 
and dependents by protecting their welfare, encouraging them to 
acquire virtues and pleasing character, disciplining those who err by 
reprimanding them and through other such ways whilst rewarding 
those who do ‘good’ by commendation and by other such means.43 
The governance of the general public or majority is that of governing 

40. See also the section on philosophy and the philosophers in Walker’s Early 
Philosophical Shiism, pp. 30–36. Walker describes similar attitudes in al-Naysābūrī’s 
predecessors, Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī and Abū Yaʿqūb al-Sijistānī, who complain about 
false philosophical ideas and the difficulty of deciphering authentic from corrupt 
notions. 

4�. Walker, Ḥamīd al-Dīn al-Kirmānī, pp. 53–55.
42. These qualities are also mentioned by the author in his other work, 

al-Risāla al-mūjaza, which he composed as a guide of etiquette for professionals 
working for the imam. See Klemm’s book on al-Muʾayyad fi’l-Dīn al-Shīrāzī, 
Memoirs of a Mission. 

43. Paragraph [48–49] of the text and translation.
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cities, protecting the welfare of people’s livelihoods and averting them 
from reprehensible morals and bad deeds.

Al-Naysābūrī then concurs with the philosophers that he who 
is incapable of governing his own self should not be put in charge of 
managing his family, and he who cannot manage his own family does 
not deserve the privilege of managing [other] people or communities 
in any way. At this stage, he specifies a particular scholar without 
naming him, stating that ‘the author of this classification aimed at 
encouraging obedience to the imam, for he describes the imam by an 
attribute of a ruler in order that they would look for a ruler with such 
a qualification and description.’44 In all probability, al-Naysābūrī is 
referring to al-Fārābī for whom ‘the meaning of the philosopher, first 
chief, king, legislator and imam are all one.’ In his Taḥṣīl al-saʿāda, 
al-Fārābī concludes that the intellectual virtues acquired by the 
philosopher are to be actualized into circumstances and conditions 
leading to the formation of a state.45 

This relates to al-Naysābūrī’s other critique of the philosophers 
which is in regard to the maxim anna al-falsafa hiya al-tashabbuh 
biʾl-bāriʾ, meaning ‘that philosophy is seeking to resemble the Crea-
tor’ according to human capacity. In his view, seeking to resemble 
the Creator means dealing with humanity in the same way as God 
deals with them, and interacting with them and with his own self in 
a way that God acts with him and mankind and in accordance with 
their nature.46 This maxim is cited in varying forms and quoted by al-
Kindī, Abū Bakr al-Rāzī, al-Fārābī, Isaac Israeli, the Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ, 
and Maimonides. The commentators of Aristotle have also included 

44. Refer to paragraph [49] in the text and translation. See al-Fārābī’s Taḥṣīl 
al-saʿāda, ed. Jaʿfar Āl Yāsin (Beirut, �983), pp. 92–93, and Muhsin Mahdi’s English 
translation, Alfarabi’s Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle (Ithaca, NY, �963), pp. 46–47, 
where al-Fārābī describes the imam, philosopher and legislator as a single idea. See 
also Richard Walzer, ed. and tr., Al-Fārābī on the Perfect State: Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī’s 
Mabādīʾ ārāʾ ahl-al-madīnah al-fāḍilah (Oxford, �985). 

45. See Lawrence V. Berman, ‘The Political Interpretation of the Maxim: 
The Purpose of Philosophy is the Imitation of God’, Stvdia Islamica, �5 (�96�), pp. 
53–6�. 

46. Refer to paragraph [83] of the text and translation.
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this definition of philosophy, ascribing it to Plato.47 In al-Naysābūrī’s 
view, the philosophers have stolen this speech from the ‘people of 
the truth’ (ahl al-ḥaqīqa),48 as for him only the Commander of the 
Faithful (al-Ḥākim) has been able to carry out the real meaning of 
this phrase. In his view, the imam-caliph’s treatment of humanity is 
similar to God’s treatment of them with respect to the nature of the 
world, in providing sustenance and in other such matters. He follows 
this by describing and illustrating the circumstances that are relevant 
to the time of al-Ḥākim.

Degrees of Excellence

In his Ithbāt, al-Naysābūrī affirms the imamate using several ap-
proaches that include religious duties, tales of the prophets and 
arguments from philosophers and mathematicians. However, the 
theory of ‘degrees of excellence’ is one that features most prominently 
in the author’s text, and which in his view is the firmest proof of the 
imamate. He argues that the imamate or supreme leadership is eve-
rywhere in the universe as well as within our inner selves, in the very 
essence of our being. Defining imamate as the pole and foundation of 
religion, the author uses a number of methods to establish his thesis 
ranging from the philosophers’ ten categories to the natural phenom-
ena from minerals, plants and animals as metaphors for comparison. 
Accepting that there are differences and disparities within each genus 
and species, al-Naysābūrī gives paradigms of perfect examples in each 
variety, and thus demonstrates, by analogy, that it is the imam who 
stands at the apex of humanity.

Abu’l-Fawāris, a contemporary of al-Naysābūrī, in his Risāla fi’l-
imāma uses this theme of degrees of excellence in terms of disparity 
amidst humanity and alludes to it briefly in one of his chapters:

The judgement of reason assures and testifies that the presence of 
disparity among mankind is devised wisdom. Had we been equal 

47. Plato, Theaetetus, �76 B cited in Berman, ‘The Political Interpretation’, 
pp. 53–6�. Berman also gives references to many Muslim philosophers including 
al-Kindī, al-Fārābī and the Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ.

48. The author is referring to his own community.
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in qualities, conditions and knowledge, we would have all been 
on a par, and no order would be accomplished. Wisdom would be 
corrupted; we would not have obeyed each other, and each one of 
us would have claimed to be perfect in every science and craft, and 
to be able to handle all matters whether great or little, big or small, 
noble or base. Disparity among us leads, therefore, to our advantage. 
In accordance with this divine wisdom God (glory be to Him) made 
the superior among us a mediator between Him and us. Hence He 
may guide us.49

In dealing with the question of the imamate, Abu’l-Fawāris usu-
ally begins with Qurʾanic verses followed by Prophetic traditions to 
support his thesis, and then substantiates these with rational argu-
ments. The quotation above is in response to a question asked in his 
fifth chapter: ‘If God accords the imamate to someone in preference 
to another, then where was the justice of God?’ Al-Naysābūrī, by 
contrast, usually begins with intellectual arguments at the outset and 
then makes use of Qurʾanic verses inter-textually to substantiate a 
point that he elucidates rationally.

This same premise of tafāwut or disparity occurs also in al-
Sijistānī’s Ithbāt al-nubuwwa, especially in his opening section where 
he emphasizes this differential disparity as being essential to the 
creation and in the maintenance of the world. All things, he holds, 
are structured on the basis that some are inherently better than others 
and that it is this that determines the place of everything in the world. 
He also mentions briefly that celestial spheres cause the elements to 
mix in various ways through their motions, in order to create the 
species as well as individuals with differences.50 His work reveals a 
frequent use of the terms faḍl and tafāḍul and his differential disparity 
clearly depicts a hierarchy whose zenith is the messenger-prophet. 

49. Abu’l-Fawāris, al-Risāla fi’l-imāma, ed. and tr. Makarem, Political 
Doctrine, p. 34 of the English trans. and p. �8 of Arabic text. See also Hans Daiber, 
‘Abū Ḥātim ar-Rāzī (�0th century A.D.) on the Unity and Diversity of Religions’, in 
J. Gort et al., ed., Dialogue and Syncretism: An Interdisciplinary Approach (Grand 
Rapids, MI, �989), p. 9�, on diversity among men with regard to their intelligence, 
insight, and power of distinction and perception. 

50. See al-Sijistānī, Ithbāt al-nubuwwa, ed. ʿĀrif Tāmir (Beirut, �966), pp. 
24–29. Paul Walker has discussed this in his Early Philosophical Shiism, p. �09.
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Al-Naysābūrī is clearly inspired by this approach of al-Sijistānī, 
which he applies to his treatise on the imamate. The question of who 
has the right to lead the Muslim community does not however, seem to 
interest al-Sijistānī and his discussion on prophecy is celestial and theo-
retical rather than pragmatic and political which is what al-Naysābūrī 
seeks to accomplish in his own work. The subject of the imamate as an 
institution has no place in al-Sijistānī5� while for al-Naysābūrī, it is at 
the very crux of creation as well as being an inner aspect of prophecy. 
Although al-Naysābūrī employs the premise of tafāwut, he mainly 
pursues and builds on the theme of ‘degrees of excellence’ under the 
term tafāḍul, on which he systematically argues his whole thesis, 
making it a base for his work. He extends this concept to all genera of 
minerals, plants and animals, arguing his case on a number of premises 
beginning with the ten metaphysical categories, mentioned by the 
sages amongst the philosophers.52 He compares the fact that just as the 
substance (jawhar) in these categories is at the summit of all other nine 
accidents—quantity (kammiyya), quality (kayfiyya), relation (iḍāfa), 
place (makān), time (zamān), possession (jida), posture (nuṣba), action 
(fāʿil), and affection (mafʿūl)53—through which they are established, 
similarly the imam is the jawhar or substance in relation to all other 
ranks in the hierarchy of the daʿwa. 

In elaborating his hypothesis, al-Naysābūrī refers to the four 
basic constituents of heat, cold, dryness and humidity. Among these, 
he observes that heat has precedence over others, as it is through heat 
that they are all established. In the same manner, the imam has prec-
edence over all ranks in hierarchy as it is he who illumines the souls, 
giving them intellectual light, motion and sublimity. He states:

5�. His brief chapter on the imamate in Kitāb al-iftikhār, ed. Muṣṭafā Ghālib 
(Beirut, �980); ed. I.K. Poonawala (Beirut, 2000), is an exception. 

52. Aristotle maintained that these categories were applicable to all 
phenomena. Everything has a natural function and thus strives to fulfil that function 
which is its best natural state. 

53. See J.N. Mattock, ‘Maḳūlāt’, EI2, vol. 6, pp. 203–205. Affection or mafʿūl 
is also rendered ‘passion’ in many translations, but what it actually means here is 
the thing acted upon. In rephrasing the Aristotelian categories, al-Naysābūrī uses 
the form fāʿil/mafʿūl rather than the more common fiʿl/infiʿāl. I would like to thank 
Professor Hermann Landolt for pointing this out to me.
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We also say that among the four basic constituents (al-ʿanāṣir) 
from which the first composites (tarākib) were composed; two 
are active and two passive. The two active ones are heat and cold 
while the two passive ones are dryness and humidity. The ultimate 
and the noblest among them is heat, from which arises luminosity, 
light, motion, movement and elevation while the other three are 
established through it. Heat thus has precedence in origin and in 
existence. No foundation or realm of nature would be complete 
without it. Likewise, the imam illumines the souls54 and from him 
comes intellectual light (al-nūr al-ʿaqlī), motion (al-ḥaraka) and 
elevation (al-ʿulūw). No principle or religious realm is complete 
without him.55

In discussing the celestial spheres, al-Naysābūrī cites the outer-
most sphere (falak al-aflāk), within which all other spheres orbit, as 
being the supreme one and corresponds it to the imam in relation to 
other dignitaries in the daʿwa:

All heavenly bodies and religious signs of the zodiac function under 
his command. If someone were to claim that this is rather a symbol 
for the qāʾim (resurrector), given that the highest principle in the 
world points to the intellect in respect to the four principles, then 
we would answer that the imam is the qāʾim in his time, he is the 
proclaimer (nāṭiq) in his age and time and he is the one who assumes 
the position of the qāʾim. The imam’s position in his realm is that of 
the Universal Intellect (ʿaql al-kullī).56

This concept is further elucidated when al-Naysābūrī discusses 
the disparities (tafāwut) and degrees of excellence (tafāḍul) in the 
physique. He argues that the foremost organ is the head as the face, 
by which an individual is recognized, is placed in it. He then con-
siders the internal organs, asserting that the brain is the best, being 
the source of the intellect. In a like manner, he argues for the posi-
tion of the imam in the world, around whom all affairs of creation 
revolve just as all actions pertaining to the body are controlled by 
the brain. As intellect happens to be the most pre-eminent faculty 

54. Literally, ‘the imam is the light of the souls’.
55. Refer to paragraph [�6] in the text and translation.
56. End of paragraph [�6] in the text and translation. 
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in man, so too, the imam is the universal intellect (ʿaql al-kullī), 
being the source of all human intellect in whom one and all become 
united.57

On the differences and degrees of excellence among planets, 
al-Naysābūrī cites the sun as the summit, without whose light hu-
man eyes can not function and without which no growth transpires 
in plants, animals or newborns. In a parallel manner, the imam is 
the sun of religion (shams al-dīn) through whom human insight is 
enlightened, souls are illumined and hearts shine, becoming blissful.58 
Using gold as a metaphor, al-Naysābūrī describes the imam as the 
most excellent religious and intellectual substance, just as gold has 
supremacy amongst minerals. Following this, he refers to the analogy 
of precious stones in which, according to him, sapphires stand out, 
and within an array of multi-coloured sapphires, it is the red ruby 
that is most exceptional as it is able to retain its essence even when 
thrown into fire or water. It is, therefore, a supreme jewel amongst all 
precious stones just as the imam is among all creation.

Al-Naysābūrī cites further examples from plants and trees. He 
begins with wheat, which he believes to be the most nutritionally 
balanced grain. Of all fruit-bearing trees, the date palm, in his view, is 
the most advantageous to mankind, be it raw or cooked. He explains 
that certain plants reach a degree of such refinement that they are 
used as antidotes for those dying from chronic illnesses. Examples 
such as these are cited to show the degree of perfection in each range 
with parallels of excellence drawn among humans. Al-Naysābūrī thus 
concludes:

Man is the pinnacle of animals, plants, minerals and [other] realms 
of nature. Through him, the welfare and affairs of animals and 
whatever came before became perfected and ordered. Likewise, the 
imam is the pinnacle and summit of human beings, their quintes-
sence and their perfection.59

57. Paragraph [45] of the text and translation.
58. Abu’l-Fawāris, al-Risāla fi’l-imāma (ed. and tr. Makarem as Political 

Doctrine, p. 24 of English trans. and p. 5 of the Arabic text), also mentions the 
encounter of the two lights whereby exalted knowledge from prophets and imams 
enters the soul to realize its potentiality into actuality. 

59. See paragraph [29] of the text and translation. 
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A number of reasons could have inspired al-Naysābūrī to write on 
the subject of the imamate. He does not mention al-Ḥākim by name in 
his treatise but refers to him as the amīr al-muʾminīn, the Commander 
of the Faithful, and feels compelled to comment on ‘the time in which 
we live.’60 He was certainly not the only one perplexed by the circum-
stances of the day, for we have two other Ismaili authors, al-Kirmānī 
and Abu’l-Fawāris, also writing on the subject of imamate. It must be 
noted, however, that Abu’l-Fawāris does not mention the difficult times 
in the capital in his Risāla fī’l-imāma and is simply keen to discuss the 
subject of why imamate is a necessity, presenting arguments as to why 
the Qurʾan, the traditions and the sharīʿa could not substitute for the 
imam who should be installed by naṣṣ. He was an important dāʿī in 
Syria and mentions al-Ḥākim by name in his work which has sixteen 
chapters to correspond with his imam being the sixteenth imam. He 
does not mention any doctrines regarding the Druzes and it can, there-
fore, be safely assumed that his work was written before the beginnings 
of their movement in 408/�0�7. Syria was a success for al-Ḥākim, who 
was able to extend his authority to Aleppo as well. 6� Whilst in Syria, 
Abu’l-Fawāris was also given the responsibility by Caliph al-Ḥākim to 
go to Jerusalem, according to Ibn al-Qalānisī.62

The internal challenges faced by al-Ḥākim from some of his 
followers who wished to ascribe divinity to him, could be another 
reason for undertaking this work. Al-Naysābūrī calls them the ghulāt 
(exaggerators), although they refer to themselves as the muwaḥḥidūn 
(monotheists). Later, they became known in history as the Druzes, 
taking their name from one of their leaders, Anūshtikīn al-Darzī (lit. 
‘the tailor’).63 Their preaching and propaganda had led to great unrest 

60. See paragraph [83] of text and translation. For sources on al-Ḥākim’s 
reign refer to Daftary, The Ismāʿīlīs, 2nd ed., pp. �78–�9� and p. 579, n. 77, and to 
Halm, The Fatimids, pp. 35–40. 

6�. Daftary, The Ismāʿīlīs, 2nd ed., p. �83.
62. Abū Yaʿlā Ḥamza Ibn al-Qalānisī, Dhayl taʾrīkh Dimashq, ed. H.F. 

Amedroz (Leiden, �908), p. 6�, cited by Paul E. Walker, ‘The Ismaili Daʿwā in the 
Reign of the Fatimid Caliph al-Ḥākim’, Journal of the American Research Center 
in Egypt, 30 (�993), p. �69.

63. The word durūz is a broken plural from darzī. For details on their beliefs 
and theology see Sami N. Makarem, The Druze Faith (Delmar, NY, �974), and his 
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in Cairo so that even the majālis al-ḥikma had to be shut down for 
a while. However, al-Naysābūrī, like his contemporary al-Kirmānī, 
rejects the ascription of divinity to al-Ḥākim.64

In the early part of the 5th/��th century, the Abbasid caliph 
al-Qādir (38�–422/99�–�03�) was sufficiently alarmed at the grow-
ing popularity of the Fatimids and gave orders to orchestrate the 
‘Baghdad Manifesto’ which denied their ʿAlid genealogy. There is 
also a vicious critique of the Bāṭiniyya in al-Farq bayn al-firaq by 
Abū Manṣūr ʿAbd al-Qāhir b. Ṭāhir al-Baghdādī (d. 429/�037) who 
spent some time in Nīshāpūr, the homeland of our author.65 The 
polemics of Abu’l-Qāsim al-Bustī (d. 420/�030),66 a Zaydī Muʿtazilī 
authority, against the Ismailis would also seem to be among the many 
external reasons that led scholars such as al-Naysābūrī, al-Kirmānī 
and Abu’l-Fawāris to defend the imamate. In al-Naysābūrī’s own 
words moreover:

‘Proof of the messengership is needed for those who are outside 
the domain of Islam, while affirming the imamate is necessary for 
Muslims who are closer to the true believers. The struggle with them 
through debate and argument has priority over those denying the 
messenger and the messengership.’67 

‘Ismaʿili and Druze Cosmogony in Relation to Plotinus and Aristotle’, in Michael 
E. Marmura, ed., Islamic Theology and Philosophy: Studies in Honor of George F. 
Hourani (Albany, NY, �984), pp. 8�–9�. Also see Marshall G.S. Hodgson, ‘al-Darazī 
and Ḥamza in the Origin of the Druze Religion’, Journal of the American Oriental 
Society, 82 (�962), pp. 5–20. 

64. Paragraph [89] of text and translation. For the split under al-Ḥākim, see 
Madelung, ‘Das Imamat’, pp. ��6–��2, and Daftary, A Short History, pp. 99–�0�.

65. He has a massive chapter in this work on the Bāṭiniyya and why they fall 
outside the pale of Islam. Unlike al-Shahrastānī, al-Baghdādī’s work is a polemic 
dealing with each sect separately, judging them all from the standpoint of orthodoxy 
and condemning all those deviating from ‘the straight path’. See his al-Farq bayn 
al-firaq, ed. Muḥammad Badr (Cairo, �328/�9�0), pp. 265–299.

66. Samuel M. Stern, ‘Abu’l-Qāsim al-Bustī’, pp. 299–320. See notes in the 
introduction regarding this in a partial edition by Stern and by Heinz Halm, 
Kosmologie und Heilslehre der frühen Ismāʿīlīya: Eine Studie zur islamischen Gnosis 
(Wiesbaden, �978).

67. Paragraph [3] of the text and translation.
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Al-Naysābūrī was thus responding to the contemporary dis-
course taking place amongst scholars of different persuasions, on 
whether or not the imamate was valid on intellectual grounds besides 
its certitude in the revelation itself. All Muslim scholars view the 
imamate as a necessity although many scholars, especially the Sunnis, 
ignore the role of reason, confirming that leadership in Islam is only 
valid from religious law. Al-Baghdādī for example, argues that it is 
necessary for the Muslims to have an imam in order to implement 
ordinances, enforce legal penalties, direct armies, divide revenues and 
defend the domain of Islam.68 Al-Naysābūrī’s entire final section is 
devoted to establishing the imamate of the amīr al-mu’minīn. Here, 
besides seeking to prove the imamate of ʿAlī, he also defends the 
actions of the imam of the time, al-Ḥākim. Before doing that, he has 
to establish the hierarchy and supremacy of ʿAlī, and in doing so, he 
enumerates the limitations of the earlier caliphs whose excellence in 
Sunni sources is gauged according to the sequential order in which 
they became caliphs.69 Al-Naysābūrī, on the other hand, uses the 
criteria of knowledge, jihād and piety to demonstrate systematically 
the excellence of ʿAlī, proving which is the hallmark of his thesis of 
tafāḍul or degrees of excellence.70 His theory is obviously intertwined 
with the question of the succession of the Prophet, for if he is not 
able to determine ʿAlī’s excellence, he would not be able to contest 

68. Abū Manṣūr ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Baghdādī, Kitāb uṣūl al-dīn (Istanbul, 
�928), p. 272, cited in Makarem, Political Doctrine, p. 56, n. 6, where Makarem has 
given further sources on the Sunni concept of imāma.

69. The Kitāb al-ʿUthmāniyya of al-Jāhiẓ (d. 255/869) argues for the most 
part for the superiority of Abū Bakr over ʿ Alī and is opposed to undue exaltation of 
ʿAlī. For a time, there were those who held that ʿAlī should come before ʿUthmān, 
but in the end the ʿUthmāniyya, who were amongst the forerunners of the Ahl 
al-sunna waʾl-jamaʿa, came to accept the view that the chronological order was 
the order of merit. See the discussion in W. Montgomery Watt, The Formative 
Period of Islamic Thought (Edinburgh, �973), pp. �66–�69. Also compare the views 
of the early Zaydīs on the imamate of al-afḍal (the best) over that of al-mafḍūl (the 
preferred) and how the Batriyya differed in this respect from the Jārūdiyya who 
were largely influenced by al-Bāqir’s school. See A.R. Lalani, Early Shīʿī Thought: 
The Teachings of Imam Muḥammad al-Bāqir (London, 2000), pp. 46–53. 

70. See details in section seven of the text and translation. The concept of 
faḍl or excellence also occurs in the Qurʾan. See Qurʾan, �6: 7� and �7: 70.
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the distinction of his descendants, which included his present imam, 
al-Ḥākim. This, in turn, was bound to the essential question of 
whether or not the Qurʾan and the traditions, in their application 
to the community, were to be interpreted by the scholars or by the 
decisions of the imam. 

Clearly conditions were extremely difficult in the Fatimid capital, 
Cairo, where al-Naysābūrī was operating, especially during the lat-
ter part of al-Ḥākim’s reign.7� Anti-Fatimid tradition gives a totally 
distorted image of this Fatimid caliph. Heinz Halm’s findings are very 
pertinent in this respect:

The Christian chronicler, John of Antioch (Yaḥyā al-Anṭākī), offered, 
from a distance, a diagnosis of mental disorder. Later Sunni authors 
maintained that he stopped washing himself for seven years, that he 
lived in an underground room for three years without ever leaving it 
and that he worshipped the planets Mars and Saturn. All this is non-
sense. Even the reproach that al-Ḥākim was unpredictable and erratic 
and that he used to countermand instructions he had just given cannot 
be confirmed from the sources. If we refer to the contemporary annals 
of Cairo, and above all to al-Ḥākim’s edicts (sijillāt), as handed down 
in the sources, we acquire a very different picture.72

Al-Naysābūrī is evidently aware of the challenges faced by the 
imam and in the latter’s defence he employs different tactics to illus-
trate and prove that whatever steps were being taken in and around 
the empire were for the good of all. He draws on the example of an 
educator who tolerates hardship from his pupils, coercing them to 
seek knowledge and learn proper behaviour even though they hate 
that, dislike the teacher and choose play and laziness. But the teacher 
also knows that when the child becomes mature, he will realize 
its benefit and regret his earlier shortcomings and disobedience.73 
Another analogy that the author uses is of a physician healing a 

7�. Sadik A. Assaad, The Reign of al-Hakim bi Amr Allah (386/996–411/1021): 
A Political Study (Beirut, �974). 

72. Halm, The Fatimids, p. 35. See especially his ‘Der Treuhänder Gottes: Die 
Edikte des Kalifen al-Ḥākim,’ Der Islam, 63 (�986), pp. ��–72, where he unravels 
numerous historical reports of al-Ḥākim’s edicts. 

73. See paragraph [36] of the text and translation.
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patient and how he reverts sometimes to medication, at other times 
to the slitting of wounds, sometimes cauterization and at times even 
amputation. Al-Naysābūrī speaks of the imam as a compassionate 
doctor of souls who acts in a similar manner when religious diseases 
are rife among the people on account of disputes, arbitrary desires 
and divergent doctrines. He characterizes al-Ḥākim’s purpose as 
‘enjoining good and forbidding evil’ (al-amr bi’l-maʿrūf wa’l-nahy ʿ an 
al-munkar), this being one of the primary duties of the imam.

Description of the Arabic Manuscripts

As noted earlier in the introduction, �0 manuscripts were available 
for the present edition of the Arabic text of the Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma, 
all obtained from the Library of The Institute of Ismaili Studies, four 
of which were chosen for this new edition. A fifth manuscript was 
consulted during the proof-reading stage. 

The following manuscripts were used:
�. A manuscript of 64 folios, �5 lines to a page (�2 on the first 

page) belonging to the Fyzee collection with a shelf mark MS (R) 
56 C.� and copied in ��34/�722 by Malik Khānbhāi Tuhafjī Bhānpūrī. 
This manuscript has been designated as alif and was examined only 
in a photocopied form. Describing this manuscript in his catalogue 
of the Fyzee collection, Muʿizz Goriawala mentions that it is partially 
affected by water and has also been worm-eaten. 74

2. A manuscript of 6� folios, between �� to �7 lines to a page (7 on 
the first page) formerly belonging to the Ismaili Society of Bombay, 
with a shelf mark MS 9� (Ar) and copied in �244/�828. This manu-
script was completed in Zayn al-Dīn’s class and copied by Malik ʿAbd 
al-ʿAli Mullā Shaykh-bhāi Bhānpūrī. It has been designated here as bā. 
Adam Gacek has described this manuscript in his catalogue of Arabic 
manuscripts in the Library of The Institute of Ismaili Studies.75

3. A manuscript of �53 pages, �3 lines to a page with �0 lines on 
the first page, belonging to the Institute’s Zāhid ʿAlī collection with a 

74. Muʿizz Goriawala, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Fyzee Collection of 
Ismaili Manuscripts (Bombay, �965), pp. 36–37. 

75. Adam Gacek, Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts in the Library of The 
Institute of Ismaili Studies (London, �984–�985), vol. � p. 32.
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shelf mark MS. �2�2 (Ar I, ZA). It was completed on the night of the 
�6th of Shābān, �259/�843 and copied by Mawlanā Najm al-Dīn’s serv-
ant (ʿabd), Ismāʿīl b. Mullā Khān-bhāi Bihārī written at the request 
of Mullā Ghulām Ḥusaynjī b. Miyān-Khān ʿāmil of Andūr under the 
supervision of his master, Miyān Sahib ʿAbd al-Muḥsīn. This manu-
script has been designated with the Arabic letter tā.76

4. Totalling �34 pages (�29 pages in other variants), this manu-
script has �4 lines per page with �� lines on the first page and a shelf 
mark MS 94 (Ar). No date or name of the copyist is given. It does 
however appear to be a late �3th/�9th century copy and is designated 
here with the Arabic letter thā.77

5. A fifth manuscript, MS �047 (ArI) which the Institute acquired 
from Syria after the draft of the present edition was complete, was 
also compared and consulted. This manuscript has an illuminated 
head-piece on the front page, and has 78 folios with �2 lines per page. 
Neither the date of completion nor the name of the copyist is given. It 
is worm-eaten and written in black naskhī style with some corrections 
and additions in the margin. This manuscript is designated as jīm.

All these manuscripts are quite recent in date, yet retain an 
archaic form of spellings, which have been modernized in this edi-
tion. The pious benedictions after the names of the prophets and the 
imams, such as ṣalla Allāh ʿalayhi wa ālihi and ʿalayhi al-salām, that 
are abbreviated in the manuscripts have been written out in full in 
the Arabic edition. 

Notes on the Translation 

The translation seeks to follow the original text as far as possible, even 
literally most of the time, except for the benedictions, which have 
been omitted at times in order to maintain the flow of the account. 
Also, certain passages of a polemical nature have not been included 
in the English translation. In addition, to render the text more clearly, 
punctuations and paragraphs as well as hamzas, shaddas and certain 

76. Delia Cortese, Arabic Ismaili Manuscripts: The Zāhid ʿAlī Collection in 
the Library of The Institute of Ismaili Studies (London, 2003), p. 53.

77. Gacek, Catalogue of Arabic Manuscripts, vol. �, p. 32.
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vowel marks, especially in the Qurʾanic verses, have been inserted. 
Following the fuṣūl in the manuscript, the work has similarly been 
divided into sections. Paragraph divisions and numbering them is 
also an editorial addition to facilitate cross-referencing between the 
Arabic and English texts. The translations of the Qurʾanic verses 
are my own, adapted from several translations including those of 
ʿAbdullah Yūsuf ʿAlī, Arthur J. Arberry, Marmaduke Pickthall and 
Mir Aḥmad Ali.

Certain terms in the text presented a challenge with regard to 
their translation. This is the case especially with the title word, ithbāt, 
which I have translated as ‘affirming’ and ‘affirmation’ in the text 
although it can equally be rendered as ‘proof ’, ‘evidence’, ‘certitude’, 
‘confirming’, ‘establishing’, ‘verifying’, and other such related words. 
The other challenging term was tafāḍul, which can have several 
meanings but is here translated as ‘degrees of excellence’ and used in 
the title of this study. This word can equally be rendered as ‘variation 
in perfection, merit, superiority, precedence and priority’.



Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm al-Naysābūrī

Kitāb ithbāt al-imāma
Book on Affirming the Imamate





3�

In the Name of God, the All-Compassionate, the All-Merciful,
From Whom we seek help in all matters

Section One

[�] Praise be to God, who sent messengers and prophets and ap-
pointed imams and caliphs as a blessing for His friends (awliyāʾ), a 
punishment to enemies, a benefit for religion and the world, as well 
as [being] an edifice (ʿimāra) for this present world and the world to 
come. I praise Him with the eulogy of one who is aware of the im-
mense value of the bounty brought through them, and who is grateful 
for it and who fares his way for the sake of God, hastening towards it. 
I bear witness that there is no deity except God, with the testimony 
of a worshipper who is aware of the requirements of this profession 
and who strives to fulfil its obligations. I bear witness [also] that 
Muḥammad is His worshipper and Messenger, who is preferred over 
all His messengers and is immune from all mistakes and errors, may 
God bless him with innumerable and infinite blessings. May God also 
bless his loyal and truthful legatee [ʿAlī], the adept in the clarification 
and the spiritual realities of the Qurʾan, and the imams descended 
from the martyr,� to whom belong praise, glory, infallibility and 
uprightness. May He [also] bless the master of the palace and age 
[al-Ḥākim] supported by conquest and victory. May the most excel-
lent salutations of God, and the most bounteous blessings and purest 
greetings be upon him and on the heir-apparent of the Muslims (walī 
al-ahd al-muslimīn)2 and the vicegerent (khalīfa) of the Commander 

�. The reference is to al-Ḥusayn b. ʿAlī, the martyr of Karbala from whose 
genealogy descend all imams of the Shiʿi Ismailis and Ithnaʿasharīs.

2. The reference is to al-Ḥākim’s cousin, ʿAbd al-Raḥīm b. Ilyās, who was 
appointed as heir-apparent of the Muslims in 404/�0�3. A ṭirāz that exists from the 
final years of al-Ḥākim’s reign explicitly names him as such. See examples of these 
inscribed cloths made at Tinnīs in the year 4�0 in RCEA (Répertoire chronologique 
d’épigraphe arabe), 6, no. 22�2, cited in Paul E. Walker, Exploring an Islamic Empire: 
Fatimid History and its Sources (London, 2002), pp. �04–�06. There is also evidence 
from al-Maqrizī, vol. 2, p. �03, of coins minted in his name in 404/�0�3 as noted 
by Walker in his article, ‘The Ismaili Daʿwa in the Reign of the Fatimid Caliph 
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of the Faithful, as long as tongues discourse and darkness and light 
continue to alternate.

And now:
[2] The imamate is the pole (quṭb) and foundation of religion 

(aṣāṣ al-dīn) around which revolve all religious and worldly mat-
ters, and [it is] a benefit for this present life and the life hereafter. 
Through it are governed the affairs of the worshippers, the prosper-
ity of the land and the acceptance of recompense in the abode of 
return. It is through the imamate that knowledge of God’s absolute 
unity (tawḥīd) and of the [revealed] Message is attained based on 
proof, demonstration and evidence; [as is] the knowledge of the 
religious law and its foundations, its interpretation (taʾwīl) and 
clarification.

[3] We have said that the imamate is the pole and foundation of 
religion and have not given precedence to the messengership over the 
imamate because in the affirmation (ithbāt) of the imamate there is 
affirmation of the messengership.3 Whoever acknowledges the imam 
acknowledges the messenger, but not all those who acknowledge 
the messenger acknowledge the reality of the imam. Proof of the 
messengership is needed for those who are outside the domain of 
Islam, while affirming the imamate is necessary for Muslims who are 
closer to the true believers. The struggle with them through debate 
and argument has priority over those denying the messenger and 
the messengership. This is because the summons [to Islam and the 
messengership] has reached the polytheists and proof has [already] 
been established for them, and confronting them with the sword is 
more appropriate as the world can never be deprived of an imam at 
any given moment or time, while the messenger is present at some 
times but not at others. Consequently, in affirming the imamate, there 
is also an affirmation of the messengership. 

al-Hakim’ p. �76. Besides appointing a walī ʿ ahd al-muslimīn in charge of temporal 
matters, al-Ḥākim also appointed Abū Hishām ʿAbbās ibn Shuʿayb as walī ʿahd 
al-muʾminīn to deal with religious affairs. See S. Makarem, ‘Al-Ḥākim bi-Amrillāh’s 
Appointment of his Successors’, Al-Abḥāth, 23 (�970), pp. 3�9–324. Makarem cites 
the compendium of Druze Epistles 26 and 74. 

3. Al-Naysābūrī is keen to emphasize here that in proving the imamate he 
is also proving the messengership since the latter is contained within the former. 
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God, the Exalted, called the imam a messenger when He said: ‘And 
remember in the Scripture, Ismāʿīl was indeed faithful in fulfilling his 
promise while he was a messenger, a prophet.’4 Likewise, God called the 
messenger an imam when addressing Abraham: ‘Indeed, I am appoint-
ing you an imam for all humanity.’ This was when he had completed 
his messengership and God, the Exalted, said: ‘And (remember) when 
His Lord tried Abraham with His commands and he fulfilled them, He 
said: “I am appointing you an imam for all humanity”.’5 

[4] It is related from Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq, peace be upon him, that 
he said: ‘God chose Abraham [initially] as a prophet (nabī), then 
as a friend (khalīl), then as a messenger (rasūl) and finally said: “I 
am appointing you an imam for all humanity”.’6 God called Adam a 
vicegerent (khalīfa),7 and the name ‘vicegerent’ is one of the names 
of the imams. God called David, peace be upon him, a ‘vicegerent’,8 
whilst he was one of the imams in the past cycles and [called] the 
proofs (ḥujaj) ‘prophets’.9 He called Muḥammad and other mes-
sengers ‘prophets’, addressing them as prophets just as He addressed 
them as messengers.�0 This is because the messenger arrives first at 
the rank of the imamate. Then, if the times require the establishment 
of a [new] religious law, he becomes the seventh imam of that cycle, 
undertaking the promulgation of the religious law.�� [In this way] the 

4. Qurʾan, �9: 54.
5. Qurʾan, 2: �24. This verse endorses the continuation of imamate in the 

progeny of Abraham. 
6. A longer version of this tradition is transmitted from Muḥammad 

al-Bāqir, al-Ṣādiq’s father, who mentions that God accepted Abraham first as a 
worshipper (ʿabd), then a prophet (nabī), then a messenger (rasūl), then a friend 
(khalīl) and finally as an imam over the people. See Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-
Kulaynī, al-Uṣūl min al-kāfī (Tehran, �388/�968), vol. �, p. �75. See also Lalani, Early 
Shīʿī Thought, p. 76 n. 75. Note the absence of ʿ abd in the text above. Also compare 
the status of a khalīl in al-Naysābūrī’s text which precedes that of a rasūl. 

7. Qurʾan, 2: 30.
8. Qurʾan, 38: 26.
9. The author here implies the imams when referring to the ‘proofs’.
�0. Qurʾan, 4: �63–�64. 
��. Each cycle is headed by one who conveys to people what they are able 

to comprehend. They are called ‘proclaimers’ (nuṭaqāʾ, pl. of nāṭiq) of the divine 
message who also have the ‘silent one’ (ṣāmit) in charge of interpreting the inner 
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imam occupies the place of the messenger in his age and time. The 
messenger, before arising to promulgate the religious law, is one of 
the imams, having assumed command from a previous imam. After 
finalizing the religious law, he hands over the command to the [next] 
imam. The imam is [therefore] present in the world at all times; the 
world is never deprived of him. The imam espouses and maintains 
the religious law and its esoteric reality as we mentioned [earlier]. It 
is now clear that the progression of the religious cycle depends on 
the imam and that it is the imam’s prerogative how he acts on the 
prophet’s law during his time. No one can reach the prophet, nor at-
tain his rank, or arrive at the proper [understanding of] the religious 
law, which is only changed or replaced by the imam. It is only through 
the imam that one can attain the inner truth of the religious law, its 
interpretation and meaning. 

[5] Many works [that are] written on affirming the imamate by 
the elders of the daʿwa draw on deduction and evidence cited from 
well-known Qurʾanic verses revealed regarding the imamate and the 
imams, peace be upon them, in addition to traditions reported from 
the Prophet. Those who came before have left nothing in this matter 
to those who came later and there is not much point in [simply] 
repeating the same notions using different words. Therefore, we 
wish to write a treatise on affirming the imamate using evidence 
(istishhād) and deduction (istidlāl) from the [outer] horizons (al-
āfāq) and [our] inner selves (anfūs),�2 from politics or governance 
(siyāsa) and norms (rusūm) by way of intellect (ʿaql), self-evidence 
(ḍarūra), innate constitution (al-fiṭra), natural disposition (al-jibla), 
and agreement (al-ittifāq) from all religious communities (ahl kull 
milla), as well as from philosophers (al-falāsifa) and mathemati-
cians (ahl al-ḥisāb). We shall further deduce evidence from the 
structure of religious duties (farā’iḍ) and practices in a way that has 

meaning of the message. Thus, the function of the nāṭiq is to proclaim the revelation 
plainly (tanzīl), while the imam elucidates its esoteric interpretation (taʾwīl), 
guiding the believers according to the needs of the time. See the Introduction 
above for details and for the significance of the seventh imam.

�2. Qurʾan 4�: 53 and later cited in full by the author: ‘We shall show them 
our signs on the horizons and within themselves until it becomes manifest to them 
that it is the truth.’
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not been done by the elders of the daʿwa. Then, if it is found to be 
reasonable, it is due to the excellence of support from the master of 
the age and the time (walī al-ʿaṣr wa’l-zamān). But, if there is any 
error, then, it is due to my [own] weakness and shortcoming, and 
that is most proper of me.

Section Two

[6] Thus we say: Indeed the necessity (wujūb) of the imamate and 
the imams, peace be upon them, is essential in natural disposition 
(jibla), and innate constitution (fitra), in nature (tabiʿa), intellect 
(ʿaql), governance (siyāsa), prescription (waḍʿa) and norms (rusūm).�3 
It is obligatory in all revealed law (sharīʿa), religion and religious 
communities, just as the existence of the Creator is necessary in 
innate constitution, natural disposition, and the intellect in every 
religious community and religion. But people differed regarding the 
Creator after His necessity was proved and after [having] accepted 
His existence. They began drawing conclusions according to their 
own personal whims and opinions as well as blindly imitating their 
forefathers and teachers, claiming that the Creator, Whom the innate 
constitution and natural disposition necessitates, is [actually] either 
the substance or elements or stars, or sun or something other than 
that. At times, they describe the Creator with attributes that constitute 
His similarity, that is, anthropomorphism or that which is akin to 
polytheism, basing that on their judgement without any [authentic] 
knowledge. Likewise, with regard to the necessity of the imamate, 
they fell into disagreement after their commitment to the imam, 
some insisting that the imam, who is ascertained by intellect and self 
evidence, is the wise man in every age. This [then] is similar to the 
[views of] philosophers who call their teachers ‘imams’ (aʾimma), 
‘sages’ (ḥukamāʾ), ‘head of the scholars’ (raʾs al-ʿulamāʾ), ‘master of 
the world’ (sāʾis) and ‘the teacher’ (al-muʿallim).

�3. Compare with Abu’l-Fawāris’ al-Risāla fiʾl-imāma, ed. and tr. Makarem, 
as Political Doctrine, pp. 22–25 of English trans. and pp. 2–7 of Arabic text.



36 degrees of excellence 

Section Three

[7] Followers of [all] religions called their past imams ‘prophets’ and 
‘sages’ in every cycle, whilst [certain] followers of Islam call their 
usurping, oppressive false pretenders ‘imams’, calling [also] their 
scholars and jurists ‘imams’.�4 Yet, if you examine them, they all con-
firm the existence of the imam by necessity (ḍarūra), unable to deny 
its existence.�5 Whoever wants salvation and guidance must lay aside 
his inclinations and desires and comprehend the deficiency in every 
false pretender to this designation [imām], his lack of knowledge, 
gnosis or cognition, piety and all other merits and conditions of the 
imamate. When he [who wants salvation] realizes [the pretender’s] 
lack of knowledge and the triviality of his piety, modesty and his in-
ability to fulfil [any of] the conditions of the imamate, he will [then] 
deny his imamate until such time that he attains recognition of the 
true imam (maʿrifat imām al-ḥaqq).

[8] We shall now mention some statements from each pretender 
including his weakness[es] and limitation[s]; we shall [then] return 
his own principles against him, and repudiate the imamate from 
those not suited for it. We shall establish the imamate of the true 
imams, peace be upon them, with proofs and demonstrations. We 
shall establish the necessity of obeying them, entrusting our affairs 
to their command and accepting the revelation, the interpretation 
and the confession of Unity from them, just as we mentioned in 
Kitāb al-tawḥīd (The Book on Divine Unity).�6 All those who know 
the created beings realize their inability and deficiency, repudiating 
their divinity until such time that they reject the divinity from all 

�4. In the author’s view, only the prophets and imams are entitled to the 
designation ‘imam’.

�5. Ḥamīd al-Dīn al-Kirmānī, in his work al-Maṣābiḥ fī ithbāt al-imāma 
(Beirut, �969), pp. 80–95, enumerates fourteen points to prove the necessity of 
the imamate. See Makarem, Political Doctrine, pp. 37–39, where these points 
are summarized. For details, see Paul Walker’s new Arabic edition and English 
translation of the Ithbāt as Master of the Age (London, 2007), pp. 7�–79 (English) 
and pp. 36–45 (Arabic). 

�6. As observed by Ismail Poonawala in his Biobibliography, this work of 
al-Naysābūrī is in the collection of the late Muṣṭafā Ghālib. See also Cortese, Ismaili 
and Other Arabic Manuscripts, pp. 94 and 96.
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created beings. Thus, Divine Unity is left pure, without ascription 
of human qualities to God (tashbīh), and the denial of all attributes 
to God (taʿṭīl).

[9] We also say that God, the Exalted, through His subtle wisdom 
and extensive power, created for the human body principles, causes 
and means. He also made all the derivatives and realms of nature 
manifest in them and in their traces. These would thus become mani-
fest from them in a predetermined manner and in a definite term, 
until such time that He brought forth from them a body with senses 
parallel to its principles and corresponding to them. He made those 
principles and means its sustenance and nourishment through which 
it survives and from which its corporeal and perceptual reward and 
punishment are determined. Similarly, He made principles, causes 
and means for the souls, spirits and religious noetic forms from 
whose traces they become manifest. [It is] through them that their 
sustenance, nourishment, survival and reward are determined while 
[at the same time] their punishment is determined by disrupting their 
support and distancing them from their origin.

[�0] God, may His mention be exalted, made the principles and 
causes of the body a testimony and proof for principles of the soul as 
well as for its derivatives and its nourishment, so that the religious 
creation would be similar to the physical creation, corresponding 
and parallel to it. Thus, just as the body manifests itself by becom-
ing perfect only through the celestial spheres along with the stars 
(kawākib), and just as it cannot become perfect through the celestial 
spheres without the stars—even if the stars [themselves] revolve 
around the spheres—yet, the course of events is [always] influenced 
by the stars; likewise, the manifestation of the religious noetic forms 
and the everlasting souls manifest themselves and become perfect 
only through the influence of the imams, peace be upon them. Their 
nourishment is from the imams’ knowledge, for they (the imams) are 
the religious stars as the Prophet, may God bless him and his family, 
said: ‘My companions are like the stars, whomsoever you emulate, 
you will be guided.’�7 This is so even when they act in place of the 

�7. al-Nuʿmān, Sharḥ al-akhbār, vol. 2, pp. 248–249. Note that this ḥadīth is 
not listed in A.J. Wensinck, A Handbook of Early Muhammadan Tradition (Leiden, 
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prophets who are like the celestial spheres. Thus, the course of affairs 
for all created beings as well as their recourse is towards the imams. If 
we were to mention the parallelism of the religious celestial spheres 
with the natural celestial spheres, this epistle would be prolonged and 
go beyond its scope. Therefore, we shall confine ourselves [only] to 
certain indications in the introduction of this treatise for those who 
want to pursue [further] research and understand aspects of what we 
have not mentioned, if God, the Exalted, wills.

[��] Accordingly, we say that the existence of differences and 
degrees of excellence in all things that comprise the elements, realms 
of nature and their derivations are the firmest evidence and proof 
of affirming the imamate and the imams.�8 This is because God, 
the Exalted, created all things different and disparate in respect to 
excellence, relating to all genera and species, and thereafter set for 
each and every genus and species an upper limit (ghāya), a sum-
mit (dhurwa), an end (nihāya) and a virtue (faḍila), which none 
other in that category can attain. He either made those genera and 
species principles in creation, without which the world of humans 
cannot do, nor their bodily existence and function be complete; or 
alternatively, He made them [a source of] nourishment, a remedy, an 
elegance, an adornment and an indispensable tool. He [thus] placed 
in all things an advantage (manfaʿa) that does not exist in anything 
else. He powerfully endowed in them a capacity which the creation 
would necessarily need, and which they can neither avoid nor be able 
to maintain their physical affairs without it. He also put them to a 
test and made them seek to acquire that which would remove their 
deficiency (neediness). Thus, when one cannot find the cure of that 
neediness in its place, one seeks it [elsewhere] or hastens to [another] 
place where it may be found. 

�97�). See also Abū ʿAbd Allāh Jaʿfar Ibn al-Haytham, Kitāb al-munāẓarāt, ed. 
and tr. Wilferd Madelung and Paul E. Walker as The Advent of the Fatimids: A 
Contemporary Shiʿi Witness (London, 2000), p. 9 of the Arabic text and p. 70 of 
the English. 

�8. See Abu’l-Fawāris, al-Risāla fiʾl-imāma (ed. and tr. Makarem as Political 
Doctrine, p. 34 of English trans. and p. �8 of Arabic text), where he says that the 
judgement of reason assumes and testifies that the disparity of mankind is devised 
wisdom, that is, a wisdom conceived primordially by God.
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As long as one remains in the world of one’s body, one cannot 
for a moment dispense with breathing (tanāsum) and seeking to 
benefit from the elements of one’s world, its derivations, realms of 
nature, vegetation and nourishment, [all of] which are a wisdom from 
God, the Exalted, and a mark of justice from Him. [This is] so these 
aspects would be witnesses and ephemeral, obligatory symbols (al-
mithālāt al-jabriyyāt) for the symbolized realities that are religious, 
eternal and chosen. The benefit of all symbolized realities comprising 
principles, realms of nature, nourishment and religious remedies are 
more deserving, more worthy and more powerful than the obligatory 
symbols. Their need is more than the need of what is compulsory by 
nature because their benefit[s] go back to the body, while those of 
the symbolized realities go back to the spirit and the soul. Therefore, 
the extent of increase in merit of the intellectual symbolized realities 
over the natural symbols is according to the extent of the spirit’s 
merit over the body. Furthermore, the merit of the symbolized over 
the symbol is according to the extent of the merit of the everlasting 
ones over the perishable ones. The merit in each one of them reflects 
the deficiency in the other. For whoever is deprived of the physical 
aspects he is in need of, will not experience destruction from that. 
Even if there be [such a] destruction, it would [only] be that of his 
body which undoubtedly will [one day] perish and die. In the ab-
sence of the symbolized, religious reality, however, there would be 
destruction of the soul [which] plunges into perpetual punishment. 
Therefore, if people’s struggle in seeking for what the soul needs was 
similar to their struggle and desire for seeking what the body needs, 
then no two people would doubt, stray or ascribe human qualities to 
God, that is, anthropomorphism (tashbīh).

[�2] We also say that whatever God, the Exalted, has created along 
this order in the creation and people’s need of it, as we mentioned 
earlier, is an admonition to them for [the sake of] the symbolized 
religious reality. It is a witness to everyone who seeks testimony for it 
and an evidence for whoever asks for [such a] proof. It is an insight for 
all those who see and reflect on it. It is also a proof against those who 
deny the symbolized, religious reality of the imams and the hierarchies, 
as well as their knowledge and benefit, while they accept [proofs of] the 
benefit from natural elements, planets and the celestial spheres.



40 degrees of excellence 

Indeed God, the Exalted, has created these elements, means and 
natural causes so powerfully that no one is able to either deny them 
or seek testimony against them, change them or even alter them, 
unlike what they have done with the religious law and with what the 
Prophet had asked them to bear witness to concerning affirmation 
of the imamate and the imams—its necessity and devotion to the 
imams, the necessity of obeying them, condemning those who diso-
bey them, and promising reward to those who obey them—[and] in 
a manner in which they changed the Qurʾan and distorted it. [With 
regard to this] God, the Exalted, has informed us about in His words: 
‘... changing words from their context while they forgot a portion of 
what We have reminded them of ’�9 and just as God, Whose mention 
is exalted, has also stated: ‘Indeed, forgetfulness is only an excess of 
disbelief ....’20 That was not forgetfulness on their part, because they 
forgot the testimony [intentionally], as though they had neither seen 
nor heard it.

[�3] Furthermore, just as the testimony of the outer horizons 
and the inner selves is compulsory and not chosen, thus becoming 
impossible for anyone to either alter or substitute it, likewise the Mes-
senger, may God bless him, made the testimony compulsory, without 
entailing a choice for the witnesses to change, alter or conceal it. He 
has threatened whomsoever would change or conceal it with a painful 
punishment. God, the Exalted, ordered [man] to judge on the basis of 
the testimony of two witnesses, mentioning in His words: ‘If one of 
them falls into error, the other will remind. And the witnesses must 
not refuse when they are summoned’.2� By this, He meant that true 
judgement in religion and in affirming the imamate and the hierarchies 
is at the hands of two witnesses, one posited by law and the other com-
pelled by nature. If people deny the legally established testimony, then 
the one bound by nature, namely the horizons and our [own] inner 
selves reminds, enforces and verifies the conventional witnesses, just as 
God, the Exalted, says: ‘We shall show them our signs on the horizons 
and within themselves until it becomes manifest to them that it is the 

�9. Qurʾan, 5: �3.
20. Qurʾan, 9: 37.
2�. Qurʾan, 2: 282.
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Truth,’22 and just as the Prophet, when asked, ‘Who is the witness of 
your prophethood,’ answered: ‘My witness is every stone and every 
[piece of] clay.’23 He then pointed to the testimony of the horizons and 
the souls. Thus, when legal and natural witnesses testify and intellect 
becomes the criterion in assessing the witnesses without preference or 
partiality, then truth swiftly becomes manifest.

[�4] Now, we shall mention the differences and degrees of excel-
lence in each principle and realm of nature. We shall also show that 
the ultimate limit and highest summit in each genus and species 
points to the imam in every age and time. If these genera and species 
show proof of the imamate and the imams in a different order from 
the theme of heptads, such as the seven planets being the testimony 
for the seven imams and other heptads, that does not prevent there 
being [another] proof given through the peak and perfection in every 
genus and species for the imam as we have just mentioned.24

[�5] The sages among the philosophers mention the ten categories 
and say that one cannot mention or discuss anything except in refer-
ence to these ten: substance (jawhar), quantity (kammiyya), quality 
(kayfiyya), relation (iḍāfa), place (makān), time (zamān), possession 
(jidda), posture (nusba), action (fāʿil) and affection (mafʿūl). The 
ultimate extent of the ten is the substance upon which all others 
rest and which excels over all others because the [remaining] nine 
are established from it. Therefore, the substance that they describe 
is a proof for the permanent, intellectual, luminous and authentic 
substance through which all souls are illumined and on which all 
nine religious accidents (al-aʿrāḍ) depend.25 Yet, it is one that has no 

22. Qurʾan, 4�: 53.
23. Muḥammad Bāqir al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār (Tehran, n.d.), vol. 3, p. 

333.
24. Al-Naysābūrī is evidently illustrating here how his work is different from 

the ones previously written which were based on the theme of the heptads.
25. The author is using the ten Aristotelian categories to explain the position 

of the imam in relation to the hierarchy of the ḥudūd in the daʿwa. Although he 
mentions nine ‘accidents’, in the text he speaks only of seven as proofs (ḥujaj), 
adjuncts (lawāḥiq), the summoner (dāʿī), the wing (janāḥ), licensee (maʾdhūn) 
and motivator (mukallib) in relation to the imam who is the jawhar or substance 
See paragraph [2�] below. 
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need of any created thing; it draws benefit from nothing or no one 
in the world, but rather, everything benefits from it and is in need of 
it. That is the imam, peace be upon him, and all other ranks in the 
same manner are below him as the nine ‘accidents’ are in respect to 
the ‘substance’.

[�6] We also say that among the four basic constituents (al-
ʿanāṣir) from which the first composites (tarākib) were composed, 
two are active and two passive. The two active ones are heat and cold 
while the two passive ones are dryness and humidity. The ultimate 
and the noblest among them is heat, from which arises luminosity, 
light, motion, movement and elevation while the other three are 
established through it. Heat thus has precedence in origin and in 
existence. No foundation or realm of nature would be complete 
without it. Likewise, the imam illumines the souls26 and from him 
comes intellectual light (al-nūr al-ʿaqlī), motion (al-ḥaraka) and 
elevation (al-ʿulūw). No principle or religious realm is complete 
without him.

Additionally, among the celestial spheres, the most lofty and 
supreme sphere is the outermost one (falak al-aflāk) in which they 
all orbit. Likewise, the imam in his religion is the supreme religious 
sphere for all other spheres. All heavenly bodies and religious signs 
of the zodiac function under his command. If someone were to claim 
that this is rather a symbol for the qāʾim (resurrector), given that the 
highest principle in the world points to the intellect in respect to the 
four principles,27 then we would answer that the imam is the qāʾim 
in his time; he is the proclaimer (nāṭiq) in his age and time, and he is 
the one who assumes the position of the qaʾim. The imam’s position 
in his realm is that of the Universal Intellect (ʿaql al-kullī).

Section Four

[�7] We also say that among the four elements (al-arkān), the high-
est and the noblest is fire which is the summit and peak, [at a level] 

26. Literally, ‘the imam is the light of the souls’.
27. The author obviously means the four elements he referred to in the 

section above, referring to heat as the ultimate element and comparing it to the 
imam. 
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to which no other element or nature can attain.28 Likewise, the 
imam, in his age and time, is the highest religious pillar through 
whom souls are illumined. It is on this basis that Abraham ordered 
glorification of the fire if what has been reported from him is true, 
preventing them from extinguishing and putting it out.29 However, 
the indication was towards glorifying the imamate, which no one 
must put out through the injustice of those who falsely claim its 
position. The fire worshippers fell into confusion not knowing its 
symbolized reality. God, the Exalted, related about the adversaries 
and the usurpers of the position of the imamate in His words: ‘They 
would like to extinguish God’s light with their mouths, but God will 
not allow that [to happen] until He perfects His light even if the 
unbelievers may detest it.’30

[�8] We also maintain that there are many planets (kawākib), 
and among them there are differences and disparities in degrees 
of excellence. Their peak and summit in nobility and merit is the 
sun through which physical eyesight draws its light, and through 
which all plants, animals and newborns grow and become perfect. 
No plant or newborn will grow without the effect of the sun.3� Like-

28. For al-Nasafī, these four elements are blended to form the four 
composites, where ether is the fourth element with earth, water and air, whereas 
al-Rāzī in his Kitāb al-iṣlāḥ identifies ether with fire, comparing it to the qāʾim’s 
role with reference to taʾwīl. See al-Rāzī, Kitāb al-iṣlāḥ, ed. H. Minūchihr and M. 
Muḥaqqiq. In his Aʿlām al-nubuwwa, however, al-Rāzī enumerates ether as the fifth 
element. See Aʿlām al-nubuwwa, ed. Ṣalāḥ al-Ṣāwy and G. Aʿwānī (Tehran, �977), 
p. �38. See also Shin Nomoto’s dissertation, ‘Early Ismaʿili Thought on Prophecy’, 
pp. �65ff, for a discussion on ether as the fifth element. 

29. The narrative on Abraham’s trial has been mentioned in several places 
in the Qurʾan: how he was thrown in the blazing furnace (37: 97–98) and how by 
God’s grace he was not harmed (2�: 68–69 and 29: 24), although glorifying the fire 
is not mentioned.

30. Qurʾan, 9: 32.
3�. Al-Naysābūrī gives the importance of the sun without entering into a 

discussion of its numerical significance. Al-Nasafī maintains that the divine ‘Word’ 
is more perfect in the fourth nāṭiq by virtue of his fourth rank, a position shared by 
the sun, the fourth planet in the cosmology of his day. Al-Rāzī, although recognizing 
the significance of number four, holds that the seventh nāṭiq is superior, being the 
qaʾim whose function is kashf, unveiling the inner meanings of past sacred laws. See, 
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wise, the imam is the sun of the religion through which insight is 
enlightened and souls are illumined from the light of guidance and 
wisdom, radiating the hearts of God’s friends. It is because of this 
that some people propose to glorify the sun. However, worshippers 
of the sun [too] fell into confusion as they only understood the 
symbol, not recognizing the symbolized reality. It is for this reason 
the Prophet, may God bless him, indicated the rising of the sun 
from the west which signals the ‘rising’ of the imam, peace be upon 
him, in the Maghrib.32

If the physical sun were to depart from its usual orbit and its as-
cent and descent from its centre, for even a blink of an eye, the entire 
world would be destroyed; which is impossible [as we know], both 
rationally and naturally. Therefore, the Prophet’s statement holds true 
only on the basis of esoteric interpretation. In fact, his interpretation 
has proved right as we have witnessed it with our [own] eyes by the 
grace and favour of God.33

[�9] We also say that among the twelve signs of the zodiac, four 
are most glorious and excellent. One of the four is the peak and the 
summit in nobility. Likewise, among the twelve proofs (ḥujaj),34 the 
one who is connected to the imamate is the most excellent, the noblest 
and the most exalted of them all.

especially, Shin Nomoto’s paper, ‘An Ismāʿīlī Thinker on the Prophets in Cosmic 
Correspondence’, Translation of the Kitāb al-Iṣlāḥ by Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī I’, Reports 
of the Keio Institute of Cultural and Linguistic Studies, 34, (2002), pp. 97–�52. 

32. This refers to the rise of the Fatimid Imam al-Mahdī who established the 
Ismaili state in the Maghrib in 297/909. See pp. �9ff of Hamid Haji’s Founding the 
Fatimid State:The Rise of an Early Islamic Empire (London, 2006), a translation of 
al-Qāḍī al-Nuʿmān’s Iftitāh al-daʿwa, where he cites all the primary and secondary 
references on al-Mahdī.

33. This is an indication that the author is a witness to the rule of the Fatimid 
dynasty and the state. 

34. Here the author is referring to the twelve proofs serving in the twelve 
jazāʾir (‘islands’ or regions of activity) of the Fatimid caliphate and how the one 
connected to the imam is the noblest. Earlier, in paragraph [4], he refers to imams 
as proofs. 
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Section Five

[20] We maintain that the fourth clime (iqlīm), which is parallel 
to the fourth heaven and parallel to the sun, is the most moderate 
as well as being the most excellent and noblest of all. In the same 
manner, the imam is the most excellent in the hierarchy as well as 
the most glorious of them all, being their peak and apex.35

[2�] We also say that among the melting mineral substances the 
most excellent is gold. It is that with which people conduct their 
transactions. It establishes the value of valuables and is not affected 
by fire or water nor does it get destroyed. Likewise the imam, peace 
of God be upon him, is the most excellent religious and intellectual 
substance in his age and time. Through him the transactions of the 
creation and their well-being, in a worldly and a religious manner, are 
completed. Each melting substance has its peak in nobility. 

Among the precious stones, the best is sapphire, and among all 
the white, green, yellow and red sapphires, it is the red ruby which 
is excellent. No other jewel lasts like the ruby, because it keeps its es-
sence and does not get transformed either by fire or water; it [always] 
retains its purity, radiance and gravity. It obtains traces from its source 
that no other substances can. Not even other sapphires, emeralds, 
the Badakshī stone, the carnelian, agate, diamonds, turquoise or 
jade, are able retain these qualities. So, the crown among the jewels 
is the red ruby just as the imam is the peak in all creation in his age 
and time. He is unique among all the ranks of the hierarchy—among 
the proofs (ḥujaj), the adjuncts (lawāḥiq), the summoner (dāʿī), the 
wing (janāḥ), the licensee (maʾdhūn) and the motivator (mukallib).36 

35. Following Aristotelian natural philosophy where ‘four’ is emphasized 
in the four elements, seasons, humours and directions. For the symbolism of 
numbers in medieval Islam, see Rasāʾil Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ wa khullān al-wafāʾ, ed. B. 
al-Bustānī (Beirut, �957), vol. �, pp. 5�–54 and vol. 3, pp. �78–�98, as well as Bernard 
R. Goldstein, ‘A Treatise on Number Theory from a Tenth Century Arabic Source,’ 
Centaurus �0 (�964), pp. �35–�60, reprinted as ‘A Theory on Numbers’, in S.H. 
Nasr and M. Aminrazavi, ed., An Anthology of Philosophy in Persia, Vol. 2, Ismaili 
Thought in the Classical Age, From Jābir ibn Ḥayyān to Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī (London, 
2008), pp. 235–256.

36. These are ranks of the daʿwa in the author’s time, which since the move 
of the Fatimids to Cairo in al-Muʿizz’s time, became even more organized and 
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The imam is, therefore, the apex whose status, rank and position no 
one is able to attain in his age or time. From another angle, the seven 
jewels are proofs for the seven ‘proclaimers’ and the seven imams. 
But this aspect on which we rely [degrees of excellence] for proof is 
more powerful in its position. That is because the natural symbol is 
present in every age and time, and therefore the symbolized reality 
ought to be present in every age and time. For, as the stars, the natural 
elements, the realms of nature and the substances are present, it is 
necessary too that the ranks of the hierarchy also must exist in every 
age and time so that they always influence the souls.

[22] We maintain that there are seven grains that provide hu-
man beings with food and nourishment. Their peak and summit is 
wheat, which is the most balanced in nature and nobility and which 
[helps] build the body. Likewise it is the imam who is the peak and 
summit, through whom souls benefit and become nourished. From 
him is their livelihood and their life, and it is also from him that they 
receive knowledge.

Section Six

[23] As for the fruit-bearing trees, the peak and summit among them 
is the date palm. It is similar to human beings who have male and 
female, and who need mating and impregnation like the animals. 
In addition, everything in the date palm is beneficial and nothing 
is wasted; its fruit is eaten at all times, be it raw or cooked. Whilst 
asleep, whoever dreams that he is plucking dates from a date palm, 
its interpretation is that he is going to benefit from a certain believer. 
That believer in reality is the imam who is the head of the believers.

[24] We maintain further that among plants, some mild medi-
cines have reached [such a level of] refinement and excellence that 
they have become antidotes (tiryāqan) for those on the verge of death. 
Among them some cure chronic diseases while others are lower in 
degree. The peak and summit among them points to the imam; the 

extensive. It was referred to as the daʿwa al-ḥādiya, the rightly-guided summons 
or awakening. See Daftary, The Ismāʿīlīs, 2nd ed., pp. 2��–223, on his synthesis of 
the Fatimid dawla and the Ismaili daʿwa. 
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imam and his word become antidotes for the souls, and a means for 
their healing as well as their relief from death, illnesses, doubts and 
discords. The like of fatal poison and harmful things that are to be 
found among medicines is like the opponents who forcefully usurp 
the position of the imams, peace be upon them. They are the harm-
ful fatal poisons destroying those who listen to them or accompany 
them or incline towards them if the imam does not reach them with 
the great antidote that rescues their souls from destruction. Likewise 
these opponents are similar to the useless and worthless stones. It 
is for this reason that God, the Exalted, said: ‘... pebble-covered hell 
where you will return’,37 and His words ‘... and guard yourself against 
the Fire that has been ignited for the people and the stones that have 
been prepared for the non-believers’.38

[25] We also say that among the animals the horse is the best and 
among the birds the eagle, while the lion takes the first place amongst 
beasts of prey. The differences in these [various] species of animals 
with regard to their disparity in strength, their usefulness and the 
extent of their ability to accept training and in attaining the summit 
within their own species, point to the fact there is a peak amongst the 
genus of animals while amongst the human species the summit is the 
imam, peace of God be upon him.

[26] We further say that some plants are sweet, delicious and 
appetizing, and people benefit from these. Some are bitter, having 
neither benefit nor delicacy. Some bear no fruit and have thorns that 
harm people. The sweet, pleasant ones are like the imams, and they 
are a symbol of their speech and knowledge that entice the soul and 
please the eyes. The bitter, putrid and thorny ones symbolize the lead-
ers of the literalists (ahl al-ẓāhir). For that reason God, the Exalted, 
said: ‘... The example of a good word is like a good tree whose roots 
are firmly established and whose branches reach the heavens giving 
its fruit perpetually (in every season) by the permission of its Lord. So 
God sets forth similitudes for mankind in order that they may reflect. 
And the similitude of a bad word is like that of a bad tree uprooted 
from the top of the earth, having no stability.’39

37. Qurʾan, 2�: 98.
38. Qurʾan, 2: 24.
39. Qurʾan, �4: 24–26.
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[27] We also say that some plants are sweet-smelling, their 
fragrance refreshes people and they heal them of all diseases and 
illnesses. The summit of [their] goodness and fragrance is a symbol 
of the imam and his words that refresh and relax people, while the pu-
trid, repellent, offensive ones are an indication of the imams of error 
whose speech harms the souls, [and] perhaps even destroys them. 

[28] We uphold that the gazelle that gives musk and the bees that 
provide honey, indeed their chief (yaʿsūb) is an indication for the 
imam. It is for that reason the Prophet, may God bless him, said to 
the Commander of the Faithful [ʿAlī]: ‘You are the chief (yaʿsūb) of 
the believers’.40 And God, the Exalted, said: ‘And Your Lord inspired 
the bee to choose its homes in the mountains and on the trees and 
on that which they thatch; then eat from all the fruits and follow the 
path of your Lord skilfully that He has made smooth for you. From 
within its bellies a drink of varying colours comes forth in which 
there is healing for mankind ...’ 4�

[29] In the same way, we maintain that humankind is the ultimate 
among animals and in the realms of nature. The advantage in all that 
preceded the creation of mankind, from the principles, derivatives 
and realms of nature, goes back to humankind. The merits of the 
world and that of the animals, plants and other things are contained 
in humankind; their benefit, glory, value, goodness are all apparent in 
mankind. If it were not for mankind, the merit of all things would not 
become apparent and neither would the order of the world. Nothing 
would be complete, nor would any benefit accrue from it, nor would 
anything be preserved from it or from the plants and animals. For it 
is the human being who utilizes water and irrigates the land bringing 
it under his rational control, tapping it from valleys, rivers and wells. 
It is also man who tills the land, cultivates it, makes habitations from 
it, and irrigates plants and fields with water, bringing the land under 
rational control.

In addition, it is the human being who utilized the wind and 
air, and it is man who discovered fire by means of flint and also 
the crossbreeding of animals that was non-existent. Man grafted 

40. al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 38. p. �44.
4�. Qurʾan, �6: 68–69.
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 different trees in order that he produces fruits from them that were 
not available [before] in the world. He extracted jewels from minerals 
and brought beneficial trees, seeds and fruits under his control and 
rule. He protected the welfare of animals and plants, as well as their 
produce, and took animals under his command and control. Man is 
the pinnacle of animals, plants, minerals and [other] realms of nature. 
Through him, the welfare of animals and whatever came before be-
came perfected and ordered. Likewise, the imam is the pinnacle and 
summit of all human beings, their quintessence and their perfection. 
It is through the imam that the affairs of mankind are ordered. As 
the benefit of all that preceded human beings goes back to mankind, 
similarly the benefit of all humanity and their quintessence goes 
back to the imams, peace be upon them. Human beings learn virtues 
and knowledge from them, and acquire minds and comprehension 
from them. It is through them that their welfare is guarded in their 
worldly and religious matters as well as in their life hereafter. They are 
guided by the imams towards the recognition of the Creator (maʿrifa 
al-Ṣāniʿ), learning the necessity of gratitude to the benefactor and 
the manner in which gratitude should be expressed. It is through the 
imams that mankind recognizes the messengers and how they ought 
to be obeyed.

[30] Just as the benefit of all animals and everything that pre-
ceded them goes back to mankind and man, therefore, became their 
leader, similarly the benefit of all human beings goes back to the 
imams, who became their leaders, their commanders and prohibiters. 
If it were not for the imams and the direction and guidance they give 
to humanity and the protection of their well-being in this life and in 
the life hereafter, as well as their encouragement to acquire virtues 
and avoid vices and animal habits, then there would be no difference 
between beasts and humans; rather animals would be better. If man 
did not accept training to acquire virtues for his soul and did not 
learn to stimulate his intellect from the imams, then he would be in 
a worse position than animals since animals are not as prone to evil 
as humans are and animals have numerous benefits. If man did not 
have intellect and religion he would totally be evil and corrupt. It is 
on this account that God, the Exalted and Glorious, said: ‘For the 
worst of beasts in the sight of God are the deaf and dumb—those who 
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understand not’.42 The Exalted also said: ‘they are like cattle nay, more 
misguided, for they are heedless of warning’.43 

If there were no humanity, there would be no wisdom in the 
creation of animals and plants as there would be no benefit in them. 
Similarly, if it were not for the imams, peace be upon them, there 
would be no wisdom in creating humanity and their superiority 
would not become manifest. For indeed, human beings have been 
created for religion and for the acquisition of virtues and knowledge. 
So learn knowledge and religion from the imams, peace be upon 
them, for through them, religion is established and perfected. If the 
excellence of man were not made manifest through religion, then 
the value of plants and animals would not become known either, and 
there would be no wisdom in the creation of humanity, plants and 
animals. Further, if there were no wisdom in their creation, then there 
would be no wisdom in the creation of all the worlds.

[3�] It is then true to say that all the worlds [the entirety of natural 
worlds] have been created for humanity, and that humanity has been 
created for the imams, peace be upon them, and to receive religion 
from them and become perfect through them, manifest their virtues, 
their organization and their foundation. So, if all the worlds and all 
creatures were created for the imams, peace be upon them, and all the 
benefits of the worlds belong to them, and the rest of the creation de-
pends on them and are like children to them, then what they bestow 
on the creation is by their favour, generosity and mercy. If they [do] 
hold back anything, they are not obliged to bestow anything, nor are 
they indebted for appreciation to them. Whoever takes anything from 
this world and what it contains, without permission and approval of 
the imam, [that is] then regarded ḥarām or forbidden for them, and 
is [considered] as usurpation. Thus, God said: ‘And that which God 
bestows on the Messenger from the people of the villages, it is for God 
and His Messenger.’44 ‘Bestowal’ (fayʾ) means the return, and it is for 
that reason the shadow is called fayʾ, because it returns to the same 
place from which it comes forth. The whole world comes from the 

42. Qurʾan, 8: 22.
43. Qurʾan, 7: �79.
44. Qurʾan, 59: 7.
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fortune and the property of the imams and whatever returns to their 
property is [in fact] a fayʾ, a return.

[32] We further say that since plants surpass the earth by a 
single spirit, that is, the spirit of growth (rūḥ al-namāʾ), the earth 
becomes subservient to plants that grow on it, drawing strength 
from it. Animals surpass plants by another additional spirit to the 
spirit of growth, [that is] the spirit of sensation (rūḥ al-ḥiss), and so 
they subdue the earth, stepping out on it and the plants, as they eat 
them. Since humans surpass animals with the spirit of articulated 
speech or reason (rūḥ al-nuṭq), they are in charge of the earth as 
they build, sow and plant on it, bringing it under their wisdom and 
control. They also eat the plants and fruits, using what they like and 
burning what they want. Man also subdues the animals, riding on 
those he needs, slaughtering [some], milking [others] and shearing 
their wool, employing them as he wants, and even forcefully, to the 
dislike of animals.

So when the imam undertakes the charge, he is endowed with 
additional spirits as well as powers and purity that no ordinary human 
being possesses. Thus, the pinnacle of purity in the human animal 
is combined in the imam along with the subtlety and refinement of 
nature. The peak of the sensuous animals, their choicest parts, the 
furthest felicity of the celestial spheres, the balance of nature and 
the subtlest influence of the entire celestial spheres and stars, are so 
combined that he [the imam] becomes the quintessence of the whole 
world. Then, the subtleties of the spirit of reason, pure thought and 
the entire intellectual spirit, unite in the imam and the total sanctified 
spirit (rūḥ al-quds). Man only possesses a portion from this spirit, 
no more than what he acquires from the imam and [no more than] 
on whom he chooses to bestow by his grace. Connected to this is 
the creative spirit (rūḥ al-ibdāʿ), which is the perfect seventh spirit 
prepared by God for humanity in the world of reward. It is the spirit 
of Oneness (rūḥ al-waḥda).

[33] These are some of the merits that are bestowed on him by 
God, the Exalted, in addition to what he acquires solely by way of 
purity, good character, generosity, giving, forbearance, courage and 
other qualities that cannot be enumerated by the likes of us, in addi-
tion to being free from all impurity, shame and defect. So, when God 
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gathered in the imams these faculties, merits and spirits in addition 
to what man is endowed with, He subjected all humanity to them [the 
imams] giving them control over all that preceded mankind, such as 
animals, plants, earth, minerals, and made all that subservient to the 
imams, just as humans dominate animals ruling over them because 
of an additional weak spirit, and just as animals control plants by 
having one additional weak spirit, and plants dominate the earth by 
still another additional weak spirit. Furthermore, the great number of 
spirits [existing] in the imams, peace be upon them, [determines] the 
extent of their control and dominion over humanity, entitling them to 
rule over them convincingly in line with the requirements of faculties 
and spirits. This is in view of what we mentioned earlier concerning 
human beings. In effect, it is not for humans to remove themselves 
from the imam’s domain and reign, just as it is not for animals to 
remove themselves from the control of man. Those animals who 
refuse to be under the control of man, like the beasts of prey with no 
benefit or merit, are judged by reason and law that it is acceptable to 
kill, destroy and annihilate them because they refuse to obey human 
beings and remain under the control of their supremacy.

In the same manner, those who distance themselves from the 
imam’s obedience turn out to be like beasts, wild beasts whose kill-
ing, destruction and annihilation becomes lawful. This is on account 
of their rejection of the imams’ rule according to the religious law, 
intellect, nature and politics.45

But whoever obeys the imams, peace be upon them, and sub-
mits to their rulings in the world will escape from the sword and 
punishment in this world, and live in peace, well-being and justice. 
It is obligatory upon the imam, peace be upon him, by the norm 
of kingship, nature, policy and law, to protect the well-being of 
mankind, just as man, when controlling animals, protects their well-
being, nourishment and cultivation. Whoever submits to the imams’ 
rule over their own spirits and physical bodies will be saturated with 
knowledge and wisdom invigorating them and allowing them to 

45. See Daftary, The Ismāʿīlīs, 2nd ed., pp. �78–�9�, where he describes other 
serious revolts including that of Abū Rakwa Walīd b. Hishām who claimed pedigree 
from the Umayyads of Spain. 
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compete among other people, so that they will live in the tranquillity 
of knowledge [and enjoy] its fragrance. They will come out of this 
abode of works to the abode of recompense, in an upright form, fully 
prepared to accept the recompense and eternal life.

Whoever submits to their rule physically but not spiritually will 
fall into the torture of ignorance, perplexity, doubt, disagreement and 
regret, and will return to the abode of recompense with a crooked 
form, unprepared to accept recompense and will remain in torture 
or punishment.

[34] We further say that human beings, at all times and in all 
moments look after the well-being of animals, protecting them from 
whatever harms them and leading them to what benefits them. Man 
protects their watering and grazing places as well as their time of 
reproduction and their bearing of offsprings, protecting them from 
any means of destruction and from places that would harm their 
eating and drinking. Many times the cattle covet that which harms 
them, but man prevents this, protecting their well-being, even if it be 
against the will of the animals.

Likewise the imam, peace be upon him, protects the outcome of 
human affairs, their well-being, all their conditions, means, transac-
tions and their hidden interests out of compassion for them. If it were 
not for the imam, man would have no orderliness in his worldly af-
fairs nor would he have [any] safety or escape from harm from those 
stronger than him, nor would he have security from disputes or from 
punishment in the hereafter. Further, man tolerates pain from animals, 
having patience with their bad behaviour in expectation of their im-
provement, and because judgement of wisdom requires that he who 
has knowledge is not allowed to destroy, harm or annihilate any living 
creature without good reason, but rather, he is obliged to save them 
from destruction. Similarly, wisdom dictates that property must be 
protected and prevented against destruction, and must not be excluded 
from human use. Likewise the imam, peace be upon him, tolerates the 
bad conduct of people and bears pain and hardship from them since 
rules of sovereignty and wisdom of judgement deem it necessary to 
guide the ignorant and protect their welfare, preventing them from 
perdition and annihilation in the hope that they will eventually revert 
to good conduct and achieve salvation. The imam does not look at their 
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bad manners owing to their ignorance, nor at their lack of obedience, 
rather does he look at them with an eye of mercy.

[35] We also say that man tolerates pain and hardship from his 
young children and prays for them in the hope that they will realize 
their human potential and be rightly guided. In the same manner the 
imam, peace be upon him, tolerates pain and hardship from humans 
out of mercy and compassion, like the compassion of parents for their 
children. He spends on them in worldly and religious matters, hoping 
that they would be rightly guided and saved.

[36] We say further that the teacher tolerates hardship on account 
of young boys and coerces them to learn the sciences and proper 
behaviour, while the child hates that, disliking the teacher and choos-
ing play and laziness. The teacher cares about the child and tolerates 
that from him, knowing that if the child were to know what benefit 
he will achieve he would not hate the teacher. He also knows that 
when the boy reaches the age of maturity, he will realize the benefit 
of that and gain pleasure, regretting his [former] shortcomings and 
disobedience to the teacher. Likewise the imam, peace be upon him, 
pushes mankind to their own worldly and religious good while they 
dislike that, objecting to the way in which he deals with them. Even-
tually, when the benefit in that dawns upon them, they regret their 
disobedience.

[37] We also say that since man is created out of various oppos-
ing natures, he is not free of natural sickness, illness and diseases. 
The influence of time, place, celestial spheres and stars, the effects of 
nourishment and other opposing elements in nature, over-indulgence, 
lack of eating, exhaustion, sexual intercourse and other reasons, [all] 
influence illness and diseases. Yet people were ignorant of medicine. 
If they had remained uninformed and ignorant despite the multitude 
of these illnesses, most people would have died and perished, causing 
destruction of the world. But God, the Exalted, created cures in the 
face of each illness and inspired prophets and imams, peace be upon 
them, so that they realized the advantage of medicines, recognizing 
the poisons and illnesses. They taught mankind, opening up for them 
the method of medicine so that they began to build upon that founda-
tion and improved it through experience and practice, just as they 
made progress in all trades, crafts and sciences such as engineering, 
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agriculture, navigation and others until there arose among mankind 
physicians to treat people, collecting medicines from far and distant 
lands. They struggled in that area, some for its profit and some for 
the welfare of mankind, treating people at times with good, sweet 
things and at others with hot and bitter things. Perhaps the patient 
hates the bitter and foul smelling thing that cures him, yet the physi-
cian makes him drink it, willingly or unwillingly, assuring him of the 
goodness of its result, warning and frightening him of death if he did 
not do so, or cajoling him to bear the hardship. At times, he prevents 
the patient from eating and drinking while the patient longs for it. 
But the doctor orders him to refrain from eating that which he likes 
and which was agreeable for him when he was healthy. He may make 
him drink what is hard on him and affects his weakness, while he is 
in danger of death. If he fails to cure him with medication, he orders 
for him splitting, slitting the wound, cauterization or amputation of 
some limbs in the hope of saving others.

One who is intelligent will bear with that, as he becomes 
convinced [of the result] and knows that the doctor is more knowl-
edgeable than him with regard to his well-being, and that he is a 
trustworthy guarantor who only wants his welfare and recovery. But 
if he is not intelligent, he will hate the doctor, detesting him while 
the doctor shows human understanding when he sees a man of cold 
constitution with an illness. If he does not treat him he would be 
dead, and so owing to his kindness and compassion he straps the 
patient, forcing him to drink [the medicine]. Perhaps the patient 
abuses him, getting agitated and intending to beat him up, but the 
doctor tolerates him out of compassion realizing that if he knew and 
was intelligent enough he would not resist his cure. The doctor does 
not get distracted by requiting his bad behaviour but rather is kind 
to him and treats him until he recovers his health.

[38] In the same manner, when religious diseases increase due 
to disputes among people and because of their arbitrary desires, 
inclinations towards leisure, comfort and disclosures, innovation, 
aspirations, different doctrines, conflicting statements, diverse 
opinions, the lower self [inciting men to evil], while the night is 
dark and the path is obscure, and people are ignorant of the medi-
cine of the souls and its cure and the protection of its health and 
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of harmful conditions and things from which they need to protect 
themselves, ignorant of the ways and the religious paths, [then] 
humanity needs a guide and a physician to treat their illnesses and 
show them their right actions, saving their spirits with gentleness, 
compassion, advice, affection, toleration and cajoling [people] many 
times more than the toleration and compassion of the medical doc-
tors. There must be no greed in their treatment, or drawing of any 
benefit, averting any harm. These guides must be most reliable and 
trustworthy for the souls and religions, more than the reliability of 
general physicians of the body, being more expert, experienced and 
knowledgeable. 

[39] For indeed, the risk and danger in the treatment of the soul 
are more than those of treating the body, for mistakes in it can be 
more severe. The requirement of this is intellectually inevitable just 
as the requirement of a medical doctor is compulsory and inevitable. 
This knowledgeable, compassionate doctor for the souls is the imam, 
peace be upon him, in all ages and times. If it were not for the mercy, 
compassion and kindness of the imams, peace be upon them, towards 
the creation, they would perish in their worldly and religious affairs, 
[both] in this life and the life hereafter. They, peace be upon them, 
treat the created beings with subtle kindness, tolerance and gentle-
ness. They do not look at their deficiency in obedience nor at their 
bad manners nor at their evil actions, but they look at them with an 
eye of mercy, endeavouring to protect their health and cure their ill-
nesses at times by means of a balanced and delicate diet, in order to 
protect their [spiritual] health through subtle sciences that strengthen 
the soul and at other times by discontinuing the nourishment so that 
it is neither nauseous nor heavy. At other times, they force them to 
drink a bitter, foul smelling medicine so as to remove the bad germs 
(al-kaymūsāt). Still at other times, they order them to go on a diet 
until they become extremely weak, cheering them and warning them, 
just as the Commander of the Faithful [al-Ḥākim] is doing with these 
people, while they in all circumstances desire corruption, and even 
though he does not see any good in them, he is still patient with the 
pain they have caused. We pray that he allows us to be among those 
who benefit from the treatment of the imam of the time, peace be 
upon him, and not allow us to be among those who require burning 
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or amputation of limbs by his turning away from us. If it were not 
for the mercy of the imams, there would not remain a single person 
on the face of the earth just as God has said: ‘If God took humanity 
to task for what they deserve, He would not leave a [single] living 
creature on the surface of the earth ...’46

[40] We also say that wise men and men of insight, in building 
the world, consider it to be [similar to] actions of God in His crea-
tion of the world, its environment and in preserving human welfare. 
When they see a good fertile land, they know that it will accept the 
planting of seeds and the growth of plants. [When they ] see water in 
distant deep valleys or underground, they struggle to bring it forth 
from those valleys and from under the ground by digging canals and 
wells, reverting water to those lands. They do not see any wisdom in 
leaving these good fertile lands unused and wasted or leaving [aside] 
the water unutilized, out of compassion for the creatures, as well as 
for safeguarding their welfare and the environment of the world.

Likewise when the imams, peace be upon them, see people ready 
to accept the seed of wisdom and knowledge, although being very far 
from being able to receive it, the imams put great effort in digging 
canals through preparatory religious exercises on many an occasion. 
People would be perhaps unaware of the reason for that religious 
exercise until they realize its wisdom and become prepared and able 
to accept it. Perhaps, when the imams are unable to make them reach 
that level by exercise, they place the wisdom in many dense symbols, 
either in words or actions so that people can accept these symbols 
and gradually arrive at their meaning, and [the imams] elevate them 
to that level of understanding.

[4�] In this manner, it is requisite to believe in the supreme 
leadership or the imamate of the imam of the time, and know that he 
is the head of the world and the vicegerent of God over His creation, 
and not to object to any of imams’ commands, prohibitions, actions 
and teachings, and to know, in general, that all of that is wisdom and 
welfare for the creation. The correct aspect of that may be problematic 
for the believer at times. In the end, its benefits will become clear to 
him, just as many of the things that were not known before become 

46. Qurʾan, 35: 45.
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apparent and clear, and just as in much of the sharīʿa, the faithful 
do not know the purpose of the Legislator and the wisdom in it and 
disapprove of that. Those whom God provides with the recognition 
of its meaning know the wisdom in it, just as many of those who see 
things in the world whose wisdom they do not understand, think 
that there is no benefit in it or in its creation, realize later that there 
is wisdom in it, which they are unable to deny.

There are numerous things whose creation they [people] see as 
harmful and destructive, having no wisdom in it or any benefit, but 
when they realize its wisdom they become calm and content from their 
protest. Whoever recognizes the Wise One (al-Ḥakīm) and acknowl-
edges that He is wise, it is inevitable that he knows and acknowledges 
that everything the Wise One does is [full of] wisdom and that He 
would not do anything that has no wisdom and that He would not com-
mand or prohibit or say anything except out of wisdom. Futile action 
is not permissible for the Wise One; if it were permissible for the Wise 
One to do, say, command or forbid anything that has no wisdom, then 
that would be a vain act which is not permissible for the Wise One. 
Whoever does anything whose doing or not doing is the same will be 
foolish and depart from the domain of wisdom.

[42] Further, if it is not permissible for the Wise One to perform 
an action whose existence or non-existence would be the same, how 
is it then possible for the imam to perform an action while wisdom is 
in another or in its opposite or that the welfare is in something other 
than it, while he, the imam, is absolutely wise and whose bestowal 
of wisdom on any one of his servants makes them wise? Whoever 
performs an action without wisdom and goodness, his action is cor-
rupt and futile, and may God save us from those who believe that of 
the imam of the time. [This would then mean that] the individual 
has distanced himself from wisdom and if he departs from wisdom, 
he has [then] departed from the domain of his imamate, and that is 
departure from the faith, may God protect us and all believers from 
any [such] doubt, idea or belief as this. May He bestow upon us 
contentment and unquestioning submission (taslīm).

[43] We also say that the freely-grazing livestock who have their 
own benefits and excellence must inevitably have a shepherd to tend 
them, look after and protect them, and choose their feeding and 
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drinking places, safeguarding them from thieves and beasts. If it were 
not for the fact that there was someone to undertake that, they would 
perish, being unable to manage their affairs for themselves, nor be 
able to defend themselves against beasts of prey, nor manage their 
affairs for their own good and well-being.

So, likewise, people are like sheep; if there is no shepherd to 
protect them, they would perish. The imam is their shepherd safe-
guarding their worldly and religious affairs and preventing them from 
worldly and religious enemies. If they were to relinquish that [role], 
not even two [people] would remain, nor would a single individual 
escape from punishment. It is in this manner that people in the coun-
tries are called subjects (raʿīya), because they are under the custody 
of their shepherd, while the shepherd in reality is the imam, the other 
claimants being wolves devouring the cattle.

[44] We maintain that the example of the world is that of the 
[human] body. If the body were to have no head, it would be a de-
cayed cadaver of no use. Similarly, if there were no head, leader or 
master (sāʾīs) in the world, guiding the worldly and religious affairs, 
people would become beasts devouring each other. The world would 
not exist even for a single day and there would be no wisdom in the 
creation of the world. The imam is [indeed] the head of world, its 
leader and master.

[45] Further, we say that there are disparities (tafāwut) and differ-
ences in degrees of excellence (tafāḍul) in the organs of the body; the 
foremost and the best among them is the head. It is in the head that 
the face [is situated and] by which each human being is recognized and 
distinguished from others. Among the internal organs, the best one 
is the brain, which is their chief, being the source of the intellect. So, 
likewise, the imam has a position in the world similar to the head and 
in relation to the organs, similar to the brain. Around him revolve all 
affairs of the creation just as all actions pertaining to the body revolve 
around the brain. Amongst the faculties in man and the spirits, the best 
is the intellect, and the imam is the Universal Intellect (ʿaql al-kullī) in 
the world from and in whom all people of the world become united.

[46] As we mentioned earlier, leadership in nature is present in 
everything. It is present in animals and in birds, such as the stallion 
protecting and disciplining the females. Thus the rooster protects 
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its fowl, disciplining it. Every genus protects its young and children 
according to its capacity and defends its female, the weak among the 
genus as well as the female and the young ones according to their 
need for benefit and learning from those above. The crane obeys its 
leader and the bee obeys its chief.

[47] Indeed God, the Exalted, created the world and made the 
creatures as we mentioned earlier to a certain extent, according to 
this classification, disparity and difference in degrees of excellence, 
having more or less strength, nobility or inferiority, so that they would 
know that in each species and genus there is a peak, summit and 
chief in nobility and merit. Likewise, it is necessary that the whole of 
mankind also have a peak and summit in nobility and merit that will 
be their leader and guide in the world. It has thus been shown that 
headship and leadership is necessary in nature and creation as well 
as within natural disposition and intuition, and that those who deny 
the revelation and religion are not able to deny the leadership, head-
ship and authority of the world, either rationally or in witnessing it 
with [their own eyes] as it is obligatory and necessary. It is, therefore, 
mandatory that that leader should be the best among them all, the 
most noble, the most perfect, the most knowledgeable and the most 
pure according to the arguments that we have mentioned [earlier] 
from creation and nature, and that the foremost is the imam in eve-
rything as well as the chief and the head. The name ‘supreme leader’ 
(al-imām) cannot be placed on the one who is led (al-maʾmūm) nor 
the name ‘the excellent’ (al-fāḍil) on the ‘one preferred’ (al-mafḍūl), 
nor the name ‘one who supersedes’ (al-sābiq) on ‘one who is preceded’ 
(al-masbūq). Moreover, people from all communities and religions, as 
well as philosophers, atheists and those who deny God all attributes, 
affirm that the leader of the world ought to be one who is the best 
among them, the most perfect in merit, and the most knowledgeable 
of all the people. There is no leader in the world of this description 
except for the imams, peace be upon them.

[48] We also say that the philosophers divided politics or au-
thority (siyāsa) into three categories: the authority of the individual 
(siyāsat al-khāṣṣa), the authority of the family (siyāsat al-ḥāmma) and 
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the authority of the general (siyāsat al-ʿāmma).47 The authority of the 
special is the governance of the individual himself and the authority 
of the family is the governance by a man of his family and dependents, 
while the authority of the general is governance of managing cities 
and provinces. The governance of the individual himself must be 
such that he stops his self from all vices, bad traits, bestial habits and 
blameworthy lusts, and that he governs his own self with the govern-
ance of a resolute person, his own self against his own self. Thus he 
punishes his soul when it errs through reproach and repentance, 
and rewards it when it does well by praise, happiness and by being 
consistent in doing that. The governance of one’s own family is that 
the individual manages his own household and his dependents by 
protecting their welfare, encouraging them to acquire virtues and 
pleasing character, punishing those who err by reprimanding and 
[through] other such ways, and rewarding those who do good by 
praise and such other ways.

[49] The governance of generality is by man governing cities, 
protecting the welfare of their livelihood and preventing them from 
reprehensible morals and bad deeds. He protects all their positions 
and punishes those who err by reprimanding, while rewarding those 
who do well by praising, protecting and governing the affairs of their 
religion and the hereafter. This is what they call politics or authority, 
which is found neither in the world nor among those who [falsely] 
claim the imamate, nor among the rulers, and nor among their schol-
ars. This attribute is not to be found anywhere except in the imams 
from the family of Muḥammad, may God bless them, and there is no 
one in the world who is able to undertake this responsibility except 
them.

The philosophers agree that he who does not undertake the 
governance of his own self should not have the governance of man-
aging his family. He who does not have a good management of his 
own family does not deserve the name governance of the generality, 
in any way. [But] the literalists (ahl al-ẓāhir) and their rulers and 

47. These qualities are also mentioned by the author in his other work, 
al-Risāla al-mūjaza, which he composed for the etiquette of dāʿīs working for the 
Fatimid imams. See also Klemm’s book on al-Muʾayyad fi’l-Dīn al-Shīrāzī entitled 
Memoirs of a Mission. 
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scholars do not have this qualification. Those who sat in place of 
the imams and called themselves by their names can not govern 
themselves, or their families, or the people; they are those whom we 
see today engaged in amusement, moral depravity and corruption. 
The qualification with which the philosophers describe the political 
leader is not held by any of their rulers. It is perhaps clear that the 
author of this classification aimed at encouraging obedience to the 
imam, for he described the imam by the attribute of the ruler so that 
they would look for a ruler with this qualification and description.48 
Whoever does not have this description would not be accepted until 
they find the true imam.

[50] We also say that since people are ignorant at the time of 
their birth, having no knowledge, and as knowledge does not come 
to them from nature, nor does speech, [therefore] they need teach-
ing. The proof that knowledge does not come forth from nature 
is that if knowledge did come from nature, then people would 
naturally be scholars and be able to speak naturally, just like the 
braying of donkeys and the barking of dogs, for it is obvious that 
they need no teaching for that. There is also no difference between 
the braying of donkeys and the barking of dogs in [different parts 
of the world such as] Hind, Sind, Rūm [Anatolia] and in the land 
of the Arabs.

Further, if speech and knowledge came naturally, then, as 
mentioned earlier, it would certainly mean that people would need 
no teaching for that. People would be equal in that respect with no 
difference between one another, [just] as mentioned earlier regarding 
the braying of donkeys being no different in different places. People, 
[therefore], do need teaching, one learning from the other until 
they reach the one who has had no teaching from anyone but who 
received it through inspiration, not through teaching. This deficiency 
in people and their need for teaching necessitates a teacher, which in 
turn necessitates an ultimate end for the teachers, that is, the prophet 
and the imam, peace be upon them. That is among the most cogent 

48. It is fairly certain that al-Naysābūrī was referring to an excerpt in al-
Fārābī’s Taḥṣīl al-saʿāda, ed. Jaʿfar Āl Yāsin, pp. 92–93; see Muhsin Mahdi’s English 
translation, Alfarabi’s Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, pp. 46–47, where there is a 
description of the imam, philosopher and legislator as a single entity. 
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or convincing proofs for the confirmation of the imamate and the 
messengership.49

[5�] We also say that God, the Exalted, created human beings 
deficient and ignorant in order to make them accept knowledge and 
wisdom. If He had left them on their own there would be no obliga-
tion upon them and there would be no work, reward or punishment 
and there would have been no wisdom in creating them. Thus, 
when God inspired prophets and imams giving them wisdom and 
knowledge, they [in turn] informed mankind, explaining to them 
their guidance and their path to the Truth, imposing obligations, 
commands and prohibitions upon them.

Further, if it were not for the imams, humanity would not be 
responsible and there would be no guarantor or proof over them. 
Therefore, the imams are God’s proofs unto His creation at all times 
from the very beginning of their responsibility as well as when they 
fall into disagreement. If mankind fell into sectarian disagreement, 
arguing with one another by adducing a verse of the Qurʾan, a tradi-
tion or analogical reasoning, then there would be no proof established 
for any of them against the other. If there were no imam in the world 
to save them from disagreement, confusion or perplexity and guiding 
them to the Truth, there would be no proof from God against the 
creatures, but indeed the proof would be from the creatures against 
God. For they would say: ‘We have not found anyone to guide us to 
the truth from falsehood.’ Therefore, through the imam the proof of 
God is established unto the people, just as God, the Exalted, said: ‘Say, 
to God belongs the most apparent proof.’50

[52] We also say concerning the rules and regulations that are 
attributed to the sages, that the sages in reality are the imams, peace 
be upon them. From them people acquired the principles of all dis-
ciplines of knowledge and wisdom such as arithmetic and geometry. 
There is a purpose for each one of them and an end which points 
to the imam. The end among the geometric shapes such as squares, 
triangles, arcs and all other shapes is the circle. The circle is the best 

49. This argument of the author illustrates the need for the imam as a 
supreme teacher against those who asserted in that milieu that reason alone was 
sufficient as a basis for true knowledge. 

50. Qurʾan, 6: �49.
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and most perfect of them all. It is the foundation of all shapes from 
which it is possible to form the square, the triangle and the arc.

When the circle is divided, a square emerges and arcs remain 
on the edges. If we take the horizontal and the vertical lines, there 
will be four triangles; all other shapes are derived from the circle 
and all shapes are contained within it. The position of shapes is 
similar to the world and the creation. Among the shapes, the circle 
is made a proof and evidence for the imam, who is the circle of the 
religion (dāʾirat al-dīn), and all the ḥudūd (ranks of the hierarchy) 
are contained within his command and prohibition while they all 
benefit from him. The circle is in no need of any shape, while all 
other shapes need it, just as the imam is in no need of other ranks 
in the hierarchy in his age and time, whereas [all] the ranks need 
him; he encompasses them all.

[53] We also say that the origin and cause of numbers is the 
number one. It is the most perfect of numbers, being independent of 
the number two and what is above, up to a thousand. The thousand 
and what is below need the number one.5� The imam is the one who is 
unique in his age and time; all ranks of the hierarchy need him while 
he is independent of everyone. If some people think of the number 
one as an indication of the Creator of the creatures, then this assump-
tion is wrong because the number one is the cause of mathematics 
and the foundation of numbers, while the number two is one plus one 
and similarly the three. But the one is indeed the imam in his rank 
and position, being unique. No one else among the creatures in his 
age and time share his position.

[54] We also say that the dot, which the mathematicians mention 
has no parts to it [and] is the origin of the line, its surface and the 
body, is an indication for the imam whose rank or status no one can 
attain and who cannot be truly recognized. No one can describe his 
attributes properly; rather they attest their own weakness.

[55] Further, we say that among all the days Saturday is the most 

5�. See Abū Yaʿqūb Isḥāq al-Sijistānī, Kitāb al-yanābīʿ, tr. Paul E. Walker 
in his The Wellsprings of Wisdom: A Study of al-Sijistānī’s Kitāb al-yanābīʿ (Salt 
Lake City, UT, �994), p. 55, where he designates the number one as the Intellect, 
using the same argument, that every number is only a single number, even though 
multiplicity exists within it. 
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important and amongst all the months, Ramaḍān is the best. Within 
the hours, there is one hour in which the supplication (duʿāʾ) is an-
swered. Every genus and species in the world, be it created or posited 
certainly has a peak and a summit in nobility and merit, which none 
can attain. That points to the imam as we mentioned earlier. If we 
were to mention everything that should be entered in this chapter, 
this treatise would go beyond its limit. What we have mentioned 
should suffice for those who contemplate, and it will be possible for 
him to make analogical deductions from the principles and branches 
we have mentioned. However, we shall mention, by adducing evi-
dence [aspects] from the obligatory religious duties (farāʾiḍ) and their 
structure, some points in brevity (nukatan ʿalā al-ikhtiṣār).

[56] We also say that in the ritual prayer and its arrangement, its 
prescribed standing and direction of the qibla, and in the standing 
of the imam [prayer leader] in front of [all] the rows, are a powerful 
indication for affirming the imamate. That is because the Prophet 
may God bless him, first ordered [the Muslims] to face the qibla. 
The qibla is derived from qabāla, which means ‘face to face’ and 
whoever faces it, points his face directly to it, and that is the imam. 
It is said that to be before (amāma) something means [being] in 
front of it and, [therefore], preceding it.52 That is the opposite of 
back, behind and after. The word imām derives from one meaning 
and the imam of the prayer is thus called an imam for this reason 
because he precedes the worshippers. The indication to the qibla is 
an indication for the imam, and [the Prophet] commanded people 
to follow and obey him in all [forms] of worship and to accept his 
direction. When a man faces what is in front of him during prayers, 
he is facing the qibla with respect to the imam in all his worship 
and obedience to him. Then, if an individual’s prayer is with his 
imam—as the Prophet mentioned that the congregational prayer is 

52. The word imām is derived from the root amma–yaʾummu, to lead the 
way or to be led by one’s example. It is the same root from which the words umm 
(mother) and umma (community) are derived in Arabic. See Muḥammad b. al-
Mukarram Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab (Beirut, �955–�957); al-Zābidī, Tāj al-ʿarūs 
(Cairo, �306–�307/�888–�889); E.W. Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon (Cambridge, 
�984); and A.R. Lalani, ‘Imām-imāma’, in The Qurʾān: An Encyclopaedia, ed. Oliver 
Leaman (London and New York, 2006), pp. 289–294. 
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equal to twenty-seven prayers said by an individual on his own—its 
merit is because it is with the imam while he is facing him, follow-
ing him and being led by him in intention and action. That is an 
indication that the entire [aspect of] obedience is being led by the 
supreme imam (al-imam al-aʿẓam)—guided, followed and led by 
him so that ‘obedience’ has excellence. Then the Prophet, may God 
bless him, ordered them to align in rows, so that there was no dif-
ference [between anyone] in their arising; this is an indication that 
it is not permissible for the hearts of those who are led and guided 
by the imam to be different, and nor should this be the case in their 
actions or their speech.

[57] The Prophet, may God bless him, ordered them to follow 
the imam of the prayers, even if the recitation, arising or prostra-
tion became prolonged and not to go against him in gestures or in 
intention. This was the case even when the worshipper agrees [only] 
with the imam’s action and not his intention, his prayer would [still] 
not be accepted. If one who is led is negligent, the imam removes 
his negligence. It is evident from all this that if the obedience of the 
partial (juzʾī) imam, who is not an absolute imam, is made obliga-
tory, [and] the reward of that worship is increased, then how about 
the obedience of the supreme (aʿẓam) imam who is an imam in all 
revealed law (sharīʿa) and esoteric interpretation (taʾwīl)? Further, if 
it is not permissible to oppose the imam in any of the prayer actions, 
then how can it be permissible to oppose the supreme imam in his 
commands and prohibitions in the life of a believer? He [the believer] 
remains ever [under the patronage] of the daʿwa in the prayer as long 
as he is included in the allegiance (walāya) of the imam. If he opposes 
him in an action, intention or in decision, he will indeed have anulled 
his prayers and departed from the norm of the worshipper, just as 
when the worshipper resolves to oppose the imam, his prayer, bow-
ing, prostration, standing and sitting are worthless, and his action is 
futile and he must restart the prayer. Then how about the obedience 
to the supreme imam, which God has made absolutely obligatory? 
The Prophet has said: ‘The imam is the one responsible [for those 
who follow him]’,53 and it certainly does not mean the imam of the 

53. This has been cited in Lane’s Lexicon under dh-m-n in a fuller version 
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prayer, for he requires someone who can vouch for him. Indeed, the 
indication is to the supreme imam, peace be upon him, who guar-
antees the purification of those led by him from doubt, suspicion, 
confusion, forgetfulness, and guarantees his salvation as long as he is 
guided by him, following him. The Prophet indicated the position of 
the imam preceding everyone and commanded them not to compete 
with the imam in the recitation of the Qurʾan, and he said: ‘When he 
prostrates you should prostrate, when he bows you bow and when 
he recites you listen, and when he says the salutations (taslīm) then 
you should say it too.’

[58] All these are indications for the obedience to the imams, 
peace be upon them, and for their glorification in all matters, and the 
permanence of their position in their time, the necessity of obeying 
them, and the submission (taslīm) of the command (al-amr) when he 
concludes [his affair] to whomsoever he submits it. Even if there were 
no proof for the imam and for his obedience in the sharīʿa except for 
in the prayer, that would be sufficient. Thus, the Prophet explained 
that the imam absolves worshippers from their negligence in prayer, 
which means that the imam relieves their slips, and seeks forgive-
ness for them. As God, the Exalted, said: ‘If only when they wronged 
themselves, they had come to you seeking forgiveness of God and 
the Prophet, they would have surely found God Most Forgiving and 
Merciful.’54

If the imam were to remove forgiveness and acceptance of re-
pentance from this umma (community), they would surely perish 
for they are most in need of forgiveness. Rather, all that remains in 
effect, in every age and time, for those who come to the imam, is for 
the imam to seek forgiveness for them, and God will forgive them 
just as he did for those people.

[59] We also say that the Friday prayer is not acceptable without 
the sermon (khuṭba) [delivered] on the pulpits (manābir). People pray 

although there the reference is to the leader of prayer, which our author seems to 
refute.

54. Qurʾan, 4: 64. The Shiʿa relate this verse to the concept of shafāʿa in 
the doctrine of imāma. See A.J. Wensinck [D. Gimaret] ‘Shafāʿa’, in EI2, vol. 9, 
pp. �77–�79 and Meir M. Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis in Early Imami Shiism 
(Leiden, �999), pp. �80–�89.
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behind the imam so that they realize that obedience to the imam is not 
lifted from any created being anywhere. Furthermore the pilgrimage in 
its entirety is a proof for the affirmation of the imamate. The pilgrim-
age is an intention, and the intention must be for a known matter so 
that when the intention is mentioned with full knowledge (maʿrifa) 
it becomes a known intention that needs no explanation. That is an 
indication for the intention towards the imam.

The Kaʿba, in some esoteric interpretations, is a proof for the 
imam. Its being placed in a desert with no civilization around it so 
that it can only be reached with great difficulty, and its location in 
a place that has no planting or trees deprived of worldly benefit are 
such so that the worshippers should know that what is symbolized by 
it (mamthūl) also can be attained only by great effort and difficulty as 
well as injury from enemies. They should also know that aiming for 
the imam and seeking him must not be for worldly purpose, greed, 
pleasure or worldly dignity but visiting the imam must only be out 
of pure faith. If he faces hardship, tiredness, attacks from enemies, 
fatigue or other such things, then his heart must not constrict but 
he must patiently endure. Then he will see and recognize as such in 
its symbol (mathal), which is the pilgrimage. Then its circumam-
bulation, touching or accepting it (istilām), the indication of it, the 
running to it, the throwing of stones, the wearing of white garments 
(iḥrām) and giving up of perfume and sex, all that is an indication 
for the affirmation of the imamate and obedience to him in all differ-
ent conditions, seeking guidance and protection of their souls while 
discarding reprehensible doctrines and corrupt beliefs.

[60] We also say that the most emphatic proof for the necessity 
of the imamate is in the obligation of alms (zakāt), in its religious 
duties, its safekeeping and in its distribution. That is because God, the 
Exalted, commanded the Prophet to take almsgiving (ṣadaqa) from 
them when He said: ‘Take alms (ṣadaqa) from their wealth, purify 
them and cleanse them through it and pray for them. Your prayers 
will indeed bring them tranquillity.’55

55. Qurʾan, 9: �03. Both zakāt and ṣadaqa are used for alms, although it is 
zakāt that is paired with ṣalāt (prayer) in the Qurʾan. Zakāt is obligatory alms, 
while ṣadaqa is broader and usually refers to voluntary almsgiving. They are often 
used synonymously. 
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Then the Prophet explained the obligations of zakāt, its amount 
and how it should be collected. He himself collected it until they knew 
how it should be given and how it should be collected. He who sat in 
place of the imams also collected the zakāt, claiming that collecting 
alms belonged to him and arguing against the umma with this verse 
and through the actions of God’s Messenger, may God bless him. He 
waged war against the Banū Ḥanīfa for that reason and killed them.56 
Those who sat in place of the imams after him also collected the alms 
until this matter reached their leaders who took offence [to this], kept 
the alms money for themselves and prevented it being collected on 
behalf of the imam.

Is it any wonder then to see the condition of this community? 
They affirm that the verse [in question] is abrogating (nāsikh) in 
judgement and recitation, yet it is not abrogated (mansūkh) and that 
the Prophetic sunna continues to require collection of alms. How 
did they make allowance for changing the rule in the verse and of 
God’s command and changing the sunna [of the Prophet] and the 
sunna of those whose imamate they claim? The only intention for 
changing that was their denial of the imams’ status and the existence 
of imamate in the Prophet’s family (ahl al-bayt), may God bless him 
and his family. God, the Exalted, had explained in regard to alms 
(zakāt) and the manner of collecting it, the position of the imamate 
and the imams by forbidding ṣadaqa to the Prophet so that they 
would not accuse him of taking them. Likewise, He forbade them to 
the Prophet’s family so that they would know that the imam among 
them is the one who takes the position of the Prophet, may God bless 
him and his family, in collecting the alms, and that they [the imams] 
are trustworthy in this regard.57

[6�] If people had been entrusted to discharge the duty of 
almsgiving and its distribution themselves, God would have com-
manded them to do so, just as He commanded them with regard 
to prayer, fasting and other obligatory duties. But He did not order 
them to distribute the ṣadaqa, [instead He] commanded the Prophet, 

56. The author is referring to Abū Bakr and the ridda wars undertaken 
during his time. Banū Ḥanīfa was the tribe of Khawla, another wife of ʿAlī and 
mother of Muḥammad al-Ḥanafiyya.

57. See note below in paragraph [63]. 



70 degrees of excellence 

may God bless him, to do so. If it were permissible for the people to 
do it themselves, then that would have been permissible during the 
Prophet’s time when they were far more steadfast in religion, in their 
certainty of faith, as well as in having more integrity. How is it [then] 
that later on they have become trustees of almsgiving? Why is it also 
permissible for them that the prayer, which is more preferable than 
almsgiving, is to be behind their imams and such other duties, but 
[that] it is not acceptable to give their imams alms? Further, why is it 
that they are trustworthy with regard to shedding of blood and sexual 
offences and with respect to all other aspects of property and yet not 
reliable and trustworthy with regard to alms?

If people were truthful regarding what they say about their imams 
being untrustworthy with regard to alms, then they are not actually 
imams but embezzlers. If they are embezzlers, it is not permissible 
to pray behind them or [for them to conduct] any other duties such 
as jihād and pilgrimage or give rulings in respect to sexual offences, 
shedding of blood and property. If these people are lying in what they 
say and claim, then their scholars who put forward religious opinions 
(fatwā) in that regard are liars too, since they are those who bear wit-
ness to their leadership, and the testimony of liars is not acceptable.

God, the Exalted, also commanded the Prophet, may God bless 
him and his family, to purify the believers and pray for them when 
He said: ‘... purify them and pray for them; your prayers will indeed 
bring them tranquillity’.58 Thus, He made purification for them and 
prayer upon them a means of [their] tranquillity, and the prayer was 
[compensation] for the alms He took from them.

If He had given compensation for almsgiving to the people 
present in the time of the Prophet, may God bless him, and had not 
given it to those who came after them, even though they are more in 
need of it than those present in the time of the Prophet, may God bless 
him, then that would [indeed] be injustice against those who came 
after that age. God is above injustice [with regard] to His worshippers 
and He, may His name be exalted, does not command an obligation 
and provide a compensation (ʿiwaḍan) for it in this world or the here-
after, except that He made the compensation in general. Rather, [the 

58. Qurʾan, 9: �03.
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aspect of] purification, prayer, and tranquillity perpetually remain 
with whosoever comes to the imam and gives alms (zakāt) from his 
property, be it in public or in private. The imam then purifies him 
and prays for him. If the imam were [in fact] necessary only for this, 
[then] that would be sufficient. His distribution of alms to those enti-
tled to it is because he knows those to whom it ought to be given and 
those for whom it is not permissible to be given and he [also] knows 
when there is no one in a category of people entitled to alms for the 
portion that ought to be given. The imam [therefore] is the one who 
protects the treasury of the Muslims, distributing it according to the 
needs of religion and time.

[62] We also say that jihād is one of the principles of religion 
and that it is only permissible to wage war under the banner of an 
imam. No command for waging war can be established except from 
the imam, the reason being that the imam first needs to protect the 
treasury (bayt al-māl) of the Muslims which is under his guarantee, 
and protect the border towns as well as the Muslim army, and rescue 
the Muslim prisoners of war from the hands of the infidels by giving 
ransom. Moreover, it is only permissible to send out an army under a 
commander appointed by the imam or by someone appointed by the 
imam. The imam is more knowledgeable of the times of peace and 
agreement or treaties, and it is he who concludes the treaties. Then 
when he takes the prisoners of war, he knows whom to forgive, whom 
to seek ransom for and whom to put to death. He is more knowledge-
able about the ways in which to take the land tax (kharāj) and money 
so that it is a means of benefit and support for the Muslims. The imam 
also knows the rebel and it is also through the imam that a party (fiʾa) 
becomes the party of the truth because it is with him. The rebel is 
the one who departs from the obedience of the imam, and then it is 
permissible for the imam to wage war and fight, or to make peace 
and armistice. Al-Shāfiʿī said: ‘If it were not for the Commander of 
the Faithful, ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, peace be upon him, we would not have 
known how to wage war against rebels nor would we have been able 
to tell the difference between the rebel and the rightful believers.’59

59. al-Shāfīʿī, Kitāb al-umm, ed. M. Zuhrī al-Najjār (Beirut, �393/�974), vol. 
4, pp. 223–226. 
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[63] Thereafter, there is the fifth (khums) that God gave specifi-
cally to the Prophet’s family and to the imams in place of the alms 
(ṣadaqa) which he forbade them.60 All benefits from alms and zakāt 
as well as their requirement are linked to the imam. Furthermore, 
there are the ʿīd feasts and the month of Ramaḍān, where the imam 
preserves and accepts the testimony of the witness, and from among 
the opponents, whether they hold that fasting and breaking of the 
fast is done by sighting the moon or by the one appointed by the 
imam. The two feast prayers and the Friday prayer are not accept-
able in congregation without a sermon (khutbā) from the imam 
and his presence or by someone whom the imam appoints, even 
if four [people] in the congregation are reduced to two because of 
the imam’s sermon.

[64] Then the execution of legal punishments (ḥudūd): Only 
the imam or the one whom the imam designates may carry out legal 
punishments. For example, cutting off hands, flogging, stoning, im-
prisonment, indemnity for injuries (ʿarsh al-jirāḥāt) and judgement 
concerning them can only be carried out by [orders of] the imam. If 
these rules were the only proof for the imamate in the Messenger’s 
family, then that would be sufficient. For, the opponents agree that 
whoever has no authority (walāya) cannot be allowed to give judge-
ment on legal punishments. Therefore, if a man sees another killing 
someone unjustly, it is not up to him to kill that person. And if he 
were to see someone stealing, it is not for him to cut his hand off, 
stone him or do other such things. The extent of this goes so far that 
most people agree that it is not for the slave’s owner to carry out legal 
punishments or to chastise him; only the imam should chastise him 
and carry out legal punishments.

It is not possible to abolish legal punishments because if they 
were [to be abolished], people would perish and countries would be 
ruined. If people were allowed to carry out legal punishments, eve-
ryone would intend to kill or hit and then claim that the person had 

60. The Prophet and his family are forbidden to benefit from either zakāt 
or ṣadaqa as these are collected as a means of purification for the believers. As a 
compensation, God reserves for the family of the Prophet a fifth (khums) of ghanima 
(booty) and fayʾ, property received by Muslims without waging war (Qurʾan 8: 
4�).
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killed someone else or stolen money that necessitated him to carry 
out the legal punishment. Yet how can someone who [himself] re-
quires twenty legal punishments every day rule on legal punishments, 
and how can he be permitted to carry them out? If he were allowed to 
do those, then that would certainly be permissible for every oppres-
sor or rebel. It would mean perdition for the people. Rather, when a 
rebellious party carries out legal punishments and destroys peoples’ 
lives and the imam has power over them, he fines them for whatever 
damage they caused to the righteous party, preventing the wrongdo-
ers from destroying the people and damaging their property.

Then, they claim that all was done according to a legal rule 
enjoined upon them. But God, the Exalted, has clarified this in 
His words: ‘Do you command people to do good and forget it 
yourselves?’6� God, the Exalted, warned that whoever needs to be 
commanded to do good and be prevented from evil is not allowed to 
command people to do good and forbid evil. God has also explained 
in another verse that ‘enjoining good and forbidding evil’ (al-amr 
bi’l-maʿrūf wa nahy ʿan al-munkar), is a duty of the imams, peace be 
upon them, when He said: ‘You are the best community (umma) that 
has been raised for the people. You enjoin good conduct and forbid 
evil.’62 They are the equitable leaders (aʾimma al-wasaṭ) who are wit-
nesses over the people.

How can one command good if he does not practice it himself 
and how can he forbid evil if he himself loves evil and commits it 
every day a hundred times? How is it permissible for their imams 
when they commit the very things that necessitate legal punishment 
every day, that is, their [acts of] lust and desire? And when they draw 
close to themselves those who love doing that and who join them 
in it? How can they forbid such acts while they see them as elegant, 
victorious, convivial, charming and refined? Whoever does not join 
them in drinking and debauchery, they will neither draw him near, 
nor employ him, for he would be disagreeable to them. Is that not a 
lesson for those who are led by them and an incitement for them to 
[tread the path of] corruption and debauchery?

6�. Qurʾan, 2: 44. 
62. Qurʾan, 3: ��0.
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[65] We also say: It is agreed that legal judgement between people 
regarding bloodshed, sexual offences and property is only permissible 
for he who knows the cases and the legal opinions in their regard, 
who knows the legal norms, the Qurʾanic revelation and its meaning, 
[including] the abrogating and the abrogated verses (al-nāsikh wa’l-
mansūkh), the analogical deduction (qiyās) in their view, and who 
fulfills its conditions, such that he is trustworthy in [giving judge-
ments on] bloodshed, property and sexual offences. Does anyone 
among the usurpers claiming the imamate fulfill these conditions? 
Rather, all of them need those so-called jurists, who it is claimed, 
possess knowledge, but who do not have its reality. They give them 
the frail possessions of this world and appoint them governors of 
provinces, allowing them to sit in their public sessions. If an incident 
takes place, they ask [the jurists], and what do you say? So, one will 
say, ‘According to Abū Ḥanīfa, this person should be killed’, while 
the other will say, ‘According to al-Shāfīʿī, he should not be killed’. 
Still another will say, ‘According to Mālik, this woman should be 
divorced’, while yet another will say, ‘According to Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, 
the woman is not forbidden to him’.63 [The usurpers] gave the leader-
ship of religion to [the jurists] so that they may judge according to 
their [own] desires and opinions, in order that they would leave the 
leadership of the world to [the usurpers] and give false testimony 
for them. Thus, they [the jurists] disgraced themselves in agreeing. I 
do not know about whom I should marvel—should it be about him 
who shamelessly claimed the imamate while having no knowledge of 
religion whatsoever or of its legal norms, so that he needs the like of 
these scholars? If they were scholars, and the order and judgement 
were according to their statements, then they would be the imams, 
not the one who [falsely] claims the imamate, whilst being a mere 
idol set up having no authority whatsoever, neither benefiting nor 
harming anyone. Or should I marvel about him who adheres to his 
leadership and rewards their ignorance and shame? Thus, their imam 
is like the one who is led, and the one who is led is like their imam.

63. Abū Ḥanīfa (d. �50/767), Mālik b. Anas (d. �79/796), al-Shāfīʿī (d. 204/820) 
and Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (d. 24�/855) are founders of the four major Sunni schools 
of jurisprudence (madhāhib).
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[66] If their imams do not have legal judgement and authority 
(walāya) because they have no knowledge and because they do not 
fulfil its conditions, having neither modesty nor integrity, then most 
of those who uphold the doctrine of choice (ikhtiyār)64 uphold that if 
the imam is unjust and immoral [in this manner], then he forfeits the 
imamate, and in the view of some, ought to be removed. Likewise, if 
the judge among them were to betray [the people’s trust], he should 
be removed and similarly, the legal guardian should [also] lose his 
guardianship. Some also say: The community is obliged to remove 
the imam if he is unjust and immoral. Al-Shāfīʿī said: ‘The sinner has 
no legal guardianship such that if he had a daughter he would have 
no guardianship and no right to give her in marriage; rather, it is the 
judge who would give her in marriage while he has no guardianship 
over his daughter.’65 And also, according to all [these jurist-imams], 
the testimony of the sinner is not to be accepted. Thus, by agreement 
(ittifāq) and consensus (ijmāʿ), their imams are not among those who 
can exercise legal reasoning (ijtihād) in religion, nor be among those 
who can give their daughters in marriage, or be among those whose 
testimony is accepted, and nor be among those allowed to carry out 
legal punishments.

Indeed, they [usurpers] have been well-known and infamous 
offenders, and those who remain of them followed their way. How 
could he who has these attributes be the Commander of the Faithful, 
the vicegerent (khalīfa) of the Lord of the worlds and the imam to 
whom obedience is obligatory? Moreover, if they do not possess the 
right of guardianship, legal judgement and testimony, how can those 
whom they appoint have guardianship, and how can testimony be ac-
cepted from those whom they commend? Furthermore, how can their 
testimony be acceptable when they say that such and such a person is 
good for judgement, witnessing and guardianship? Is there anything 
in this world more amazing than those people, the contradiction of 
their judgements, the principles of their belief (madhhab) and their 

64. The doctrine of ikhtiyār or choice is one which Sunnis maintain 
in determining the imam while the Shiʿa hold that the imam is appointed by 
designation (naṣṣ), which is hereditary. See chapter 4 of Lalani, Early Shīʿī Thought, 
for al-Bāqir’s views on this.

65. al-Shāfīʿī, Kitāb al-umm, vol. 4, p. 225.
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doctrine? And is there anyone more infamous than their imam and 
the one led by him?

[67] If we were to mention all the contradictions and disgraces 
in their principles, we would need to prolong this treatise and go 
beyond its scope and intention. In what we have said, there is a 
refutation of their imamate and an explanation that all they have 
done and are doing is falsehood, injustice and transgression. That 
is sufficient shamefulness and ignominy for them. If their imamate 
is false, as we have mentioned, and it is true that the imamate is one 
of the principles of religion (uṣūl al-dīn), and that it is an inevitable 
necessity and that all revealed laws and norms are linked to the imam, 
thus the imamate is [then] true of the pure imams from among the 
progeny of Ṭāhā and Yāsīn,66 who are protected from corruption 
and oppression, lying and transgression, and purified of all filth and 
blame. What we have mentioned by deduction and from the religious 
law is sufficient. 

 Now we shall mention the necessity of the imamate on the basis 
of the past cycles and [the fact] that there has never been a time or 
period that has been deprived of a true imam to whom obedience is 
obligatory.

Section Seven 

[68] We say that if it were acceptable that there be creatures on earth 
without there being an imam or caliph, then that should have been 
acceptable during the time of Adam, peace be upon him, when there 
were [only] angels. At that time God, the Exalted, said: ‘Indeed, I am 
placing a vicegerent on earth. They said: “Are You going to create one 
that will corrupt and shed blood on it while we glorify Your praises 
and regard You holy?” He said: “[Surely], I know what you know 
not”.’67 God, may He be glorified, clarified in that passage that there 
would never be a time when the earth is deprived of an imam, even if 
all the people were impeccable and saintly, so that they would realize 

66. Two sūras in the Qurʾan are named after them, sūra 20 Ṭā Hā and sūra 
36 Yā Sīn. 

67. Qurʾan, 2: 30.
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how indispensable the imam is when they are ignorant—and most of 
them are corrupt. God, the Exalted, also made plain in that passage 
that if it was acceptable for the imam to be chosen (ikhtiyār), then 
the angels certainly would have been given the choice. He would not 
have contradicted them because they were immune from inclinations, 
false desires and cravings for the world and for domination. Since that 
was not acceptable for them, it is not acceptable for those below them. 
This meaning is concealed in the verse of God, the Exalted, when He 
said regarding the rights of the parents: ‘Do not even say “fie” to them 
or tell them off.’68 Therefore, God has forbidden hitting or abusing 
them, which is [even] more extreme.

God, the Exalted, has indeed mentioned the story of the past 
communities and the prophets in order that they should know that 
the same would happen in the cycle of the Prophet [Muḥammad] as 
it did in other cycles. The Prophet said: ‘My community will experi-
ence exactly what happened among the Banū Israel.’69 He also said: 
‘You will follow the footsteps of those before you, step by step in an 
identical manner (qudhdha bi-qudhdha), to the extent that if they 
were to enter the hole of a lizard, you too would enter it.’70

[69] In the story of Adam, there is an indication that the imamate 
and the caliphate are not acceptable by choice or consultation. If that 
were permissible, then the choice of the angels would have been more 
appropriate and their consultation would have been more suitable 
because they were immune from jealousy and rebellion. In it, there 
is also an indication that it is not for people to say whether such and 
such person is suitable for the imamate or not, and that they prefer 
one to the other. God, the Exalted, informed those who did not like 
Adam about the error of their speech, reproached them and rebuked 
them, showing them the falsehood of their words. He mentioned 
this in the Qurʾan so that they would learn a lesson from it and 

68. Qurʾan, �7: 23.
69. See A.J. Wensinck, Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane 

(Leiden, �936–�969), vol. �, p. 95, citing al-Tirmidhī, tradition �8 in section on 
‘īmān’.

70. See al-Muslim b. al-Hajjāj, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, Kitāb al-ʿilm, tr., A.H. Siddiqi 
(Lahore, �976), vol. 4, p. �403. I would like to thank Dr Moojan Momen for this 
reference.
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would argue about the imamate or about whomsoever God and His 
Messenger chose for the imamate as they did. In the appointment of 
[Adam’s] son to the imamate, there is an indication that the world can 
never be devoid of an imam. All people agree and accept the imams 
in the period of Adam but deny them in the period of Muḥammad, 
may God bless him. God, the Almighty and Glorious, has explained 
in His words: ‘Such was our way (sunna) in the case of Our messen-
gers whom We sent before you (Muḥammad). And you will not find 
in Our way any change.’7� God also said: ‘You will certainly not find 
any change in Our way (sunna).’72 What is meant is the sunna of the 
imamate, not the sunna of religious practices such as prayer, fasting 
and others. For the Prophet, may God bless him, has indeed changed 
the sunna of all the prophets regarding acts of worship (ʿibādāt) but 
not the sunna of the imamate.

[70] We also say that when Noah invited people to the ark out of 
compassion, he was fully aware that those who stayed behind would 
perish and be drowned, by their own choice and by their belief that 
their welfare would be in something else. The explanation of that is 
that every people who have been summoned by their prophet and 
imam to a matter and have abstained from it and denied it, were de-
stroyed for it. The ark was nothing but the imam himself and Noah’s 
invitation of the people was to the imam, just as the Prophet said: 
‘The likeness of my family (ahl al-bayt) among you is like Noah’s ark; 
whoever comes aboard will be saved and whoever remains behind or 
stays away will be drowned.’73

Noah, peace be upon him, appointed his son Shem (Sām) to 
the legateeship and the imamate by designation (naṣṣ) and appoint-
ment (tawqīf), and thereafter [it continued] one after the other until 
the time of Abraham, peace be upon him. The [opponents] accept 
the imams in the cycle of Noah, but denied them in the family of 

7�. Qurʾan, �7: 77.
72. Qurʾan, 33: 62.
73. The story of Noah’s ark occurs in the Qurʾan in several places including 

29: �5. References to this tradition in Sunni sources can be found in Wensinck, 
Concordance, under th-q-l. Also see al-Qāḍī al-Nu‘mān, Daʿāʾim al-Islām, ed. 
A.A.A. Fyzee (Cairo, �95�–�96�), revised and annotated by Ismail K. Poonawala 
as The Pillars of Islam (New Delhi, 2002–2004), vol. �, pp. 37 and �00.
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Muḥammad, even though the sunna has not been replaced or altered 
and the people cannot do without an imam.

[7�] When Abraham, peace be upon him, appeared he ordered 
the glorification of the fire. If what has been said about this is true, 
then that was an indication for the glorification of the light of the 
imamate (nūr al-imāma), as we have already mentioned.74 Then 
Abraham and Ismāʿīl, peace be upon them, built the House (the 
Kaʿba), commanding the people to glorify it, this being an indica-
tion that the imamate was to be in Abraham’s house and progeny. He 
urged the people to glorify the imamate and venerate and obey [the 
imams of] his family.

[72] When Moses, peace be upon him, arose, he ordered the peo-
ple to face toward Jerusalem. Since Moses had no children or family 
in whom the imamate could continue, he pointed to Jerusalem (bayt 
al-muqaddas) saying: ‘Whoever possesses the sanctified spirit among 
the Banū Israel is your imam and your direction of prayer (qiblata-
kum).’ Then Jesus, peace be upon him, appeared. He did not have a 
family or children, and it is reported that he ordered people to face 
toward the east. If this is true, then his command to face toward the 
east meant turning towards the place where the light of the imamate 
rises. This means that whoever radiates that light shall be your imam 
and your direction of prayer.

When the Prophet [Muḥammad], the seal of the prophets, may 
God bless him and his family, appeared, he ordered people to turn 
their faces from Jerusalem to the Kaʿba as the direction of prayer for 
Muslims. The Kaʿba was built by Abraham and Ismāʿīl, peace be upon 
them. The Prophet ordered this as an indication that the direction 
had returned to the house of Abraham, which is the family of Ismāʿīl. 
This means that the imamate had returned to the children of Ismāʿīl 
who are the children of the Prophet Muḥammad, may God bless him. 
He ordered people to glorify the House and perform the pilgrimage 
to it, which no other prophet had ordered, as an exhortation to the 
people about the superior excellence of the imams from the family of 
Muḥammad above all other imams in past cycles. Can there be anyone 
more iniquitous in the world than this community who accepted the 

74. See note on this in paragraph [�7] above. 
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imams from all the prophetic periods, affirming that the world can-
not be deprived of an imam, and [affirming] that there was never an 
imam in the previous cycles by choice (ikhtiyār), but [who now] deny 
the imamate of Muḥammad’s family, reject designation (naṣṣ) and call 
for choice? God, the Exalted, also said: ‘And your Lord creates whom 
He wills and chooses what is good for them.’75 If the imamate were by 
choice, then every people would choose whom they wanted. The elders 
have mentioned the discussion of designation and choice. We have 
stipulated that we shall mention what the elders have not mentioned 
in the books on affirming the imamate. What we have mentioned is 
sufficient. We shall [now] establish that the imam must be the most 
excellent, the most knowledgeable and the noblest [of mankind].

[73] We say that the virtues that God, the Exalted, has mentioned 
and by which He preferred some people over others consist of three 
kinds (ashyāʾ):76 knowledge, jihād and piety, as God, the Exalted, said: 
‘God has preferred those who strive and struggle over those who sit 
back by a great reward in stages or degrees of rank.’77 His words also 
[read]: ‘[Say to them, O Muḥammad,] “Are those who know and those 
who do not, equal”78.’ Similarly His words: ‘Those who have been given 
knowledge have degrees of rank,’79 and also His words: ‘The most noble 
among you in the presence of God is the most pious among you.’80

... As for jihād, the elite (khāṣṣ) as well as the Muslims in general 
(ʿāmm) know that these men did not wage war for even a single day 
on their own. The wars fought by the Commander of the Faithful 
[ʿAlī] are well known and famous. The only disgrace in the holy war 
had been their flight from the battle of Ḥunayn when ʿUmar failed 
to obey the order and recommendation of the Prophet to protect 
the mountain and his incurring the blame of the Muslims, while the 
Prophet and ʿAlī were fighting and killing the enemies until they 
were routed.8�

75. Qurʾan, 28: 68.
76. lit. ‘things’.
77. Qurʾan, 4: 95–96.
78. Qurʾan, 39: 9.
79. Qurʾan, 58: ��.
80. Qurʾan, 49: �3.
8�. See the battle of Ḥunayn described in Kitāb al-jihād in al-Nuʿmān, 
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As for piety (taqwā) … where there is no knowledge, there can 
be no piety, for piety comes through knowledge, when one knows 
what belongs to him and what [belongs] to others. It has been re-
ported from Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan, Abū Ḥanīfa’s companion, that 
some God-fearing man (muḥtasabin) asked him to compile a book 
on asceticism. He therefore compiled a book on trading and when 
asked about it, he replied: ‘Whosoever does not master jurisprudence, 
buying and selling, how could he [understand and] consume lawful 
things? Whosoever does not consume lawful things has no asceti-
cism.’ Therefore, it is correct according to the verses of the Qurʾan we 
have mentioned, that the imamate belonged to the Commander of the 
Faithful, peace be upon him, because he had precedence (sābiq) in 
virtues, being the most knowledgeable, the most pious, and the one 
who fought most [in the cause of Islam].

[74] We further say that those people [who ruled] did not claim 
any excellence, knowledge or piety for themselves. Rather, their 
companions did this for them. Indeed, Abū Bakr was the first to 
climb the pulpit and say: ‘You have appointed me, although I am 
not the best amongst you.’82 If he was telling the truth, then those 
claiming superior excellence for him are liars; if he was lying in 
what he said, then a liar cannot be an imam. If they say that he said 
that out of humility, then we say that there is a [time and] place for 
humility. The Prophet, may God bless him, himself used to mention 
his rank and status for which God had singled him out and did not 
lower himself. That did not amount to arrogance. Thus, he said: 
‘I am the master of the Arabs, without boasting’, ‘I am the master 
of humanity without boasting’ and ‘I am the most eloquent of the 
Arabs without boasting.’83

Daʿāʾim, tr. Fyzee, rev. Poonawala, Pillars, vol. �, pp. 459 ff. See also Ingrid Mattson, 
‘Ḥunayn’, Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, vol. 2, p. 466, where further primary and 
secondary sources are given. 

82. These words are cited in a number of sources with some variations. See 
Abu’l-Fawāris, Risāla fīʾl imāma ed. and tr. Makarem, Political Doctrine, p. 37 of 
English trans. and p. 23 of Arabic text with an extensive note on pp. 79–80. See 
also al-Nuʿmān, Kitāb al-walāya, in Daʿāʾim tr. Fyzee, rev. Poonawala, Pillars, vol. 
�, p �05, n. 294. 

83. This tradition of the Prophet is reported on the authority of ʿAlī and is 
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The Commander of the Faithful, ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib, peace be upon 
him, said: ‘Ask me before you lose me.’84 He also said: ‘If a cushion were 
to be folded for me to sit on, I would pass judgement on the followers of 
the Torah according to the Torah, on the followers of the Bible accord-
ing to the Bible, and on the followers of the Furqān (Qurʾan) according 
to the Furqān.’85 Many such examples can be recounted but this does 
not constitute arrogance or negate humility. The words of Abū Bakr, ‘I 
have been put in charge of you although I am not the best amongst you’ 
are an indication that God and His Messenger had neither given him 
preference, nor indicated him [as his successor] in ordering him to lead 
the prayer or anything else. … He [Abū Bakr] confirmed about himself 

part of a long tradition on the merit of the āyāt al-kursī, the famous verse of the 
throne, Qurʾan. 2: 255. See M.M. Ayoub, The Qurʾan and its Interpreters (Albany, 
�984), vol. �, pp. 247–249, citing al-Faḍl b. al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī (Ṭabrisī), Majmaʿ 
al-bayān, ed. H. al-Rasūlī al-Maḥallātī (Beirut, �380/�96�), vol. 2, p. 299: ‘ʿAlī also 
said, “I heard the Apostle of God say, ‘O ʿAlī! The master of humankind is Adam, 
the master of the Arabs is Muḥammad, nor is there pride in this. The master of 
the Persians is Salmān, the master of the Rūm [Byzantine] is Ṣuhayb [a Christian 
convert among the Companions of the Prophet], and the master of Abyssinia is 
Bilāl. The master of the mountains is al-Ṭūr [Mt. Sinai] and the master of trees is 
al-Sidr [the lote tree]. The master[s] of the months are the sacred months and the 
master of the days is Friday. The master of all speech is the Qurʾan, the master of 
the Qurʾan is sūrat al-baqarah, and the master of al-baqarah is the throne verse. 
O ‘Alī, it consists of fifty words, every word containing fifty blessings.’”’ 

84. This is a very popular ḥadīth of ʿ Alī and is reported in different versions 
by various scholars; see al-Qāḍī al-Nuʿmān, Sharḥ al-akhbār, ed. S.M. Ḥusaynī 
al-Jalālī, 2nd ed. (Qumm, �4�4/�993), p. 9�. Al-Ḥasan b. Muḥammad al-Mayhadhī 
relates its longer version in his letter to the people of Rayy. See Risāla ila jamāʿat 
ahl al-Rayy in Majmūʿat al-tarbiya, vol. 2, fol. �77r, MS I and p. 349 MS A. Also, 
see Nahj al-balāgha, vol. 6, p. �74, cited in Makarem, Political Doctrine, p. 22 in 
Arabic and p. 37, n. 85 in English.

85. Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad al-Saffār, Baṣāʾir al-darajāt, ed. Mīrzā M. 
Kūchabāghī, Tabriz, �380/�960, pp. �32–�35; Ibn Abi’l Ḥadīd, Sharḥ nahj al-balāgha, 
ed. M.A. Ibrāhīm (Cairo, �96�), vol. �2, pp. �96–�97; Muḥammad Hādī al-Amīnī, 
al-Ghadīr (Tehran, �396/�976), vol. 6, pp. �93–�94; al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 35, 
pp. 39�–392. In some sources, this ḥadīth is cited together with the one above, that 
is, ‘Ask me before you lose me.’ Al-Naysābūrī treats them together. Al-Shahrastānī 
also does the same in his Tafsīr al-Shahrastānī, known as Mafātīḥ al-asrār wa 
maṣābīḥ al-abrār, ed., M. ʿAlī Ādharshab (Tehran, �376Sh./�997), vol. �, p. 200. 
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all that was to be expected of him, and so he said: ‘Put me right.’ Putting 
someone right is necessary [only] with regard to monstrous and major 
sins, since smaller ones can be cancelled by seeking forgiveness …

[75] When ‘Umar ascended the pulpit after Abū Bakr, he said: 
‘The oath (bayʿa) to Abū Bakr was a falta, a hasty, unconsidered 
decision, but God has averted its evil from us. Whoever repeats the 
like of it, kill him.’86 In saying this, he expounded the falsehood of 
what the literalists claim regarding Abū Bakr’s appointment [by the 
Prophet] to lead the prayer that it made his imamate obligatory and 
that this was an indication for his imamate.87 Moreover, [ʿUmar’s 
statement] contains a refutation of what they claim in the traditions, 
such as the saying: ‘Follow the two who come after me, Abū Bakr 
and ʿUmar.’ …

[79] Now we shall mention some merits of the lord of the age 
and time (walī al-ʿaṣr wa zamān), the Commander of the Faithful 
(al-Ḥākim), although someone like me will never attain the status 
that would enable him to mention his true merits, just as God, the 
Exalted, said: ‘They have not valued God according to His true 
value.’88 But I shall say this according to my little knowledge and 
ability, and the Commander of the Faithful is the most worthy to 
accept his servant’s excuse; just as when God, the Exalted, with 
the multitude of His bounties unto His servants, asked them to 
be grateful for the blessings, and they were unable to give thanks 

86. See Ibn Isḥāq, al-Sīra, vol. 4, pp. 307–308; al-Balādhūrī, Ansāb al-ashrāf, 
vol. �, pp. 58�, 584 and 590–59�; Aḥmad b. Ibn Wādīḥ al-Yaʿqūbī, Taʾrīkh, vol. 2, p. 
�48, cited in al-Nu‘mān, Daʿāʾim, tr. Fyzee, rev. Poonawala, Pillars, vol. �, p. �05; 
see also al-Ṭabarī, The History of al-Ṭabarī, Vol. IX: The Last Years of the Prophet, 
tr. by Ismaʿil K. Poonawala (Albany, NY, �990), pp. �89ff; Abu’l-Fawāris, Risāla 
fiʾl-imāma, ed. and tr. Makarem as Political Doctrine, p. 37 of English trans. and p. 
23 of Arabic text with notes 87 and 88 on p. 80).

87. On the basis of ʿUmar’s statement, the author is here providing a 
counter argument to the literalists’ view who consider the Prophet’s order to have 
Abū Bakr lead the prayer before his death as an indication of his imamate. See 
Wilferd Madelung, The Succession to Muḥammad: A Study of the Early Caliphate 
(Cambridge, �997), pp. 24–26 citing reports from al-Ṭabarī, vol. �, pp. �8�0–�8�2, 
and concludes that ‘in the eyes of Muḥammad the leadership of the prayer had no 
significance for the succession.’

88. Qurʾan, 6: 9�.
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equal to the bounties, [but] He forgave them being content with 
their saying ‘al-ḥamdulillah’ (praise be to God).89 This was a lesson 
for His creatures, such that whenever gratitude to a benefactor is 
incumbent on them, and they are unable to express gratitude equal 
to the bounty, they should do so according to their capacity and 
should not relinquish giving thanks entirely, because of their in-
ability to give him what he deserves.

We say further that God, the Exalted, made the earth radiant 
with His light as He has promised and told us in His words: ‘And the 
earth shines by the light of her Lord ...’,90 that is, the earth of the outer 
reality [shines] through the justice of the Commander of the Faithful, 
and the earth of the inner meaning [shines] through knowledge and 
explanation.

[80] We say that as in every species, genus, root, branch and law, 
there is a peak and summit in nobility, merit, rank, degree and posi-
tion which nothing else can attain. In the same way, it is incumbent 
that the imams, peace be upon them, [too] have a peak, summit and 
an utmost degree which no one else has previously attained. That 
peak and utmost degree is the Commander of the Faithful [ʿAlī]. He is 
the peak of all peaks and the utmost limit over which there is no other 
limit. Since the wisdom of the world and of the animals and plants 
in it appeared in the rise of human beings and their welfare became 
complete through humanity, and the benefit of all of them goes back 
to mankind and it is through the imams, peace be upon them, that 
the merits of human beings have become complete and wisdom ap-
pears in creation, and the benefit of all human beings goes back to the 
imams, likewise, through the Commander of the Faithful, all affairs 
(umūr) of the prophets, legatees and imams became complete, their 
order (amr) was organized and perfect wisdom became manifest in 
their disposition, and in their laws and their esoteric interpretations. 
He, peace be upon him, is like the head and they are like the body. 
They are like the body while the Commander of the Faithful is like 
the spirit. Not [a single] body is complete without the spirit. The 
Commander of the Faithful is like the heart while [all] others who 

89. Qurʾan �: �.
90. Qurʾan 39: 69.
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have passed away are like the limbs. It is through the fusion of the 
spirit and life to the heart that all limbs receive life and recompense. 
Each nail, hair and limb receives its share of reward, of recompense 
by means of the heart. This is the sensual knowledge, which is the 
recompense of the action that occurs from the embryo in its womb 
(dār ʿamalihi)9� during its stay in the six stages from the sperm to the 
final creation.

Likewise, it is through the Commander of the Faithful that people 
gain recompense and acceptance of life in the seventh stage. He, peace 
be upon him, is the one who awakens the desire in every one to be-
come him, and he is the one through whom God promised creatures 
the fulfilment of reward on His day. As God said of the Judgement: 
‘... And you will be paid only that which you have earned fairly on the 
Day of Resurrection. Whoever is removed from the Fire and allowed 
to enter Paradise, will indeed be triumphant.’92 God commands the 
creation to believe in Him and in His Day [of Judgement] when He 
said: ‘...They believe in God and the Last Day ...’ 93

[8�] Just as the entirety of humankind exists because it is the 
final realm of nature (mawālid) in the world, having accepted all 
that existed before in the previous realms and exceeding it by things 
in which other realms had no share, and just as the imams acquired 
all the merits that existed in human beings, being their peak, sum-
mit and quintessence, and they were able to accept what was not in 
the power of mankind, and the benefit of all those who preceded 
them reaches the imams, likewise, the Commander of the Faithful, 
peace be upon him, gathers in himself all the merits of those who 
preceded him and all their benefit and knowledge comes to him, 
and he exceeds that many times over. Just as the power and merit 
of the Prophet existed because he gathered in himself the merits 
of those in the previous cycles, all their knowledge and more, in 
the same way, the Commander of the Faithful, peace be upon him, 
gathers in himself the merits of all the prophets, imams and the 
sages who preceded him in the previous cycles, and exceeds them 

9�. lit. ‘the abode of his actions.’
92. Qurʾan, 3: �85.
93. Qurʾan, 3: ��4.
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in things of which they were incapable. If he did not rise in this 
position, there would not have been the perfection of wisdom in 
their rise, peace be upon them. The Commander of the Faithful, 
peace be upon him, is therefore the sum of everything in the worlds 
today, spiritual, physical and conventional (waḍʿi). It is because of 
him that these [different] worlds have been created, and all of them 
are his agents and propagators until His Day [of Judgement]. He is 
the one who arose in the world for the perfection of the Creator’s 
vicegerency in the universe among humanity. Indeed, we have said 
that he is the perfector (mutimm) of all those who passed away. 
Some may say that this is the description of the final qāʾim and 
that the Commander of the Faithful, peace be upon him, is not the 
final one. We reply that the Commander of the Faithful [al-Ḥākim], 
peace be upon him, is the qāʾim in his time and period and that he 
is the qā’im of all those who preceded him, the perfector of them 
all. He is the sixth through whom the command of the seventh will 
be perfected.94 He will finish what the seventh requires, just as the 
Prophet, may God bless him, established all that the qāʾim would 
require, to become the perfector of what the Prophet established 
and arranged. The Commander of the Faithful, peace be upon 
him, is the ninth in a different calculation.95 The command of the 
seventh [al-Muʿizz]96 who passed away is perfected through the 
ninth [al-Ḥākim], just as the perfection of the seven members, their 
order and function become manifest through the nine, that is the 
four natures and the five senses, and [just as] the perfection of the 
human creature is in nine months. [This] calculation is based on 
the figure of nine.97 Life in the hereafter is based on four spiritual 

94. Al-Ḥākim was the sixth Fatimid caliph, al-Mahdī being the first, just as 
the Prophet Muḥammad was the sixth great prophet after Adam, Noah, Abraham, 
Moses and Jesus.

95. The Imam-Caliph al-Ḥākim was the ninth imam in the cycle from 
Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl meaning the three hidden imams of dawr al-satr and the 
five imam-caliphs of the Fatimid period, making him the ninth. 

96. Al-Muʿizz was the second mutimm (perfector) of the second series of 
seven imams, as he was the fourteenth imam, Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl being the 
first.

97. ‘... The perfect resides wholly in the ninth [imam] ... In him the 
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natures and five spiritual senses, as God said: ‘Indeed, the abode of 
the hereafter—that is life, if only they knew’.98

[82] The Commander of the Faithful [al-Ḥākim], peace be upon 
him, is the second by a different calculation. The order at the begin-
ning of each cycle is perfected by the second. He is also the sixth 
through whose sword God will conquer the whole world, just as He 
conquered through the Prophet, may God bless him, the sixth one 
from Adam. The Commander of the Faithful, peace be upon him, 
arose in the world perfecting vicegerency (khilāfa) of the Creator of 
the universe among His creatures. He deals with the creation in all 
circumstances, in the same way as God, the Exalted, deals with His 
creatures in respect to their constitution and their sustenance and in 
the abundance of His mercy on them. Each one of those who arose 
before him carried out a small portion of this, but the Commander 
of the Faithful, peace be upon him, carried out the whole. The vice-
gerent is one who carries out among those over whom he has been 
appointed, everything done by the one who appointed him.

Indeed, Adam like all other vicegerents was called ‘vicegerent’ 
(khalīfa) because he was the first of those who undertook the vicege-
rency. Those who came after him carried out some of the conditions 
of the vicegerency and so they were called by that name. Whoever 
carries out a part of a duty is called by its name. The Commander 
of the Faithful, however, performs the worldly and the religious 
vicegerency in reality. When the Prophet, may God bless him said, 
‘The ruler is the shadow of God on earth’99 he indeed meant the Com-
mander of the Faithful, peace be upon him, because the shadow of 
something is that which imitates what casts the shadow with all that is 
in it. There is no one who deals with the creatures as God, the Exalted, 
does except for the Commander of the Faithful, peace be upon him. 
The Prophet, may God bless him, also said: ‘Indeed God, the Exalted, 

parturition is accomplished, the coming of light is done, and the concealed one 
and hidden one appear. In al-Ḥākim, God established His Will in the world, and 
the wisdom of the Just was realised.’ See the translation of Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī 
al-Ṣūrī, al-Qaṣīda al-ṣūriyya, p. 68, cited in Makarem, ‘Al-Ḥākim bi-Amrillāh’s 
Appointment’, p. 32�. 

98. Qurʾan, 29: 64.
99. al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 3, p. 306.
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establishes (nazaʿa) as proof through the ruler more than what He 
establishes through the Qurʾan,’ and the Commander of the Faithful, 
peace be upon him, is the one through whom God established what 
He does not establish through the Qurʾan.

[83] The philosophers have said that philosophy is to seek to 
resemble God (al-tashabbuh biʾl-bāriʾ), glory be to Him, according 
to human capacity. Seeking to resemble the Creator, glory be to 
Him, means dealing with mankind in the same way that God, may 
His mention be exalted, deals with them, and to interact with them 
and with his own self in the same way that God acts with him and 
mankind and in accordance with their nature. The philosophers have 
stolen this speech from the ‘people of the truth’ (ahl al-ḥaqīqa),�00 
although except for the Commander of the Faithful, none of them 
have been able to carry out the real meaning of this phrase. Indeed, 
all his treatment of the humankind is in accordance with God’s treat-
ment of them in the nature of the world, in sustenance and in other 
such things. We shall now mention a small amount of that which is 
appropriate for the time in which we live.

[84] We shall begin first by saying that the compassion, mercy, 
bounty and forgiveness of the Commander of the Faithful [al-Ḥākim], 
as well as his tolerance towards the misbehaviour of people out of lack 
of their obedience are impossible for me to describe. They are all in 
following God’s actions towards humanity, following God’s command 
and adopting His manners.

Surely, God by His bounty bestows blessings upon people, be they 
pious or impious, believers or unbelievers. If He bestowed material 
benefit�0� on the believers and denied it to the unbelievers, that would 
mean that people’s faith was [only] because of the world, not because 
of God or His religion. On the other hand, if He denied it to all the 
believers and gave it only to the unbelievers, most people’s belief 
(īmān) would surely revert to unbelief (kufr). He thus gave it to some 
unbelievers and denied it to others, just as He gave it to some believers 
and denied it to others. He gave it to each of them at some times and 
denied it to them at others. Likewise, the Commander of the Faithful 

�00. Al-Naysābūrī is referring to his own community.
�0�. lit., ‘gave the world’. 
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bestows worldly benefit on the Muslims and the unbelievers and de-
nies it to them too. He bestows it on the believers and hypocrites, and 
denies it to them too. He gave it to all of them sometimes and denied it 
at others. If he gave everything to the believers, then surely their faith 
would be mostly for the sake of the world, but if he were to deny all the 
believers at all times, they would surely become despondent and their 
good intention would weaken. Consequently, the Commander of the 
Faithful, for a certain period of time bestowed blessings on the believ-
ers, such as no one else bestowed and he also withheld from them for 
some time for their benefit in order that they would not become like 
those about whom God has said: ‘Nay, indeed man certainly becomes 
rebellious, considering himself self-sufficient’.�02

Indeed, God gave worldly goods to the pious and the impious 
[alike], so that the deeds of the pious would not [just] be for the sake of 
this world, nor would restraint from immorality be [only] for the sake 
of this world, nor restraint from disobedience only because of worldly 
benefit, such that they would be deprived of reward in the world to 
come; rather, they would be exclusively for the sake of religion and God. 
Likewise, the Commander of the Faithful peace be upon him, gives 
worldly benefits to the righteous as well as the immoral alike.

[85] Indeed God, the Exalted, has given the temporal world to 
those who obey and those who disobey out of wisdom on His part, 
in order that obedience be not for the sake of the world, nor restraint 
from disobedience because of it; rather it should be purely for the sake 
of God. Similarly, the Commander of the Faithful gives the obedient 
and the disobedient alike, following the actions of God, the Exalted, 
in order that humanity’s obedience to Him is not for worldly advan-
tage, and the reward of the hereafter not be excluded from them.

Surely God gives worldly goods to the worshipper as well as the 
non-worshipper, lest the worship of the creatures be for the sake of 
worldly benefit. Similarly, the Commander of the Faithful engages 
with his people not looking at their imperfections and disobedience, 
but looking at them with a merciful eye. God, the Exalted, has given 
worldly benefit to the simpleton and the ignorant, and has given it 
to the learned and the intellectual, while also withholding it from 

�02. Qurʾan, 96: 6–7.
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both of them. Likewise, the Commander of the Faithful gives to the 
simpleton and the ignorant, the learned and the intelligent alike, 
on account of his wisdom and his virtue. If he were to give to the 
learned and the intelligent [only] and to withhold from others, then 
the people’s acquisition of knowledge would only be for the sake of 
this world, and their use of reason and acquisition of virtues would 
also only be for this world, leaving the ignorant and the simpleton in 
despair. But God has [equally] given the world to the simpleton and 
the ignorant.

He has also given worldly benefit to the wrongdoer and the just, 
to the generous and the miser, to the noble, to the depraved and the 
lowly, to those possessing every virtue and those lacking it, equally 
giving them all out of His wisdom, mercy and grace. Likewise, the 
Commander of the Faithful treats all of them equally, following the 
actions of God, the Exalted, and His mercy upon His creatures, in 
order that everyone may obtain their fair share of His bounty and 
kindness.

[86] Moreover God, the Exalted, has concealed the affairs of the 
world and how His creatures may benefit from it, as well as their path 
in approaching it in all respects. He has concealed from mankind 
both the means and the actions needed to acquire worldly benefits, 
such that one becomes rich, while the other has nothing to eat,�03 one 
becomes wealthy from trade and commerce, while the other goes 
bankrupt, one becomes rich from agriculture, while the other loses 
even his seeds, and one becomes self-sufficient from hunting, while 
the other is impoverished. All this is on account of the exceeding 
wisdom so that He would not provide [easy] access to the world, while 
all other accesses become void and disorder pervades the creation and 
corrupts the world. Similar is the interaction of the Commander of 
the Faithful, peace be upon him, with mankind in that respect in this 
world. He conceals the means to that such that one seeks it by some 
means whereupon he gives it to him, while the other who seeks it by 
the same means is denied. If they knew a particular means by which 
they could obtain worldly goods from the Commander of the Faith-
ful, then, all other means would become certainly futile. All those 

�03. lit., ‘to find no bread’.
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who lacked that would despair of his mercy, becoming deprived, and 
there would be no merit in that.

[87] The interaction of the Commander of the Faithful, peace be 
upon him, with regard to his proximity with people close to him and 
his distance from them are similar. If the Commander of the Faithful 
were to remove the hypocrites and bring the believers close [to him], 
then surely all people would become believers because he brought 
them close to him, not because of the religion. Similarly, if he were to 
keep his distance from all believers at all times, they would then avoid 
him and anxiety would crop into their hearts, either because of the 
perceived anger from the Commander of the Faithful or because of a 
slip on their part that necessitated that. Thus, he deals with them ac-
cording to what is appropriate to the prevailing times and conditions 
—awakening desire, alarm, removing them or bringing them close, 
granting and denying, punishing and forgiving—all this is following 
the actions and characteristics of God, the Exalted, so that people 
would perpetually be both in fear and hope, neither feeling secure 
lest they become bold, nor despairing so as to become despondent. 
In all this he follows the manners of God, the Exalted, towards His 
creation, just as He, may He be glorified, gives abundantly to all, 
including those who do not fear poverty and exhaustion of wealth; 
similarly the Commander of the Faithful also gives to those who do 
not fear poverty and exhaustion of wealth, exceeding the generosity 
of human beings. 

[88] Those who look through the eye of reality at the actions of 
the Commander of the Faithful in the religion and worldly matters 
will find that everything he does with the creation, commanding 
[good] and forbidding [evil], granting and denying, are all parallel to 
the actions of God, the Exalted. But people are baffled regarding that 
because they look at his actions on the basis of those of [ordinary] 
human beings and of what they have heard. They compare the ac-
tions of the Commander of the Faithful with those of other people 
and the actions of other rulers, and with what they have heard, seen 
and understood. They regard that as being in opposition to what 
they are accustomed to, and so have fallen into perplexity, confusion 
and speculation. If they view it in relation to God’s actions with His 
creation, then all that would be easier for them. It is difficult for them 
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only because, ever since the time of Adam to this day of ours, no one 
has done anything like that. If anyone did act in this manner at any 
time, it was only a small portion of it as is reported in the actions of 
the sage [Khiḍr]�04 with Moses, peace be upon him. Moses was not 
patient about Khiḍr’s actions as he saw them in relation to his own 
action, knowledge and intellect. If he had viewed them in relation 
to God’s actions, then that would have certainly been contrary to 
what actually happened to him. Another instance is what has been 
reported about David’s judgement and God’s command in regard to 
the perplexing and astounding story of the owner of the vineyard�05 
and the owner of the bull. Similarly God, the Exalted, has warned in 
His words: ‘On the day when the summoner calls them to a painful 
end … their eyes will be lowered in humiliation’.�06 God also said: 
‘They were called to prostrate while safe and secure.’�07 It is amazing 
that if they cannot endure these worldly actions; how can they then 
endure the affliction by religious actions and by things that are far 
more difficult than that? Indeed, all that is found in two extreme 
positions does not exist at the centre and what is in the centre does 
not exist in the regions. Yet people pass judgement on the issues ac-
cording to what they see in the centre, while themselves being at the 
extremities. It is for that reason they become confused and baffled, 
unable to bear or endure it.

[89] We also say that gifts of the [other] monarchs are perceived by 
people as being given because of a service, relationship, an obligation, 

�04. Usually Khiḍr, but more correctly, Khaḍir. The author is referring to the 
archetypal story of Moses and his initiator, identified later as al-Khaḍir, in the sūra 
of the cave (�8: 60–82). 

�05. Qurʾan, 2�: 78–79. This is when David and his son Solomon gave 
judgement regarding the damage caused to the field (vineyard) when some sheep 
wandered in and devoured the tender shoots of all the plants causing incredible 
damage. As king, David passed the ruling that the owner should retain the sheep in 
compensation but Solomon, who at the time was only eleven years old, suggested 
that the owner could benefit from the sheep with regard to its milk, wool and the 
ewes before returning them. These judgements were inspired by God as mentioned 
in the Qurʾan. See details in The Glorious Qurʾān: Translation and Commentary by 
ʿAbdullah Yūsuf ʿAlī, 3rd ed. (Lahore, �938), p. 839. 

�06. Qurʾan, 54: 6–7.
�07. Qurʾan, 68: 43.



 affirming the imamate 93

out of love, need, seeking a benefit or averting harm. [They could also 
be given] for other reasons that necessitate it, such as fearing calamity, 
in expectation of good [fortune], or in fear of someone’s tongue, in 
seeking praise or exaltation and glorification, in desire of gratitude or 
benevolence, as a reward to an official or as a means of sustenance. 
All that is done on the basis of appraisal and assessment, while gifts 
from the Commander of the Faithful are beyond all that, because gifts 
given for the reasons cited above are not called generosity, virtue or 
beneficence. Rather, they are given either in payment of an obligation 
for something in the past or as an advance payment for something in 
the future. Delay of obligations and fulfilment of rights is blameworthy 
and miserly, and likewise, the action of advancing money for the sake 
of future benefit is not considered generosity or virtue. Also, whatever 
is given in connection with indebtedness is not considered generosity, 
nobility or virtue. The gifts of God, glory be to Him, exceed all that, 
for there is nothing that God is obliged to give anyone, nor does God 
seek any reward from any of His creatures. In the same manner, the 
Commander of the Faithful does not give to anyone for the reasons 
cited, nor does he demand compensations for that. God, the Exalted, 
said regarding the Commander of the Faithful, ʿ Alī b. Abī Ṭālib: ‘We do 
not desire either reward or gratitude from them.’�08 Rather, he bestows 
upon them spontaneously out of generosity, nobility and virtue, follow-
ing the actions of God, the Exalted, with His Creation.

If they viewed the actions of the Commander of the Faithful in 
this way, they would not fall into confusion. However, some of them 
perceive him with short-sightedness, judging his actions to be similar 
to those of other human beings, while others look at him with exag-
geration, claiming divinity for him.�09 The actions of the Commander 
of the Faithful are indeed beyond both these two viewpoints. Rather, 
he is the Universal Vicegerent of God among His worshippers (al-
khalīfat al-kullī lillāh taʿāla ʿala ʿibādihi).

[90] Just as God, the Exalted, concealed the reasons for creating 
the world from mankind and explained the reasons of religion and 

�08. Qurʾan, 76: 9.
�09. Al-Naysābūrī is obviously referring to the Druzes, who in his view 

exaggerated al-Ḥākim’s position, while referring to themselves as the muwaḥḥidūn 
(monotheists). See the Introduction above. 
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the means of attaining it, He also explained ways of attaining His 
pleasure, clarifying it through the words of His Prophet. He gave 
knowledge and wisdom to those who deserved it and denied it to 
those who did not, and ‘He made before them a barrier and behind 
them a barrier’,��0 establishing signposts of guidance and the sum-
mons of the proof and the guide to the bounty of the hereafter. He 
disclosed ways of attaining to it and opened its gates, so that whoever 
deserves it attains it and he who does not misses it in utmost wisdom. 
Likewise, the Commander of the Faithful concealed the means of 
attaining worldly fortune through him, giving it to both, those who 
deserve and those who do not. He explained the means of attaining 
religion, knowledge and wisdom, and bestowed them upon those 
who deserved it, neither withholding them nor being miserly. He 
bountifully bestowed favours upon people, giving more than anyone 
could ever give in any time or age. He also withheld [favours] from 
the undeserving ones, differentiating between the people of the truth 
(ahl al-ḥaqq) and the people of falsehood (ahl al-bāṭil), following the 
actions and ways of God, the Exalted, in the governance of the world 
and religion, and in the building of this present world and the world 
to come.

[9�] We ask God to bestow upon us gratitude for what He has 
blessed us with in words, deeds and in intention, and that He grant 
us success in obedience to the lord of the age and time (walī al-ʿasr 
wa’l-zamān), peace be upon him. May He provide us with the means 
of struggling on his behalf with our hands, tongues and hearts. May 
God open up the entire world��� for him and with his sword purify 
the earth of polytheism (shirk), unbelief (kufr) and hypocrisy (nifāq) 
through his bounty and generosity.

This worshipper begs and desires the blessings of the Com-
mander of the Faithful, peace be upon him, and seeks ‘the supreme 
command’ (al-amr al-ālī) to examine what the servant has gathered 
and compiled, and to give him permission for that which is sound and 
correct, and draw his attention to mistakes in it, so that the servant 
can be thankful to him in increasing his insight and certainty, and so 

��0. Qurʾan, 36: 9.
���. lit., ‘the east and the west of the world’.
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that this would become [a means of] guidance and evidence for those 
who seek to be guided and a proof against those who deny.��2

Praise be to God, the praise of the thankful one, the mindful and 
the pious, and prayers upon His Messenger, our master Muḥammad, 
and all his progeny.��3 

��2. This suggests that al-Naysābūrī had submitted his work to the Imam 
al-Ḥākim for his blessings as well as for rectifying his mistakes, although it is 
difficult to determine from the text itself whether or not any such corrections were 
received and incorporated before the work became public.

��3. The following is added in manuscript alif: ‘God is sufficient for us, 
blessed is His wakīl, and blessed is the mawlā and blessed is the helper. There is 
no power except in God, the Supreme, the Great. This book has been completed 
by the help and favour of God and the support of His walī, peace be upon him, 
on Friday afternoon, the 27th of Rabīʿ II, ��34/�4 February �722, May God protect 
it. This book on Ithbāt al-imām [imāma] has been completed by the Grace of 
God, the Bountiful Ruler (mālik al-manān), by the help of His friends, owners of 
knowledge and explanation (ʿilm wa’l-bayān).’ 
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qiyāma

Daylam  �
degrees of excellence see tafāḍul
Druzes  22

Egypt  �

al-Fārābī, Abū Naṣr  �4, �6
al-Farq bayn al-firaq, of al-Baghdādī   

23
Fatimids  �, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, �2, �3, 25
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ijmāʿ (consensus)  75
ikhtiyār (choice)  ��, 75, 77, 80
Ikhwān al-Ṣafāʾ  �6 

imamate  2, 8, 9, �0, ��, �2, �3, �7, �8, 
�9, 22, 23, 24, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 38, 
40, 4�, 43, 44, 57, 58, 6�, 63, 65, 
68, 69, 72, 74, 75, 76, 77, 78, 79, 
80, 8�, 83

Imāmiyya  3
imams  3, 5, 6, 9, �0, ��, �2, �3, �4, 2�, 

27, 3�, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 
4�, 44, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 5�, 52, 
54, 56, 57, 60, 6�, 62, 63, 67, 69, 
70, 72, 73, 74, 75, 76, 78, 79, 80, 
84, 85, 86 

Institute of Ismaili Studies, The  26, 
27

Ismāʿīl  �2, 33, 79
Ismailis  �, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, �2, �4, 22, 

23, 26, 27 
Ismaili Society of Bombay  26
Israeli, Isaac  �6
Ivanow, Wladimir  5, 6, 7
Ithbāt al-nubuwwa, of al-Sijistānī  �8

Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq  33
jawhar (substance)  �9, 2�, 35, 4�, 

42, 45 
Jerusalem  22, 79
Jesus  ��, �2, 79
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Peripatetics  �4, �5
philosophers (al-falāsifa)  3, 9, �4, 

�5, �6, �7, �9, 34, 35, 4�, 60, 6�, 
62, 88

Pickthall, Marmaduke  28
Plato, Platonism  �7
principles of religion (uṣūl al-dīn)  
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Rāḥāt al-ʿaql, of al-Kirmānī  3
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al-Rāzī, Abū Bakr  �6
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Naysābūrī  7 
Risāla fi’l-imāma, of Abu’l-Fawāris  

8, �7, 22 
Rūm  62
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Salamiyya  6, �2
Saturn  25
Seth  �2
al-Shāfīʿī  7�, 74, 75
Sharḥ al-akhbār, of al-Qāḍī al-

Nuʿmān  �3
sharīʿa  6, �0, 22, 35, 58, 66, 67
Shaykh al-Mufīd  3  
Shem  �2, 78
Shiʿis  �, 2, 4, 8, �5, 3�
al-Sijistānī, Abū Yaʿqūb  5, �8, �9
Simon Peter  �2 
Sind  �, 62
siyāsa (governance)  9, �5–�6, 34, 35, 

60, 6�–62
sunna  2, 9, 24, 69, 78, 79
Sunnis  2, 5, 8, 24, 25, 74, 75, 78
Syria  �2, 22, 27

Ṭāhā and Yāsīn  76
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�7–26, 28, 38, 4�, 46, 59, 60
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Tathbīt al-imāma, of al-Manṣūr  8
tawḥīd (divine unity)  �2, 32, 36–37
taʾwīl (esoteric interpretation)  6, �0, 

32, 34, 44, 66, 68, 84
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Torah  82
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�9, 65, 67, 69, 73
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Walker, Paul E.  3, �5
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Yemen  �

Zāhid ʿAlī  26
ẓāhir  6
Zaydīs  �, 5, �5, 23
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