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The Origins of the Shı‘a

The Sunnı-Shı‘a schism is often framed as a dispute over the identity 
of the successor to Muhammad. In reality, however, this fracture only 
materialized a century later in the important southern Iraqı city of Kufa 
(present-day Najaf). This book explores the birth and development of 
Shı‘ı identity. Through a critical analysis of legal texts, whose prove-
nance has only recently been confirmed, the study shows how the early 
Shı‘a carved out independent religious and social identities through 
specific ritual practices and within separate sacred spaces. In this way, 
the book addresses two seminal controversies pertaining to early Islam, 
namely the dating of Shı‘ı identity, and the means by which the Shı‘a 
differentiated themselves from mainstream Kufan society. This is an 
important, original, and path-breaking book that marks a significant 
development in the study of the early Islamic world.
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PART one

NARRATIVES AND METHODS

  

 





3

Ku fa, located on the banks of the Euphrates River in southern Iraq, was 
founded by Sa‘d b. Abı  Waqqa s  (d. 55/675) following the Muslim victory 
over the Sassanian army at Qa disiyya in the year 17/638.1 Originally 
intended to house Arab tribesmen in seclusion from subject populations, 
the settlement also served as a base for future conquests in northern 
Mesopotamia and Iran. In the 1st/7th century, Ku fa witnessed dra-
matic urban growth accompanied by a well-documented rise in tension 
that pitted early-comers, who had participated in the initial conquests, 
against tribal elites (ashra f ) and late-comers (rawa dif ), who clamored 
for a larger portion of the state’s newfound wealth.2 The early-comers 
had profited from the policies of Abu  Bakr (d. 13/635) and especially 

1

Kufa and the Classical Narratives of Early Shı‘ism

1 My synopsis of the history of Kufa draws heavily on EI2, s.v. Kufa (Djait) and idem, Kufa. 
The former offers a succinct timeline of important political developments, whereas the 
latter focuses primarily on the city’s architectural and demographic transformation over 
the first two centuries. Other references are noted in the footnotes that follow.

2 In the following section, I use the term “early-comer” to refer to figures who had taken 
part in the initial battles in Iraq and whose social status was predicated first and foremost 
on their conversion to Islam as opposed to their tribal standing. This is not to say that all 
early-comers lacked tribal credentials; there are numerous examples of individuals from 
distinguished tribal backgrounds who converted early and participated in the conquests. 
In referring to these latter figures, however, I use the term “tribal elite” (ashraf). This deci-
sion results partly from a desire to avoid unwieldy terms such as “tribal elite early-comer” 
and partly from the fact that their social identity and loyalties were primarily predicated 
on their lineage. For a more detailed breakdown of the subtleties of these categories, see 
Hinds, “Alignments,” 348–53 and 357, and Hodgson, Venture, 1:197–211. For a very 
general survey of Iraqi political history in the 1st/7th and 2nd/8th centuries, see Kennedy, 
Prophet, especially chapters 4 and 5. For a discussion of the composition, influx, and set-
tlement of the rawadif, see Donner, Conquests, 226–36.

 

 

 



Narratives and Methods4

‘Umar (d. 23/644) who allotted economic benefits and political posts 
primarily on the basis of Islamic precedence (sa biqa).3 When ‘Uthma n 
became caliph in 23/644, however, the early-comers were politically and 
economically marginalized and replaced by tribal elites who could com-
mand (or purchase) the loyalty of their fellow tribesmen.4 Over the next 
decade, Ku fa witnessed a substantial influx of late-arriving tribesmen,5 
the establishment of financial procedures that favored the tribal elites,6 
and a halt in territorial expansion on the two Ku fan fronts of Azerbaijan 
and Rayy.7 The volatile environment that resulted from these factors 
contributed to Uthma n’s murder at the hands of Egyptian early-comers 
in 35/656 and facilitated ‘Alı ’s (d. 40/661) subsequent assumption of the 
caliphate.8

The same political alignments that destabilized Kufa in the first half 
of the 1st/7th century persisted into the Umayyad period. Mu‘awiya (rl. 
41–60/661–80) confirmed the authority of the tribal elites9 and essentially 
ruled through their auspices, further undermining the political position 
of the early-comers and accelerating their general economic disempower-
ment.10 Over the next century, it was clan leaders with significant wealth 
and tribal status who dominated Kufa with the backing of the Umayyad 
caliphs in Syria and their governors in Iraq (see Table 1.1).11 The early-
comers continued to clamor for a socio-political order based on Islamic 
precedence, which they expected would restore their economic rights.12 

3 Madelung, Succession, 57–77.
4 Hinds, “Alignments,” 355–67 (for the marginalization of early-comers without tribal 

credentials) and 353 (for the relations between tribal elites and late-comers). See also 
Kennedy, Prophet, 73–4.

5 Hinds, “Alignments,” 352–3.
6 Ibid., 359–60.
7 Ibid., 355–6.
8 For more on the factors that led to ‘Uthman’s demise, see Hinds, “Murder,” 450–69.
9 Hinds notes that the tribal elites were the least enthusiastic of ‘Alı’s supporters at Siffın 

and among the quickest to accept Mu‘awiya’s offer of arbitration (Hinds, “Alignments,” 
363 and 366). See also, idem, “The Siffın Arbitration Agreement,” 93–113.

10 Hinds, “Alignments,” 348 and 357. For more on Kufa during Mu‘awiya’s caliphate, see 
Kennedy, Prophet, 84–6.

11 Hinds characterizes the arrangement as one in which “tribal leaders were supposed to 
support, and were in turn supported by the government. The pre-Islamic clan organiza-
tion was the essential basis, but in the changed environment of a central government and 
the garrison towns of Kufa and Basra” (Hinds, “Alignments,” 347).

12 Hinds identifies the qurra’ as a specific division among the early-comers and mentions 
their splintering into a number of movements, including the Shı‘a and the Kharijites 
(Hinds, “Alignments,” 347–8 and 358–65). For more on the usage of the term qurra’ and 
its contested meaning, see EI2, s.v. Qurra (Nagel). See also, Kennedy, Prophet, 78–80.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Kufa and the Classical Narratives 5

They were joined by a growing non-Arab Muslim (mawalı )13 popula-
tion that felt systematically discriminated against by Umayyad fiscal pol-
icies. The resulting coalition coalesced behind the political claims of the 
descendants of ‘Alı.14 The reasons for the particular prominence of the 
‘Alids ranged from a belief in the superiority of their knowledge by virtue 
of their descent from the Prophet (i.e., the early Shı‘a) to a fond remem-
brance of ‘Alı’s support of early-comer rights and his decision to make 
Kufa the caliphal capital.15

The dominance of the tribal elites in Kufa was reinforced in the civil 
strife that erupted between Mu’awiya’s death in 60/680 and ‘Abd al- 
Malik b. Marwan’s (rl. 65–86/685–705) restoration of Umayyad power 
in 73/692.16 They were seminal in obstructing al-Husayn b. ‘Alı’s efforts 
to raise military support and played a central role in his massacre at 
Karbala’ in 61/680.17 They were also instrumental in suppressing the 
rebellion of Mukhtar b. Abı ‘Ubayd (d. 67/687), who seized control of 
Kufa in 66/685 with a coalition of early-comers and mawalı .18 While 
these upheavals confirmed the political status quo in Kufa, they also 
signaled an important transformation in the nature of the opposition. 
With the establishment of Marwanid authority, there emerged a cohesive 
movement of the “piety-minded” that united a myriad of groups with 
grievances against the Umayyad state behind a universalist vision of an 
Islamic society.19

13 In the context of the Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid period, the term mawla (pl. mawalı ) 
was applied to clients of Arab tribes who often, though not necessarily, embraced Islam. 
Crone notes that wala’ was a means of integrating non-Arabs into a tribal Arab social 
structure. The mawalı   referred to in this section had all converted to Islam and were, 
therefore, theoretically on an equal societal footing with Arab Muslims. In reality, how-
ever, they were subject to severe discrimination, especially in the arena of taxation. For 
more on the term and its evolution, see EI2, s.v. Mawla (Crone).

14 The one exception to this rule was the Kharijites who had explicitly rejected ‘Alı in the 
aftermath of the Battle of Siffın. See Hinds, “Alignments,” 363–7.

15 Hodgson, Venture, 1:216–7 and 258–9.
16 For a general history of this period, see Kennedy, Prophet, 92–8.
17 Ibid., 89–90.
18 Hodgson, Venture, 1:222; Kennedy, Prophet, 94–6.
19 Hodgson characterizes the “piety-minded” in the following manner: “I refer here to the 

‘Piety-minded’ element as a general term to cover all the shifting groups opposed to 
Marwanid rule, or at least critical of current Muslim life, so far as their opposition embod-
ied itself in idealistic religious attitudes. I am speaking, of course, primarily of the religious 
specialists, later called ‘ulama’, who provided much of the leadership. . . . Only gradu-
ally did the social element that we designate as the ‘Piety-minded’ resolve itself later into 
sharply differentiated Sunnı and Shı‘ı ‘ulama’” (Hodgson, Venture, 1:250 and 1:272–6). 
It should be noted that Hodgson considered the Kharijites an integral part of the broader 
movement of the piety-minded. See also footnote 28 in this chapter.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Narratives and Methods6

It was al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf al-Thaqafı, the Umayyad governor of Iraq 
from 75/694 until his death in 95/714, who ultimately broke the power 
of the tribal elites in Kufa. He did this by imposing a set of thoroughly 
unpopular and antagonistic policies that included long military cam-
paigns and a reduction in army stipends. These measures sparked a rebel-
lion in 82/701 led by ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath b. 
Qays al-Kindı (d. 83/702), one the most prominent and powerful of the 
ashraf.20 After order was restored in 83/702, al-Hajjaj fundamentally 
transformed the administrative basis for the Umayyad governance of Iraq. 
The central pillar in this reorganization involved the demilitarization of 
the region through the disbanding of the armies of Kufa and Basra and 
the establishment of a permanent Syrian garrison at Wasit.21 Subsequent 
Umayyad governors, including Khalid b. ‘Abd Allah al-Qasrı (gov. 105–
120/724–38) and Yusuf b. ‘Umar al-Thaqafı (gov. 121–6/738–44), relied 
exclusively on Syrian soldiers to quell unrest in the region. It was these 
forces that suppressed the rebellions that erupted behind Zayd b. ‘Alı in 
122/74022 and ‘Abd Allah b. Mu‘awiya in 127/744.23 Al-Hajjaj’s changes 
created a political power vacuum at the highest echelons of Kufan soci-
ety, which was ultimately filled by pietist groups.

The establishment of the ‘Abbasid dynasty in 132/750 marked a deci-
sive turning point in the fortunes of Kufa. Initially, the city retained 
its importance, serving as the ‘Abbasid capital during the caliphate of 
al-Saffah (rl. 132–6/749–50) and the early reign of al-Mansur (rl. 136–
58/754–75).24 This prominence, however, was short-lived and, after the 
foundation of Baghdad in 145/762, Kufa experienced a steady and per-
manent political decline.25 This was due in part to the location of the 
new capital, close enough to allow the ‘Abbasids to crush any rebellions 
in Kufa (e.g., that of Ibrahım b. ‘Abd Allah – d. 145/763) but distant 
enough to shield them from the political intrigues and ‘Alid sympathies 
of its population.26 Although the ‘Abbasid caliphs continued to appoint 
prominent members of the ruling family to the governorship of Kufa 
(and Iraq as a whole), the significance of the post became more symbolic 
than actual.27 The foundation of the dynasty’s power had shifted east and 

20 Hodgson, Venture, 1:245; Kennedy, Prophet, 100–2.
21 Hodgson, Venture, 1:245; Hinds, “Alignments,” 347; EI2, s.v. Kufa (Djait)
22 Kennedy, Prophet, 111–12. For an analysis of ‘Alid revolts in Kufa beginning with that of 

Zayd b. ‘Alı, see Chapter 6.
23 Hodgson, Venture, 1:273; EI2, s.v. ‘Abd Allah b. Mu‘awiya (Zetterstéen).
24 Kennedy, Prophet, 130.
25 Ibid., 135–6.
26 Hodgson, Venture, 1:287.
27 Kennedy, Prophet, 129.
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the most important governorship was now that of Khurasan. In spite of 
these changes, Kufa remained a potential source of unrest through the 
2nd/8th and 3rd/9th centuries, with a population notably partial toward 
and responsive to ‘Alid political claims.

In addition to its political and military importance, Kufa was home 
to a range of diverse religious currents,28 many of which exerted con-
siderable influence on the development of Islamic law and theology.29 
These included two seminal streams of early proto-Sunnı30 jurisprudence, 
namely the traditionists and the ahl al-ra’y.31 The traditionists empha-
sized the unique authority of texts that preserved the opinions of the 
Prophet, his Companions, and their Successors in the articulation of 
Islamic law. As the strength of the movement grew through the 2nd/8th 
century, it provided a strong impetus for the systematic gathering of tra-
ditions that ultimately led to the canonical collections of al-Bukharı (d. 
256/870) and Muslim (d. 261/875). The ahl al-ra’y, by contrast, predi-
cated legal decisions on personal discretion (or sound judgment) and did 
not feel bound to previous opinions, even those that could be traced back 
to the Prophet. The conflict between the traditionists and the ahl al-ra’y 
persisted through the 2nd/8th century, culminating with al-Shafi‘ı’s (d. 
204/820) efforts at subordinating the rationalism of the ahl al-ra’y to the 
textualism of the traditionist movement. Subsequent centuries saw the 
rise of systematic Sunnı law schools that increasingly affirmed al-Shafi‘ı’s 
approach and bound the use of rationality by the constraints of tradition-
ism. But the traditionist victory was not absolute. Many legal opinions 
ascribed to the ahl al-ra’y were preserved by the Hanafıs who supported 
them with textual evidence.32

28 These currents were collectively identified earlier as the “piety-minded.” They devoted 
themselves to working out the implications of a society predicated on the Qur’an and 
developing a mode of living that adhered to broad Islamic principles. They were united 
in advocating a broadly conceived Islamic society, but they disagreed over its core prin-
ciples and building blocks. For the program of the piety-minded, see Hodgson, Venture, 
1:252–67. See also, footnote 19 in this chapter.

29 For a description of the intellectual landscape of early Kufa, see Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, Risalat, 
315–18.

30 The term “proto-Sunnı” is used to refer to a stage before Sunnism had acquired a coher-
ent and distinct doctrinal definition. In other words, “proto-Sunnı” is utilized in the sense 
of “relating to the earliest manifestations of the sect which we today refer to as the 
Sunnıs.”

31 The following discussion of Kufan legal currents draws primarily on Schacht’s Origins.
32 Christopher Melchert proposes an alternative narrative that rejects the connection 

between the Hanafıs and Kufa. Specifically, he claims that Hanafism developed in 
Baghdad, while traditionism was firmly entrenched in Kufa. It was only when a group 
of Malikı Basrans began asserting a link to Medina that Baghdadı Hanafıs responded by 
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The central focus of this book, however, lies not in these streams of 
proto-Sunnism, but rather in the myriad of Shı‘ı groups that reportedly 
first emerged in Kufa in the early 2nd/8th century. These sects have been 
the subject of numerous modern studies that examine the formative 
stages of Shı‘ism primarily through the lens of (a) rival historical claims 
regarding Muhammad’s succession and (b) theology.33 In such an analytic 
framework, the notion of Imamate (imama) holds a particular signifi-
cance as Shı‘ı groups differed over the identity of the legitimate heir to 
the Prophet, as well as the scope and nature of his authority.

The implications of these differences for the emergence of Imamı 
and Zaydı Shı‘ism will be discussed in greater detail later. For now, it is 
important to note that most studies that utilize a historical or theological 
approach in examining early Shı‘ism must contend with the problematic 
nature of the source material, primarily the absence of Arabic historical 
chronicles from the entirety of the 1st/7th and most of the 2nd/8th cen-
tury. One strategy for overcoming this obstacle involves the use of alter-
native sources of information such as coins, tombstones, or archaeological 
inscriptions. Given the scarcity of such artifacts, however, scholars are 
often compelled to rely on written materials that postdate the events they 
purport to describe by decades or even centuries. In these cases, regardless 
of the quality and exactitude of the analysis, questions persist regarding 
the validity of the conclusions. To what extent are the sources projecting 
the values/mores of a subsequent generation onto events from an earlier 
generation? Did these sources have access to reliable information or are 
their historical narratives primarily conjectural in nature? Unfortunately, 
these problems are not easily managed. They require either the discovery 
of new historical sources or the development of new approaches to those 
materials currently available. This book opts for the latter and proposes a 
novel method for the analysis of the extant sources.

The last thirty years have witnessed a fundamental transformation in 
the broad textual landscape for the study of early Islam. We now have 

ascribing their origins to Kufa. In making this argument, Melchert rejects the assump-
tion that there was a fundamental legal rift between Iraq (through its use of ra’y) and 
the Hijaz (through its affirmation of traditions). See Melchert, “Hanafism,” 318–47 and 
idem, Formation. Nurit Tsafrir depicts 2nd/8th century Kufa as split between tradition-
ists and the ahl al-ra’y, but she also emphasizes the multiplicity within both currents. The 
traditionists were organized in circles surrounding famous personalities such as Sufyan 
al-Thawrı and Hafs b. Ghiyath. The ahl al-ra’y were divided among proponents of the 
teachings of Abu Hanıfa or Ibn Abı Layla. See Tsafrir, History, 17–27.

33 It may reasonably be argued that these two elements were so closely intertwined in the 
first few centuries that any distinction between them is largely artificial.
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access to a corpus of texts whose compilation can confidently be placed 
in the early 2nd/8th century. These were not “discovered” by chance in a 
small mosque in some Middle Eastern country; rather they were “uncov-
ered” through the work of a number of scholars who meticulously exam-
ined the structure of hadı th34 (tradition) collections to demonstrate their 
early provenance. The specifics of this research is discussed in greater 
detail in Chapter 2, but its importance is self-evident. The availability of 
a large group of texts contemporaneous with (possibly) the late 1st/7th 
century opens up countless possibilities for the study and, perhaps, recon-
struction of early Muslim society. From the perspective of a historian, the 
primary drawback to these sources lies in their focus on legal issues or 
ritual as opposed to concrete historical events such as dynastic succes-
sions or rebellions.

In this book, I propose a methodological approach through which 
such seemingly ahistorical (and primarily legal/ritual) sources are mined 
for historical information. Specifically, I use these sources to examine one 
of the key controversies in the study of the early Islamic period: the birth 
and development of Shı‘ı sectarian identity35 in 2nd/8th century Kufa. 
The remainder of this initial chapter outlines the established narratives 
(subsequently referred to as “the classical narratives”) for early Shı‘ism 
put forward by both premodern and modern scholars and drawn primar-
ily from heresiographical works.36 In spite of a few minor discrepancies, 
these narratives exhibit a remarkable degree of consensus regarding the 
crystallization of Imamı and Zaydı Shı‘ı identities. The particulars of the 

34 In the course of this study, I use the term hadı th (tradition) to refer to texts that purport 
to record the opinions/views of authority figures from the first two Islamic centuries. In 
other words, the term encompasses texts that cite the Prophet as well as those that cite the 
Companions, or 1st/7th- and 2nd/8th-century jurists (commonly referred to as athar).

35 When I speak of “identity,” I am not referring to a fully developed sectarian group or a 
formal law school. I am primarily concerned with the point at which particular groups of 
Muslims (i.e., Imamıs, Zaydıs, traditionists, the ahl al-ra’y) began to perceive themselves 
as “unique” or “different,” often on the basis of a common ritual practice. This initial act 
of community–building is the prerequisite for the creation of a sect or school of law.

36 The shortcomings of this genre are well known. Heresiographers were primarily con-
cerned with explaining the disunity of the larger Muslim community. They tried to depict 
a religious landscape in accordance with traditions that predicted the community’s frag-
mentation into seventy-three sects. The resulting narrative demarcated groups on the 
basis of distinct doctrinal and theological beliefs. In reality, however, sects are rarely 
characterized by such a degree of internal coherence. As Josef van Ess observes, “we must 
never forget that [sects] owe their names mainly to the need for systematizing felt by the 
heresiographers and that these names are not necessarily a reflection of social or histori-
cal reality” (“The Kamilıya,” 216). For traditions dealing with the proliferation of sects, 
see FBF, 23–5; al-Darimı, Sunan, 2:690–1; and ST, 7:296–7.
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approach utilized in evaluating the veracity of these narratives is dis-
cussed further in Chapter 2.

shi ‘ism united

Beginning in the 2nd/8th century, Kufa was beset by a series of ‘Alid-
led uprisings against the Umayyad and ‘Abbasid caliphs. These revolts 
reflected the city’s centrality to the political aspirations of multiple 
streams of early Shı‘ism.37 As varieties of Shı‘ism spread to other parts 
of the Muslim world (particularly Iran), Kufa maintained its preeminent 
status as the birthplace of the larger movement.38 This was best exempli-
fied by the fact that the operational leadership of the ‘Abbasid mission-
ary network (da‘wa) remained firmly entrenched in the city even as it 
focused its propaganda on the far-off province of Khurasan. According 
to the classical narrative (see below), Zayd b. ‘Alı’s rebellion in 122/740 
signaled a decisive turning point in the history of the broader Kufan Shı‘ı 
community. Specifically, it provided the impetus for the creation of a dis-
tinctly militant (Zaydı) Shı‘ism that stood in sharp contrast to the politi-
cally passive (Imamı) Shı‘ism fostered by the ‘Alids, Muhammad al-Baqir 
(d. 117/735) and Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765). Before examining the pur-
ported details and consequences of this split, however, a few words about 
the general contours of Kufan Shı‘ism are in order.

The two core beliefs that united all the early Kufan Shı‘a were the con-
viction that ‘Alı was the rightful successor to the Prophet and the accep-
tance of the institution of the Imamate.39 Within this broad umbrella, 
there was potential for considerable variation. Disputes arose concerning 
the nature of ‘Alı’s claims, with some Shı‘a asserting that the Prophet had 
made a clear public declaration regarding succession after his death, and 
others acknowledging only an implicit designation. This issue had pro-
found implications for the status of those Companions who had actively 

37 They also garnered widespread support among other pietist groups. The disintegration of 
this coalition and the increased political marginalization of the Zaydı Shı‘a are discussed 
in Chapter 6.

38 Kufa’s importance in the larger Imamı movement derived from its role in transmit-
ting the opinions of the Imams (prior to the ghayba) from Medina (and later Baghdad 
and Samarra’) to cities further east (EI2, s.v. Kufa (Djait)). In his comparative study of 
Kufan and Qummı hadı th collections, Newman argues that Imamıs in Qumm defined 
themselves in conscious opposition to their Kufan counterparts. But this seems to have 
occurred after the ghayba and, in any case, implicitly attests to an earlier Kufan preemi-
nence. See Newman, The Formative Period.

39 For a broad overview of early Shı‘ism, see EI2, s.v. Shı‘a (Madelung).

  

 

 

 



Narratives and Methods14

opposed ‘Alı (see below). The doctrine of the Imamate produced even 
greater divisions, coalescing around two poles: the nature of the Imam’s 
authority and the method of his “selection.”40 Although a comprehensive 
examination of these issues lies outside the scope of this study, they will 
feature prominently in the course of our discussion of the origin narrative 
of Zaydism. At this point, it suffices to note that early Shı‘ı groups were 
primarily distinguished based on their support of a specific descendant of 
the Prophet as the legitimate Imam.41

Imamı Shı‘ism

The Imamıs42 traced the Imamate exclusively through a line of Husaynid 
‘Alids and appeared to first materialize around the figures of al-Baqir and 
al-Sadiq in the early 2nd/8th century. The vast majority of early Imamıs 
lived in Kufa and could only communicate with their Medinan Imams 
through a correspondence mediated by merchants, travelers, and pilgrims.43 
Regardless, it appears that al-Baqir and al-Sadiq managed to maintain close 
ties with their followers and regularly provided religious guidance on issues 
of ritual and doctrine. The history of the Imamıs prior to al-Baqir is more 
difficult to decipher with any degree of confidence and it remains unclear 
whether a community of self-identified Imamıs frequented Zayn al-‘Abidın 
‘Alı b. al-Husayn al-Sajjad (d. 94/712). The heresiographical sources are 
of little help in clarifying the situation in this earlier period as they focus 
chiefly on extremist sects of a highly millenary character.44

40 There are numerous studies on the Imamate, which focus on issues ranging from the 
Imam’s qualifications to the scope of his authority. For closer examinations of the 
Imamate from a variety of perspectives, see Donaldson, Shi‘ite Religion, 137–41, 395–6; 
Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide; Kohlberg, “Community”; and Modarressi, Crisis. For 
more general discussions of the Imamate, see EI2, s.v. Imama (Madelung) and Calder, 
“Significance,” 253–64. The possible conflation of the terms Imam and Caliph is dis-
cussed by Crone and Hinds in God’s Caliph.

41 Crone, God’s Rule, 99–100 (on the Zaydıs) and 111–12 (on the Imamıs).
42 There is a considerable problem in terminology when dealing with the early Shı‘ı com-

munity. I follow Kohlberg’s formulation, using “Imamı” to denote “the earliest manifes-
tation of the sect that we today refer to as the Imamı-Twelvers.” As discussed later, in 
the 2nd/8th century, this term included those sects (e.g., the Waqifiyya) who had not yet 
broken off to form independent groups and should not be taken as referring exclusively 
to the antecedents of the modern Imamı-Twelver community. See Kohlberg, “Imamiyya,” 
521–34 and idem, “Early Attestations,” 343–57.

43 Modarressi notes that “the Hijaz, generally speaking, was never a Shı‘ite land. Some 
reports suggest that during the late Umayyad period, only four Shı‘ıtes lived in Mecca 
and fewer that twenty in Mecca and Medina combined” (Tradition, 39 footnote 1).

44 See, for example, the table of contents in MIs. For the doctrinal beliefs and historicity of 
these early sects, see Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians.
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The Imamı community in the early 2nd/8th century was characterized 
by tensions between factions that held disparate, if not contradictory, 
views regarding the scope of the Imam’s knowledge and the nature of his 
relationship to God. The general confusion that resulted from this diver-
sity allowed for the proliferation of extremist (ghulat) ideas. Given such 
an environment, it is not surprising that al-Baqir and (especially) al-Sadiq 
devoted considerable efforts to limiting the influence of Shı‘ı extremists45 
while articulating the distinctive tenets of what would become Imamı 
Shı‘ism. Differences in opinion, however, persisted and became entangled 
with the question of succession as exemplified by countless instances 
in which followers tested potential Imams or strongly questioned their 
actions. The period following the death of al-Sadiq witnessed a series of 
splits with the emergence of the Isma‘ılıs and the Nawusıs in 148/765 
and the Waqifıs in 184/800. The heresiographers frame these divisions as 
departures from a normative “Imamiyya.”46 In other words, they define 
the Imamıs primarily in negative terms in opposition to those groups that 
had broken away to form independent sects.

Most modern studies affirm the centrality of al-Baqir and al-Sadiq in 
the creation of a distinct Imamı Shı‘ı identity. In doing so, they draw pri-
marily on theological works and predicate their arguments on assump-
tions about the development of theological doctrines. Much of the 
foundation for this mode of analysis was laid by Marshall Hodgson47 
and developed in the careful and erudite studies of Wilferd Madelung48 

45 This point is made by Hodgson, “Sectarian,” 9–12 and EI2, s.v. Shı‘a (Madelung). See 
also, Modarressi, Crisis.

46 Kohlberg notes that the name “Imamiyya” (in combination with “Qat‘iyya”) was used 
in reference to the generality of those Shı‘a who held to the Husaynid line eventually 
affirmed by the modern-day Ithna ‘Ashariyya (Twelvers) (“Imamiyya,” 531). Although 
subsequently ascribed a normative authority, there is no indication that the line of Imams 
revered by the Twelvers was supported by a majority (or even a plurality) of the early 
Shı‘a.

47 Hodgson, “Sectarian,” 1–13 and EI2, s.v. Ja‘far al-Sadiq (idem). Hodgson highlights the 
growth in stature of the figure of the Imam in the late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th cen-
tury as both a legal and a theological authority. Specifically, he examines the difficulties 
al-Sadiq faced in controlling the flow of extremist (ghulat) ideas among his followers in 
Kufa but emphasizes the importance of these same ideas in the development of a distinct 
Shı‘ı identity. This approach is in sharp contrast to that of earlier scholars who concen-
trated almost exclusively on the issue of succession. See, for example, Donaldson, Shi‘ite 
Religion.

48 EI2, s.v. Imama (Madelung), Shı‘a (idem); idem, Succession; and DIQ. Madelung focuses 
primarily on the role of theological and political disputes in shaping early Shı‘ism. A 
similar approach informs Josef van Ess’s Theologie which presents a detailed analysis 
of a multiplicity of Shı‘ı Kufan theological circles (see e.g., 1:387–93 on the school of 
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and Etan Kohlberg.49 A similar view informs the work of Maria Dakake, 
who emphasizes the importance of walaya (charismatic allegiance or – 
alternatively – attachment) in the creation of an early 2nd/8th century 
Shı‘ı identity.50 By contrast, sharply differing perspectives are articulated 
by Amir-Moezzi,51 who concentrates on the mystical and esoteric aspects 
of Imamı Shı‘ism, and Hossein Modarressi,52 who highlights its deep-
rooted rationalist tendencies. Buckley focuses specifically on the figure 
of al-Sadiq, detailing his development of (a) a coherent doctrine of the 
Imamate and (b) a concrete ritual and legal edifice in the political after-
math of the ‘Abbasid revolution.53

We are left with a somewhat nebulous portrait of early Imamı Shı‘ism. 
Both premodern and modern scholars affirm the existence of a contin-
gent of early Shı‘a associated with al-Baqir and al-Sadiq, but there is a 
great deal of ambiguity regarding the point at which they coalesced into a 
coherent Imamı “community” distinguishable from broader Kufan soci-
ety. There is a general scholarly consensus that the Imamıs existed as a 
discreet sectarian group in Kufa by – at the very latest – the Imamate of 
Musa al-Kazim (d. 184/800).54 Although this provides us a terminus ante 
quem, it tells us little about the contours of the community in the early 
or mid-2nd/8th century under the guidance of al-Baqir and al-Sadiq. We 
are even less certain of the situation in the late 1st/7th century during the 
purported Imamate of al-Sajjad. The central question remains the follow-
ing: At which point did the Imamıs constitute an insular community with 
distinctive practices that set them apart from a vague overarching Kufan 
Shı‘ism? In this book, I tackle this question through an analysis of the 
internal structure and form of Imamı legal traditions. In Chapters 7–8, I 

al-Sadiq’s companion Hisham b. al-Hakam) and an examination of important contro-
versies associated with the Imamate (see e.g., 1:377–82 on the designation of the Imam 
along with his infallibility; 1:274–78 on his political responsibilities; and 1:278–85 on 
his knowledge).

49 Kohlberg, “Community,” 25–53.
50 See Dakake, Charismatic. A similar perspective emphasizing the early importance of 

walaya is found in Eliash, “Genesis,” 265–77.
51 See Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide.
52 See Modarressi, Crisis and idem, Tradition.
53 See Buckley, “Origins,” 165–84 and idem, “Ja‘far al-Sadiq,” 37–58.
54 Crone explicitly places the emergence of Imamı Shı‘ism in the lifetime of al-Kazim (Crone, 

God’s Rule, 114–15), whereas Hodgson (Hodgson, “Sectarian,” 13) and Madelung (,EI2, 
s.v. “Shı‘a,”) prefer that of al-Sadiq without offering a specific date. The earliest dating 
comes from Modarressi who suggests that the Imamıs were an “independent political, 
legal, and theological school” by 132/749 (Modarressi, Crisis, 4). This implies that differ-
entiation may have taken place before 132/749, possibly during the lifetime of al-Baqir.
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go one step further by addressing the issue of how (i.e., the mechanisms 
through which) the Imamıs may have carved out an independent identity 
for themselves.

Zaydı Shı‘ism

An examination of the beginnings of Zaydism requires considerably 
more detail than that of Imamism. This is because most primary sources 
(predominantly heresiographies) trace the roots of Zaydism to a specific 
moment (122/740) and identify its initial adherents as two discrete groups 
of Kufan Shı‘a. On the other hand, as mentioned earlier, discussions of 
Imamism often concentrate on schisms in which the Imamıs function as 
a narrative baseline with little information about the movement’s initial 
coalescence. Much of the classical narrative of early Imamism rests on the 
school’s own sources (both historical and legal) in addition to heresio-
graphical texts. By contrast, although Zaydı sources discuss failed ‘Alıd 
rebellions and include discussions of law and theology, their portrayal of 
their own origins appears strongly indebted to the narrative found in the 
heresiographical literature.

There is a broad scholarly consensus that Zaydism was a product of 
the merging of two streams of Kufan Shı‘ism – the Jarudiyya and the 
Batriyya55 – around the revolt of Zayd b. ‘Alı in 122/740.56 Zaydıs were 
united in the belief that the Imamate was the common property of all the 
descendants of ‘Alı through his sons, al-Hasan and al-Husayn.57 Any qual-
ified58 candidate could claim the Imamate by calling others to his cause 
and rising up in military rebellion against an oppressive  ruler.59 Members 
of the Muslim community were religiously obligated to respond to his 
summons and support his efforts at establishing political rule.60 The 
Zaydıs often contrasted their activist stance with the political quietism of 

55 As discussed below, the Sulaymanıs were theologically very similar to the Batrıs and 
appeared to have only crystallized in the later decades of the 2nd/8th century.

56 The overview of the divisions between the Batriyya and the Jarudiyya that follows is 
based on EI2, s.v. Zaydiyya (Madelung); EI2 supplement, s.v. Batriyya (idem); and his 
classical work on the subject, DIQ, 44–51. The primary sources for this narrative are six 
heresiographical works that will be examined in greater detail later. The heresiographical 
perspective on these divisions is also summarized by al-Mas‘udı in al-Muruj, 3:207–8.

57 KM, 71; FS, 54–5; MIm, 42; MIs, 141; FBF, 41; MN, 1:154 and 159.
58 As will become clear later, they differed regarding the necessary qualifications for a legit-

imate Imam.
59 KM, 71; FS, 54–5; MIm, 42; FBF, 41.
60 KM 71; FS, 54–5; MIm, 42; MN, 1:154.

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Narratives and Methods18

the Imamıs, whose Imams they derided for remaining safely concealed in 
the comfort of their homes.61

Below this veneer of unity, however, Zaydism was rent by disputes 
concerning the two central Shı‘ı beliefs identified earlier: the nature of 
‘Alı’s appointment as successor and the scope of the Imam’s authority. 
The first division involved the status of early Companions who had (a) 
supported the selection of Abu Bakr (and then ‘Umar) despite ‘Alı’s right-
ful claim or (b) taken up arms against ‘Alı during the first civil war (fitna). 
The second centered on the knowledge and legal authority of the family 
of the Prophet.62 A Zaydı’s stance on these issues effectively identified 
him as a Jarudı or a Batrı.

The Jarudıs63 (eponymously linked to Abu al-Jarud Ziyad b. al- 
Mundhir – d. mid-2nd/8th century) believed that ‘Alı, al-Hasan (d. 49/669), 
and al-Husayn had clearly and publicly been designated as Imams either 
directly by the Prophet or by their immediate predecessors.64 Given that 
there was no ambiguity regarding their right to rule, anyone who actively 
supported rival claims was guilty of disbelief (kufr).65 This had the prac-
tical consequence of relegating Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and those 
Companions who fought ‘Alı in the first civil war (e.g., Talha – d. 35/656, 
al-Zubayr – d. 35/656, and ‘Ā’isha – d. 58/678) to the status of nonbe-
lievers and apostates. In terms of legal authority, the Jarudıs believed that 
every descendant of ‘Alı (through Fatima – d. 10/632)66 possessed identi-
cal religious knowledge regardless of age or seniority.67 Some even went 
as far as to excommunicate those who refused to accept the fundamental 
equality between the religious (particularly legal) knowledge of an old 

61 MIm, 42. Some heresiographers claim that the Jarudıs consider these false Imams and 
their followers as nonbelievers. For this view, see KM 71, 75; FS, 54–5.

62 Bayhoum-Daou has argued that the method for the transmission of knowledge was a 
central issue of debate for the early Zaydıs (“Hisham b. al-Hakam,” 99). The Imamıs 
struggled with the same issue when faced with Imams who had not reached the age 
of legal majority beginning with Muhammad al-Jawad (d. 220/835). For more on the 
Imamı case, see the first section of Modarressi’s Crisis.

63 DIQ, 47–9 and 51.
64 FS, 21; MIm, 42; MIs, 141; FBF, 41; MN, 1:158. For Abu al-Jarud, see Chapters 6  

and 7.
65 KM 71; FS, 21; MIm, 42; MIs, 141; FBF, 41–2; MN, 1:158.
66 Madelung identifies a group known as the Talibiyya, which extended this general quali-

fications to include all the descendants of Abu Talib and survived into the 4th/10th cen-
tury (EI2, s.v. Zaydiyya (Madelung)).

67 KM 72; FS, 55; MIm, 43. There may have been an additional split between a group, 
led by Fudayl b. al-Zubayr al-Rassan, that believed that only Imams were repositories 
of knowledge and another, led by Abu Khalid al-Wasitı (also known as al-Kufı), that 
extended this privilege to all ‘Alids (MN, 1:159).
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‘Alid scholar and an ‘Alid newborn.68 In cases where an Imam appeared 
to lack the proper scholarly credentials, the Jarudıs argued that, should 
the need arise, God would make the required knowledge “sprout in [his] 
heart as a seed sprouts in the rain.”69 This belief meant that Jarudıs did 
not need to rely on legal methods like ijtihad or ra’y, because any ‘Alid 
could issue an authoritative opinion.70

The Batrıs71 agreed with the Jarudıs regarding ‘Alı’s political claims but 
felt his designation had been implicit rather than explicit.72 Furthermore, 
they argued that ‘Alı had acquiesced to the community’s election of 
Abu Bakr and ‘Umar by taking the oath of allegiance and refusing to 
rebel.73 If ‘Alı was satisfied with the leadership choices of the Muslim 
community, then there could be no justification for accusations of dis-
belief against the first generation of Muslims. In holding this view, the 
Batrıs also accepted the doctrine that a “less worthy” candidate could 
become Imam despite the presence of a “superior” candidate.74 As for 
‘Uthman, the Batrıs (like many non-Shı‘ı groups) divided his reign into 
two halves, rejecting the last six years because of his apparent nepotism.75 
Although there are indications that some Batrıs refused to pass judgment 
on ‘Uthman altogether, this appears to have been a minority position.76 
Most Batrıs also condemned (but fell short of excommunicating) Talha, 
al-Zubayr, and ‘Ā’isha for their armed opposition to ‘Alı in the Battle of 
the Camel.77 Unlike the Jarudıs, the Batrıs diffused legal authority among 
the entire Muslim scholarly community, thereby permitting potential 
Imams to study with famous traditionists.78 Given that knowledge was 
learned rather than divinely inspired, candidates for the Imamate had to 
demonstrate a mastery of the law and legal devices such as ijtihad and 
ra’y.79 The Batrı affirmation of the first two caliphs and their doctrine of  

68 KM 72; FS, 55.
69 KM 72; FS, 55; MIm, 43.
70 KM 72; FS, 55–6; MIs, 149.
71 DIQ, 49–50.
72 KM 73–4; FS, 20–1; MIs, 144; FBF, 42–3.
73 KM 73–4; FS, 20; MIm, 43; MIs, 144; MN, 1:161.
74 KM 73–4; MN, 1:161.
75 KM 73–4, FS, 57; MIm, 43–4; MIs, 144.
76 For examples of withholding judgment, see MIs, 144; FBF, 43; MN, 1:161. For examples 

of refutation, see KM 73–4; FS, 57.
77 KM 73–4; FS, 57.
78 KM 73–4; FS, 56–7; MIs, 149.
79 In this respect, the Batrıs were different from the Kufan traditionists who did not allow 

reason-based arguments and insisted on textual evidence. See EI2, s.v. Ahl al-Hadıth 
(Schacht); KM 73; FS, 56–7; MIm, 44; MN, 1:162.
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knowledge placed them firmly within the boundaries of a larger Kufan 
proto-Sunnism. Their classification as “Shı‘ı” was based on their belief 
that (a) ‘Alı was the Prophet’s successor, and (b) legitimate political 
authority was thereafter limited to his descendants.

Some sources mention the Sulaymanıs (eponymously linked to 
Sulayman b. Jarır80 – d. late 2nd/8th century) as a third theological divi-
sion within Zaydism, which held a modified Batrı position on the key 
issues identified above.81 In terms of the succession, they agreed with both 
the Jarudıs and the Batrıs that ‘Alı was the best candidate for the Imamate 
after the Prophet, but sided with the Batrıs in affirming the Imamate of 
the “less worthy.”82 In the election of Abu Bakr, the community had acted 
in error by overlooking the Prophet’s implicit designation of ‘Alı as his 
successor.83 This mistake, however, was not tantamount to disbelief; it 
was simply an error in independent judgment (ijtihad).84 In making this 
argument, the Sulaymanıs rejected both the Jarudı position that most 
Companions had apostatized and the Batrı view that Abu Bakr’s elec-
tion was not a mistake. With respect to ‘Alı’s opponents in the first civil 
war (as well as ‘Uthman), the Sulaymanıs aligned with the Jarudıs in 
labeling them apostates and nonbelievers.85 On the issue of knowledge, 
the Sulaymanıs agreed with the Batrıs that legal authority was diffused 
among the entire Muslim community.86

Even though the heresiographers list these three groups as distinct 
Zaydı sects, there was a significant theological overlap between the 
Batrıs and the Sulaymanıs that set them apart from the Jarudıs. At the 
heart of this difference was the Jarudı doctrine of raj‘a (return from the 
dead),87 which was apparent as early as 145/763 in splinter groups that 

80 There is very little historical information regarding Sulayman b. Jarır al-Raqqı. He was 
active in the middle and late 2nd/8th century and is often described solely in theologi-
cal terms in the heresiographical literature. As will be discussed in Chapter 6, he is also 
linked by both Zaydı and non-Zaydı sources to the murder (by poison) of Idrıs b. ‘Abd 
Allah in 175/792 (DIQ, 61–6).

81 As a whole, it appears that the Sulaymanıs emerged much later than the Jarudıs and 
Batrıs at the end of 2nd/8th century. They seem to have been a general offshoot of 
Batrism and – in subsequent chapters – will be treated as part and parcel of the Batriyya. 
They are discussed here in the interests of elaborating the various theological positions 
ascribed to early Zaydıs.

82 MIm, 44; MIs, 143; FBF, 42; MN, 1:159–60.
83 MIm, 44; MIs, 143; FBF, 42.
84 MIm, 44; MIs, 143; FBF, 43; MN, 1:159–60.
85 MIm, 44; MIs, 143; FBF, 43; MN, 1:160.
86 MIm, 44–5; FBF, 42.
87 MIs, 141–2; FBF, 42; MN, 1:159. See also, DIQ, 56–7.
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anticipated the return of al-Nafs al-Zakiyya (d. 145/763).88 Both the 
Batrıs and Sulaymanıs categorically rejected raj‘a and accused its propo-
nents of disbelief.89 The theological divide between the two camps was 
also evident in their interactions with the Imamıs. Although the heresi-
ographies do not mention any debates between individual Jarudıs and 
Imamıs, the Batrıs and Sulaymanıs were known to confront the Imamıs 
regarding taqiyya (cautionary dissimulation) and bada’ (change in the 
course of future events).90 In a typical example, al-Baqir was challenged 
by one his Kufan followers (i.e., ‘Umar b. Riyah – fl. 2nd/8th century) 
for giving contradictory answers to the same question in different years. 
When pressed for the reason, al-Baqir ascribed his initial answer to taqi-
yya. This did not satisfy ‘Umar who claimed that there had been no exter-
nal threat when he had first asked his question. He proceeded to spread 
the tale among his close associates, many of whom purportedly joined 
him in converting to Batrı Zaydism.91 The most famous example of bada’ 
involved the early death of Isma‘ıl b. Ja‘far, who had allegedly been desig-
nated by his father al-Sadiq as the next Imam. The heresiographers claim 
that al-Sadiq’s characterization of the incident as an example of God’s 
bada’ prompted many of his Companions to defect to the Batriyya.92 The 
fact that there are no corresponding examples involving Jarudıs suggests 
a degree of theological polarization, with the Imamıs/Jarudıs on one side 
and the Batrıs/Sulaymanıs on the other.

During the course of the 3rd/9th century, “the Batriyya quickly dis-
integrated as the Kufan traditionist school was absorbed into Sunnism, 
while, within the Zaydiyya, the Jarudı views concerning the Imamate pre-
vailed and Zaydı fiqh was elaborated on the basis of the doctrine of the 
family of the Prophet.”93 The depiction of early Zaydism presented above 
is a sociologically believable and smooth account of two groups (treating 
the Batrıs and Sulaymanıs as a single unit) coming together through the 
energy of one man’s personal charisma. But how much credence can be 
given to a narrative drawn from heresiographical sources? Can we find 
evidence for both the initial creation of the sect and its eventual evolution 
in the contemporaneous sources? These questions are at the heart of the 
analysis of Zaydı traditions in Chapters 3 through 5.

88 MIs, 141; MN, 159.
89 MIs, 144.
90 KM 78–9; FS, 64–6; MN, 1:160.
91 KM 75; FS, 59–60.
92 KM 77–8; FS, 62.
93 EI2 supplement, s.v. Batriyya (Madelung); DIQ, 44.
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summary and structure

This book focuses on two important narratives that purport to describe 
the birth and development of Imamı and Zaydı Shı‘ism. The first main-
tains that the contours of a distinct Imamı identity materialized in the 
early 2nd/8th century (if not earlier) around the figures of al-Baqir and 
al-Sadiq. If this view is indeed correct, then an analysis of Imamı sources 
from the early 2nd/8th century should reflect this independence. The sec-
ond contends that Zaydism was born through the merging of two dis-
parate Shı‘ı theological groups (i.e., the Jarudıs and the Batrıs) around 
the 122/740 revolt of Zayd b. ‘Alı. It then claims that the two groups 
engaged in an internal struggle for control of the movement, from which 
the Jarudıs emerged triumphant. We expect to find evidence for both of 
these claims in Zaydı traditions from the 2nd/8th century.

Chapter 2 proposes a methodological approach with the potential to 
evaluate the veracity of the narratives described above. It begins with a 
survey of scholarly debates on the nature of the extant source material, 
including a number of recent works, which make a compelling case for 
the dating of traditions to the early 2nd/8th century (or even earlier). The 
chapter concludes by outlining the basic parameters of a method for min-
ing traditions for historical information pertinent to early sectarianism.

The second part of the book tests the narratives delineated in Chapter 
1 based on the approach developed in Chapter 2. This is done through 
three case studies that center on important issues of ritual and dietary 
law. Chapter 3 focuses on the recitation of the phrase “In the name of 
God, the Beneficent the Merciful” (i.e., the basmala) at the start of prayer, 
whereas Chapter 4 centers on the inclusion of an invocation or curse 
within the daily prayer (i.e., the qunut). Chapter 5 tackles the prohibition 
of alcoholic drinks, an issue that aroused considerable controversy in 
Kufa. Each case study starts with a legal survey that examines the views 
and methods of representative jurists from six major premodern legal 
schools (i.e., Hanafıs, Malikıs, Shafi‘ıs, Hanbalıs, Imamıs, and Zaydıs). 
It then proceeds to an analysis of the traditions and an evaluation of the 
degree to which the results agree with the classical narratives. Overall, 
there is significant support for the existence of an independent Imamı 
identity in the early 2nd/8th century, but also a clear need for a revision 
of our understanding of early Zaydism.

The third and final part of the book addresses core questions regard-
ing the dating of (the when) and mechanism for (the how) the emergence 
of Shı‘ism. Chapter 6 articulates a new timeline for Zaydı Shı‘ism that 
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aligns with the results of the three case studies and finds significant sup-
port in the historical sources. Specifically, it highlights how an extended 
period of covert activity and successive political failures contributed to 
the crystallization of Zaydı identity. Chapters 7 and 8 utilize a sociolog-
ical framework to examine the means through which early Shı‘ı groups 
(specifically the Imamıs) expressed an independent communal identity. 
Chapter 7 argues for the seminal importance of observable ritual practice. 
In some instances, the most skew of theological views were overlooked 
in individuals who adhered to an acceptable form of the daily prayer 
or ablution. Chapter 8 focuses on the growing demarcation of “sacred 
spaces” (mainly mosques, but also shrines) where the Imamı Shı‘a would 
gather and perform rituals in a distinctive manner. In time, these spaces 
acquired an independent charisma and were transformed into important 
centers of pilgrimage.
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2

Confronting the Source Barrier

A New Methodology

Every study of early Shı‘ism is fundamentally hampered by a lack of con-
temporaneous historical sources. Very few chronicles can verifiably be 
dated to the start of the 2nd/8th century, leaving scholars with a myriad 
of sources from subsequent centuries, which claim an unverifiable reliance 
on earlier written materials.1 The degree to which these have been manip-
ulated or altered to fit polemical agendas remains an open question. In 
the case of heresiographies, for example, it is likely that historical materi-
als were recrafted to fit a particular theological worldview in which one 
sect was saved and seventy-one (or seventy-two, or seventy-three) were 
destined for Hell. Faced with such a dilemma, many historians have con-
cluded that substantive research into early Islam is not possible without 
the discovery of new sources or developments in fields such as archeology 
or numismatics. This chapter argues for the dating of an entire category 
of (albeit nonhistorical) sources to the early 2nd/8th century and offers 
an avenue for utilizing these texts to derive historical information. The 
first section summarizes important recent scholarship that places ritual 
law traditions in as early as the late 1st/7th century. The second section 
lays out the methodology employed in Chapters 3 through 5.

the search for early sources

In the second volume of his seminal 1889 work, Muhammedanishe 
Studien, Ignaz Goldziher expressed severe skepticism about the entirety 

1 Ibn Ishaq’s (d. 151/768) Sıra is the earliest known surviving historical chronicle, but even 
this text was actually redacted and edited by Ibn Hisham (d. 219/834).

 

 

 

 

 

 



Confronting the Source Barrier 25

of the hadı th literature.2 He argued that political and polemical factors 
led to a proliferation of fabrication, which made it virtually impossi-
ble to derive any factual information from the multitude of seemingly 
historical traditions preserved in the major collections.3 In the decades 
that followed, scholars explored the implications of Goldziher’s work 
for a variety of fields, from early Islamic historiography to the origins 
and development of Islamic law. They generally adhered to one of two 
positions with respect to the sources. The first was grounded in a thor-
oughgoing skepticism that rejected the entirety of the Muslim tradition 
as the product of a back projection of expectations onto the life of the 
Prophet.4 The second affirmed the general utility of the traditions as his-
torical sources while attempting to sift out those reports that appeared 
to reflect later bias or polemical debates.5 The two sides have followed 
parallel tracks through the last century, with little progress toward a res-
olution of this fundamental epistemological disagreement.6 Skeptics con-
sider traditions as fabrications unless proven otherwise, whereas their 
opponents assume veracity in the absence of proof of forgery.7

The scholars in each of these camps tend to focus on either the con-
tent (matn) or the transmission history (via the isnad or chain of trans-
mission) of a given piece of information.8 While Goldziher’s work was 

2 The following discussion of the controversies surrounding early Islamic sources is not 
meant to be exhaustive. For those interested in a detailed study of the topic complete 
with a survey of the current state of the field, see Motzki, “Dating,” 204–53 and idem, 
“Authenticity,” 211–58. In the section that follows, I concentrate on those scholars and 
methods that are particularly pertinent for my work, though the general framework is 
indebted to Motzki.

3 Goldziher, Muslim Studies, vol. 2. Goldziher explicitly articulates this point on 2:19 and 
then discusses the process of fabrication in chapters 3 through 5. See 2:89ff, 2:126ff, and 
2:145ff.

4 According to Schoeler (Biography, 3–4), the early advocates of this position included 
Leone Caetani and Henri Lammens. For more recent examples, see Wansbrough’s The 
Sectarian Milieu or Crone’s Meccan Trade.

5 Schoeler identifies the early advocates of this position as Theodor Nöldeke and Carl 
Becker (Schoeler, Biography, 3–4). For a typical example of this approach, see Watt, 
Muhammad.

6 For an exchange between Serjeant and Crone, which exemplifies the occasionally hostile 
relationship between the two camps, see Serjeant, “Meccan Trade,” 472–86 along with 
Crone’s response, “Serjeant,” 216–40.

7 A number of varied studies address the differences between these two camps. In addition to 
Motzki (“Dating”), a few of the more interesting include Schoeler, Biography, 3–19; Hallaq, 
“Authenticity,” 75–90; Robinson, Islamic Historiography; and Donner, Narratives.

8 In the discussion that follows, I emphasize arguments that generally, though not exclu-
sively, focus on the isnad as opposed to the matn. This is a result of my particular interest 
in arguing that written sources were circulated during the early 2nd/8th century in good 
faith by their compilers.
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grounded in a critique of content, the scholar most associated with a 
skeptical engagement of both content and isnads is Joseph Schacht. In 
The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence, Schacht utilized content 
criticism to propose a timeline for the development of Islamic law, which 
relied on his assessment of the sophistication of specific legal doctrines or 
texts.9 He also devoted a small chapter to the issue of isnads, highlighting 
their tendency to “grow backward” and “spread.”10 Schacht described 
“backward growth” as the false projecting of “doctrines back to higher 
authorities” beginning with the Successors but culminating in the expo-
nential growth of traditions ascribed to the Prophet.11 He characterized 
the “spread” of isnads as the “creation of additional authorities or trans-
mitters for the same doctrine or tradition.”12 In spite of these problems, 
Schacht suggested that isnads might conceivably be utilized for the dat-
ing of traditions. The relevant passage is important enough to quote at 
length:

These results regarding the growth of isnads enable us to envisage the case in 
which a tradition was put into circulation by a traditionist whom we may call 
NN, or by a person who used his name, at a certain time. The tradition would 
normally be taken over by one or several transmitters, and the lower, real part 
of the isnad would branch out into several strands. The original promoter NN 
would have provided his tradition with an isnad reaching back to an authority 
such as a Companion or the Prophet, and this higher, fictitious part of the isnad 
would often acquire additional branches by the creation of improvements which 
would take their place beside the original chain of transmitters, or by the process 
which we have described as spread of isnads. But NN would remain the (lowest) 
common link in the several strands of isnads…. Whether this happened to the 
lower or to the higher part of the isnad or to both, the existence of a significant 
common link (NN) in all or most isnads of a given tradition would be a strong 
indication in favor of its having originated in the time of NN.13

Most scholars continue to refer to the NN, identified by Schacht as 
the originator of a given tradition, as the “common link.” Schacht’s 
method for dating traditions was fundamentally transformed by G. H. 
A. Juynboll who proposed the general rule that the greater the number 
of independent chains of transmission that emerged from a common 

9 Schacht, Origins, 176–89.
10 Ibid., 163–75.
11 Ibid., 165.
12 Ibid., 166. Michael Cook explores the implications of the tendency of isnads to spread in 

Early Muslim Dogma, 107–16.
13 Ibid., 171–2.
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link, the greater the probability that the transmission reflected a histori-
cal reality.14 He actualized his approach through the production of sche-
mata that tracked every isnad for a given tradition and then identified 
common links or “bundles” of transmission.15 Single strands of isnads 
were removed and the creation of the tradition was then ascribed to the 
earliest common link.16 Both Schacht and Juynboll concluded that the 
creation and circulation of traditions proliferated in the early to mid- 
2nd/8th century, with the former explicitly characterizing the first half of 
the 2nd/8th century as the start of the “literary period.”17

The ambiguous use of the term “literary period” justifies some discus-
sion at this point as it hints at a dispute that was related to the issue of 
dating traditions, namely the interaction between the oral and the written 
in the transmission of knowledge. If it could be shown that scholars in 
the 2nd/8th or even the 1st/7th century were largely working with writ-
ten sources, this would make the wholesale forging of traditions a far 
more complicated and difficult process. There would remain the possi-
bility of faulty transmission or minor additions/deletions to a given text, 
but large-scale fabrication of works in such an environment would be 
unlikely. This point is central to the methodology of the present study, 
which (as will become clear below) assumes not the “authenticity”18 of 
traditions, but rather their faithful collection and transmission in the 
early 2nd/8th century.

14 This had the practical effect of reducing many of the authorities that Schacht would have 
considered common links into “seemingly” common links falsely added to isnads by 
later transmitters. Juynboll demonstrates his approach in “Methods,” 343–83; “Notes,” 
287–314, especially 290–8; and “Early Islamic Society,” 151–94. For his discussion of 
the historicity of a given transfer of information between two transmitters, see Juynboll, 
“Methods,” 352–3. Cook questions the validity of dating on the basis of the common link 
owing, in large part, to the potential spread of isnads (Early Muslim Dogma, 107–16). 
He also highlights some of the shortcomings of the common link through a study of 
eschatological traditions that are datable on external grounds (“Eschatology,” 23–47).

15 Juynboll, “Methods,” 351–2.
16 Ibid., 353–4. Juynboll refined his views over time by accounting for the possibility of 

“diving” (bypassing a common link to cite a higher authority) and developing additional 
tools such as partial and inverted partial common links.

17 Schacht, Origins, 176. Juynboll is slightly more optimistic than Schacht, noting that the 
oldest common links “cannot possibly be visualized as starting to bring sayings into 
circulation before the year 80/699” (Juynboll, “Methods,” 354). Note that Goldziher 
asserted that traditions were likely recorded in written form from a very early date 
(Muslim Studies, 2:22ff). Lucas comes to a similar conclusion about the beginnings of 
the isnad through a fundamentally different approach (Constructive, 347).

18 Authenticity in the sense of a verification of the ascription of an act or statement to an 
early authority figure.
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The modern scholar most commonly associated with the view in favor 
of the early circulation of written texts is Fuat Sezgin. In his Geschichte 
des arabischen Schrifttums, Sezgin proposed a method through which 
written works could be reconstructed by comparing the chains of trans-
mission in a given collection.19 His analytic criterion were, however, quite 
expansive, and he treated repeated ascriptions to a specific transmitter as 
evidence for his authorship of a written work.20 Sezgin essentially argued 
for the production and circulation of actual books among scholars as 
early as the middle of the 1st/7th century.21 At the heart of his approach 
was the clearly articulated assumption that isnads often denoted either 
authorship or authorized transmission of a known text.22

Sezgin was criticized from a variety of perspectives, the most substan-
tive of which focused on his claims for the circulation of formal writ-
ten works authorized by individual authors. In this regard, the work of 
Schoeler and Motzki provided a particularly important corrective in that 
it problematized the terms “author” and “book” while confirming the 
early presence of written materials.23 Schoeler offered a revised under-
standing of the transition from oral to written transmission and explored 
how the gradual shift from notebooks and lecture notes to official “pub-
lished” books led to minor changes in the wording of given traditions.24 
In a similar vein, Motzki suggested that Sezgin had identified “compil-
ers” who might make use of a variety of written and oral techniques, as 
opposed to authors and their alleged books.25 He also presented his own 
method for utilizing isnads to uncover early sources, which was based on 
a firmer analytic foundation.

Before discussing Motzki’s work, however, some of the more recent 
efforts at dating individual traditions should be mentioned. Many 
of these focus both on the content and the chain of transmission in a 

19 Sezgin, Geschichte, 1:53–84 and specifically 80–4. See also, Abbott, Studies, vols. 1–2 
and especially 2:5–32.

20 Sezgin, Geschichte, 1:70ff.
21 Ibid., 1:81 and 70
22 Ibid., 1:70ff.
23 For Motzki, see Origins. For Schoeler, see The Oral and the Written and idem, Genesis. 

For Schoeler’s critique of Sezgin, see Schoeler, Genesis, 5–9.
24 Schoeler, Genesis, 1–6; idem, The Oral and the Written, 112ff; and idem, Biography, 

114–5. Cook offers a different view of the early controversy surrounding orality ver-
sus written sources in “Opponents,” 437–530. He concludes that “traditionist literature 
preserves substantially authentic materials from the second half of the second century; 
if handled carefully, it can tell us a good deal about the first half of the second century” 
(Cook, “Opponents,” 489). See also, Azmi, Studies, 18–27.

25 Motzki, “Dating,” 246 and idem, “Author,” 171–201.
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multilayered attempt at identifying the provenance of a given tradition. 
Both Zaman and Schoeler, for example, combine an analysis of com-
mon links with a literary comparison of the text of a given tradition.26 
Schoeler’s results claim to push the frontier of historically verifiable tradi-
tions as far back as the late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th century.27 Behnam 
Sadeghi, while methodologically similar to Schoeler and Motzki in some 
respects, proposes a number of new approaches that utilize the geograph-
ical associations of transmitters or emphasize the stylistic characteristics 
of a given text. In recent articles, he has demonstrated the effectiveness 
of his methods for both dating individual traditions28 and establishing 
the authorship of disputed early works.29 These developments have pro-
duced results that are, at times, quite compelling, but it remains to be seen 
whether they will garner the opposition of a skeptical school of historians 
that rejects the veracity of noncontemporaneous reports about the events 
of the first two centuries and demands independent documentary ver-
ification of each and every tradition through nonliterary sources (e.g., 
archeological evidence, numismatics, etc). In the end, the debate between 
the two sides remains largely unresolved.

The authenticity of traditions ascribed to 1st/7th-century authorities, 
however, is somewhat ancillary to the approach employed in this work, 
which is predicated primarily on the premise that texts were transmitted 
faithfully (for the most part) and without large-scale fabrication in the 
early 2nd/8th century. The strongest evidence for this claim is offered by 
Harald Motzki in his Origins of Islamic Jurisprudence, which, as previ-
ously mentioned, refines and complicates Sezgin’s early efforts at recon-
structing early sources.30 Specifically, Motzki attempts to corroborate the 
veracity of the ascriptions in a given isnad. He does this by analyzing 
the internal structure of one section of ‘Abd al-Razzaq’s (d. 211/827) 

26 For Zaman, see his unpublished doctoral dissertation entitled The Evolution of a Hadıth 
and idem, “The Science of Rijal,” 1–34. With regard to literary analysis, Schoeler acknowl-
edges a significant debt to the pioneering work of Albrecht Noth (Schoeler, Biography, 
4ff and 114ff). For Noth, see The Early Arabic Historical Tradition.

27 Schoeler acknowledges that the same basic method (dubbed isnad-cum-matn) was simul-
taneously developed by Motzki (Schoeler, Biography, 146 footnote 176). Both have 
authored studies that employ this approach to derive historical information pertaining 
to the biography of the Prophet. For Motzki, see Biography and idem, “The Prophet and 
the Cat,” 18–83.

28 Sadeghi, “The Traveling Tradition,” 203–42.
29 Sadeghi, “Authenticity,” 291–319. For his work on the authorship and dating of the 

Qur’an, see idem, “Chronology”; and idem and Uwe Bergmann, “Codex,” 343–436.
30 Motzki, Origins. The ideas in the monograph are spelled out more succinctly in his intro-

duction to Hadıth and “Musannaf,” 1–21.
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Musannaf, a large hadıth collection, compiled in the early 3rd/9th century, 
that contains traditions referencing a range of legal authorities including 
(but not limited to) the Prophet and his Companions.

Motzki begins by identifying the four jurists ‘Abd al-Razzaq cites as 
the direct sources for a vast majority of his traditions, namely Ma‘mar 
b. Rashid (d. 153/770), Sufyan al-Thawrı (d. 161/778), Ibn Jurayj (d. 
150/767), and Sufyan b. ‘Uyayna (d. 198/814).31 He then tackles the issue 
of whether these ascriptions are real or forged. Did ‘Abd al-Razzaq sim-
ply attach sound chains of transmission to anonymous and/or fictional 
traditions or did he actually get his information from his stated sources? 
To answer this question, Motzki investigates the structure and organiza-
tion of the material attributed to each jurist. Specifically, he assumes that 
if ‘Abd al-Razzaq fabricated his traditions, then there would be no sub-
stantive differences between the corpora of each source. In other words, 
the characteristics of the traditions taken from Sufyan al-Thawrı would 
be indistinguishable from those of Ma‘mar b. Rashid because they were 
“created” by the same author (i.e., ‘Abd al-Razzaq). To craft forgeries in 
which each corpus of traditions ascribed to a particular informant is idio-
syncratic in terms of subject matter, manner of presentation, and style (to 
name but a few characteristics) would be incredibly difficult. Put simply, 
if groups of traditions associated with each jurist have a unique voice/
style, this suggests that ‘Abd al-Razzaq faithfully recorded the opinions 
of each author (perhaps from written works). If, by contrast, groups of 
traditions linked to each authority are fundamentally similar, fabrication 
remains a real possibility.

To test this premise, Motzki creates four subsets of traditions (orga-
nized around the four primary informants) and investigates the inter-
nal structure32 of each. His analysis reveals that every corpus is unique 
in terms of style, purported method of transmission, and citation of 
authority figures. In other words, each of ‘Abd al-Razzaq’s direct sources 
transmits a grouping of traditions with a distinctive profile of stylistic 
preferences, content, and form. This result constitutes strong evidence 
that ‘Abd al-Razzaq was, in fact, accurately relating information from 
his informants rather than fabricating it.33 This process places possible 

31 Motzki, “Musannaf,” 3–4.
32 Motzki focuses on the following characteristics: the use of ra’y (personal discretion), the 

nature of the relationship between narrator and source, the citation of authorities, the 
use of complete versus partial isnads, and transmission terminology.

33 Motzki, “Musannaf,” 7–8.
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forgery of the texts to – at the very earliest – the generation of ‘Abd 
al-Razzaq’s sources (i.e., the mid-2nd/8th century).

Motzki then applies this same method a second time to the four sub-
groupings of traditions transmitted by each of ‘Abd al-Razzaq’s sources. 
Once again, he finds that the structural features and idiosyncrasies of 
these accounts suggest veracious transmission. In this manner, Motzki 
reaches as far back as ‘Ata’ b. Abı Rabah (d. 115/733), finding no evidence 
for systematic forgery.34 He argues persuasively that these results confirm 
the existence of written traditions in the early 2nd/8th century that were 
used as raw materials for subsequent larger collections.35 It is likely that 
‘Abd al-Razzaq was consulting small written collections ascribed to (or 
possibly acquired from) his primary informants in the course of his own 
authorship. By the late 3rd/9th century, these smaller compilations no 
longer served a purpose and disappeared.36

Motzki’s research effectively argues for the circulation and largely 
faithful transmission of traditions in the early 2nd/8th century, the period 
generally associated with the formation of Kufan sectarian identities.37 His 
larger work also strongly suggests that written38 sources in the 2nd/8th 
century were transmitted in subsequent collections39 with an eye toward 
accuracy; they were not simply inventions connected to stock chains of 
transmission.40 Other studies have verified the provenance of important 

34 Ibid., 8.
35 For Motzki’s arguments in favor of written sources, see footnote 27 in this chapter.
36 Motzki, “Musannaf,” 1.
37 The extant Sunnı collections preserve the legacy of the traditionist movement along with 

dimmer echoes of the ahl al-ra’y, who increasingly justified their positions on a textual 
basis. See Chapter 1.

38 It is worth reemphasizing that Motzki (and Schoeler) do not conceive of these written 
materials as formal books but rather as different kinds of memory aids or lecture notes.

39 Whereas Motzki focuses on the Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq, his conclusions are sug-
gestive for other collections such as those of Ibn Abı Shayba and al-Bayhaqı, because 
mass fabrication would become increasingly more difficult with the passage of time. For 
a detailed analysis of Ibn Abı Shayba’s work, see Scott Lucas, “Legal Hadıth,” 283–314. 
Although Lucas’ article is not focused on the issue of authenticity, he offers an argument 
against the wholesale fabrication of traditions by Ibn Abı Shayba (“Legal Hadıth,” 308, 
and, especially, footnote 105)

40 The actual form and nature of these written sources remains an issue of debate. Whereas 
Schoeler asserts that the impetus for works organized in the manner of a musannaf 
emerged in the early 2nd/8th century, he also notes that the societal norm was to transmit 
knowledge in public through audition, without the use of any written materials. Though 
these texts may have enjoyed a degree of fluidity, they were ultimately bound by lecture 
notes or memory aids that were kept at home (Schoeler, Genesis, 5). Of particular impor-
tance is the fact that traditions were transmitted in a mixed oral-written form, allowing 
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2nd/8th-century Sunnı collections such as the Muwatta’ of Malik b. 
Anas (d. 179/795) and the Kitab al-athar of Muhammad al-Shaybanı 
(d. 189/804–5).41 There have also been careful studies that have dem-
onstrated the dependence of canonical Sunnı works such as the Sahı h of 
al-Bukharı42 on a corpus of earlier written texts.43

Whereas Motzki focuses primarily on the Sunnı hadı th literature, 
research into Imamı collections has yielded similar results. Etan Kohlberg 
and Hossein Modarressi have exerted considerable effort toward iden-
tifying and salvaging the earliest layer of Imamı legal literature.44 They 
argue that Imamı traditions were initially preserved in usul (sing. asl),45 
which were “personal notebooks of materials received through oral trans-
mission” from one of the Imams.46 In Tradition and Survival, Modarressi 
highlights the written nature of these works by citing instances where 
later authors corrected mistakes in traditions by referring back to the 
original text of an asl.47 He also partially reconstructs many of these early 
sources, taking chains of transmission that end with a specific author 
and correlating them with references to written works in the premodern 
bibliographical literature.48 In doing so, Modarressi pushes the horizon 

for the possibility of some changes in the text in the course of transmission but arguing 
against the thesis of wholesale fabrication.

41 There is extensive scholarship on the dating of the Muwatta’. See, for example, Calder, 
Studies, 20–38; Dutton, Origins; Hallaq, “Dating,” 47–65; El Shamsy, Tradition, 33–46; 
and Motzki, “The Prophet and the Cat.” Sadeghi discusses both the Muwatta’ and the 
Kitab al-athar (“Authenticity”).

42 Al-Bukharı’s Sahıh is the only collection other than ‘Abd al-Razzaq to be analyzed in a 
systematic manner on par with Motzki’s work on the Musannaf. See Sezgin, Buharı’nin.

43 For numerous examples of this tendency, see Azmi, Studies, 293–300. There is an 
immense volume of scholarship that discusses the structure, compilation, and evolution 
(in terms of authoritativeness) of the Sunnı canonical and noncanonical collections. The 
following list is not exhaustive but highlights some of the most useful studies: Lucas, 
Constructive; idem, “Divorce,” 325–68, which compares the compilation techniques and 
legal approaches embedded in five of the canonical and one of the noncanonical Sunnı 
collections; idem, “Legal Principles,” 289–324; Melchert, “Abu Dawud al-Sijistanı,” 9–44 
and especially 22–34, where he examines the internal structure of the Sunan through 
a comparison with other major collections; idem, “Ahmad ibn Hanbal,” 32–51, which 
contrasts the Musnad with the major Sunnı canonical collections; Brown, “Ibn Majah,”; 
and idem, Canonization.

44 See Modarressi, Tradition and Kohlberg, “Al-Usul,” 128–66.
45 The most common terms for these notebooks were ‘asl and kitab, but the sources also 

refers to them as juz’, nuskha, and sahıfa (Modarressi, Tradition, xiv). See also, Azmi, 
Studies, 28–30.

46 Modarressi, Tradition, xiv.
47 Modarressi offers both Sunnı and Imamı examples of this process in footnotes 13 and 14 

on page xv of the introduction to Tradition. See also, Azmi, Studies, 293–300.
48 Modarressi, Tradition, xv.
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for written Shı‘ı works back into the early 2nd/8th century.49 After the 
rise of the large Imamı collections (e.g., al-Kulaynı’s al-Kafı ), “the origi-
nal usul became dispensable from a practical point of view,” so that only 
thirteen identifiable examples were known to al-Majlisı (d. 1110/1699) 
in the 12th/17th century.50 Many of the usul are no longer extant, but it 
is reasonable to conclude that the recording of written Imamı traditions 
was relatively common in the early to mid-2nd/8th century.51

As opposed to the Sunnıs and the Imamıs, the earliest extant layers 
of Zaydı texts consist primarily of problematic52 legal and theological 
tracts. In fact, the first and most important Zaydı collection of traditions 
(i.e., Ahmad b. ‘I sa’s Amalı ) was only compiled in the mid-3rd/9th cen-
tury.53 No scholar has applied Motzki’s method of structural analysis to 
the Amalı , and there have been no attempts at ascertaining its compo-
nent parts in the manner of Kohlberg and Modarressi. Despite the lack of 
research, it is possible to offer some tentative assumptions based on par-
allels with other sectarian communities. Specifically, the Sunnı and Imamı 
cases suggest that the practice of recording traditions was widespread in 
early 2nd/8th-century Kufa; even the ahl al-ra’y were using texts to sup-
port their legal positions.54 It stands to reason that the Zaydıs – or at least 

49 Modarressi’s conclusions align with those of Motzki (and, to a lesser extent, Sezgin) in 
demonstrating the potential for the reconstruction of early works through their citations 
in subsequent sources.

50 Kohlberg, “al-Usul,” 129. In the first volume of Tradition, Modarressi (like Motzki in the 
Sunnı context) attempts to uncover the broad outlines of numerous early Imamı works 
including the usul.

51 Kohlberg notes that most asl authors were disciples of al-Sadiq (Kohlberg, “Al-Usul” 
129). Modarressi attributes a number of usul works to disciples of Muhammad al-Baqir 
in the early 2nd/8th century (Modarressi, Tradition, 39–127 on Kufan Shı‘ism in the 
Umayyad Period). Buckley dates these sources to the lifetime of al-Sadiq contempora-
neous with the growth of written materials among proto-Sunnı traditionists (“Origins,” 
165–84).

52 Problematic in the sense that modern scholars doubt their attribution to early Zaydı 
authorities. The most striking examples are works ascribed to Zayd b. ‘Alı, the epon-
ymous founder of the school, including al-Musnad and several theological treatises. 
Madelung notes that these texts are “too disparate in style and doctrinal positions to 
be the work of a single author and may mostly be seen to represent currents in the early 
Kufan Zaydiyya” (EI2, s.v. Zayd b. ‘Alı [Madelung]).

53 Ahmad b. ‘Īsa b. Zayd b. ‘Alı, one of the leaders of the Kufan Zaydı community in the 
mid/late 3rd/9th century, is described as a strong Jarudı. For more on Ahmad b. ‘Īsa from 
a Zaydı perspective, see the biographical appendix of al-San‘anı’s Kitab ra’b al-sad‘, 
3:1681. See also footnote 122 in Chapter 6 of this volume.

54 Schacht observes that the ahl al-ra’y would sometimes cite texts but adopt positions that 
went against those texts (Schacht, Origins, 73–7). See also, Lucas, “Legal Hadıth,” 310–4 
and idem, “Divorce,” 362–5.
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their Batrı constituents55 – were engaged in a similar intellectual project. 
In the absence of information to the contrary, we can reasonably con-
clude that the traditions contained in the Amalı  are drawn from previous 
Zaydı written works from the early or mid-2nd/8th century.

Advances in hadı th studies over the last few decades have created new 
possibilities for the study of early Islam. We now possess a corpus of 
written texts datable to the early 2nd/8th century contemporaneous with 
events (e.g., Zayd b. ‘Alı’s revolt in 122/740) and important figures (e.g., 
al-Baqir and al-Sadiq) seminal to the formation of sectarian identity.56 
Some of the material found in these collections focuses on political water-
sheds, military rebellions, or controversies at the heart of important theo-
logical polemics, which complicates their utility in historical research. At 
the same time, they also include large numbers of traditions concerned 
with issues of ritual law such as the proper methods for ablution and 
prayer, the rites of pilgrimage, and dietary restrictions that, as Lucas has 
recently shown, appear less prone to forgery or fabrication.57 The next 
section presents an approach for using these legal and seemingly nonhis-
torical texts to test the sectarian narratives detailed in Chapter 1. In doing 
so, it avoids the use of traditions that purport to describe historical facts 
in favor of legal traditions focusing on ritual.

methodology

Based on the survey of the previous section, it is possible to assert with 
considerable confidence that ritual law traditions were recorded without 
wholesale fabrication in the early 2nd/8th-century Muslim world.58 In the 
case studies that follow in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, a cross section of these 

55 As noted in the previous chapter, the Batrıs were part of the Kufan traditionist milieu, 
which means they were recording traditions in the early 2nd/8th century. The fact that 
the Imamıs were compiling usul suggests that the Jarudıs might have been doing the 
same. The general idea here is that the compilation and recording of traditions was a 
common and widespread practice in 2nd/8th-century Kufa. The element unique to tradi-
tionists was their demand that every legal ruling be based on a clear text.

56 For these narratives, see Chapter 1.
57 See Lucas, “Divorce,” 364–5 and idem, “Legal Hadıth,” 307–14 where he argues against 

systematic forgery by demonstrating the overall paucity of Prophetic traditions in the 
canonical collections, as well as, the tendency of some of the earliest collectors ascribed a 
traditionist perspective to cite non-Prophetic authorities in matters of law.

58 This is not to say that there were no forgeries, but that the burden of proof with respect 
to these texts falls on those who claim fabrication. Moreover, as will be argued later, 
a few cases of fabrication do not invalidate the general methodology employed in this 
book. The reliance on large numbers of traditions should effectively neutralize any fabri-
cated outliers.
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texts taken from canonical and noncanonical Sunnı, Imamı, and Zaydı 
collections are subjected to a series of analyses designed to ascertain when 
different sectarian groups began developing independent identities.

The preparatory step in this process is the actual gathering of tra-
ditions associated with each community. For the Sunnıs, traditions are 
drawn from the sources listed in Table 2.1, which include the six canon-
ical collections as well as a number of noncanonical works.59 The most 

59 For background on the organization and structure of these works, see footnotes 39 and 
41–43 in this chapter.

Table 2.1. Sunnı Sources

Author/Compiler Work

Malik b. Anas
(d. 179/795)

Al-Muwatta’

Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybanı
(d. 189/804–5)

Kitab al-athar

Sulayman b. Dawud al-Tayalisı
(d. 203/819–20)

Musnad

‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘anı
(d. 211/837)

Musannaf

Ibn Abı Shayba
(d. 235/849)

Musannaf

Al-Darimı
(d. 255/869)

Sunan

*Al-Bukharı
(d. 256/870)

Jami‘ al-sahı h

*Muslim b. al-Hajjaj
(d. 261/875)

Jami‘ al-sahı h

*Ibn Maja
(d. 273/887)

Sunan

*Abu Dawud
(d. 275/889)

Sunan

*Al-Tirmidhı
(d. 279/892)

Jami‘ al-sahı h

*Ahmad b. Shu‘ayb al-Nasa’ı
(d. 303/915)

Sunan

Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-Bayhaqı
(d. 458/1066)

al-Sunan al-kubra 

*  Denotes the six canonical collections. See the bibliography for full references for all 
these works.
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glaring omission from this list of sources is the Musnad of Ahmad ibn 
Hanbal (d. 241/855), which, though referenced in the course of the anal-
ysis, is not utilized for the purposes of raw data. Its exclusion derives 
partly from the difficulty of salvaging pertinent texts and partly from the 
fact that its numerical contribution to the analysis would be minimal (as 
a result of overlap with other cited works) in comparison to that of, for 
example, ‘Abd al-Razzaq or Ibn Abı Shayba (d. 235/849).60 By contrast, 
the inclusion of al-Bayhaqı, whose work is quite late as compared to 
other collections, is based on his tendency to preserve unique chains of 
transmission not found elsewhere. In a very limited number of instances, 
I have also made use of singular traditions found in Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr’s (d. 
463/1070) al-Istidhkar.

The Imamıs do not consider any collection of traditions as “canoni-
cal” in a sense analogous to the six Sunnı works cited above. Bearing this 
in mind, the Imamı collections utilized in this study are drawn from the 
sources recorded in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2. Imamı  Sources

Author/Compiler Work

Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Barqı
(d. 273/887–8)

al-Mahasin

*Muhammad b. Mas‘ud al-‘Ayyashı
(d. 320/922)

Tafsı r

Muhammad b. Ya‘qub al-Kulaynı
(d. 329/941)

Usul min al-Kafı 

*Ibn Furat
(d. 4th/10th century)

Tafsı r

Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tusı
(d. 460/1067)

al-Istibsar
Tahdhı b al-ahkam

Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Hurr al-‘Āmilı
(d. 1104/1693)

Wasa’il al-shı ‘a

Al-Majlisı
(d.1111/1699)

Bihar al-anwar

Husayn Taqı al-Nurı al-Tabrisı
(d. 1320/1902)

Mustadrak al-Wasa’il 

*  Denotes Imamı tafsır works that extensively cite traditions. See the bibliography for full 
references for all these works.

60 Melchert notes that the Musnad is very repetitive and does not contain an abundance of 
legal materials (Melchert, “Ahmad ibn Hanbal,” 45).
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The collections of al-Hurr al-‘Amilı (d. 1104/1693), al-Majlisı, and 
al-Tabrisı (d. 1320/1902) stand out among the Imamı sources for their 
late dating. Any study of Imamı literature, however, would be incomplete 
without al-Hurr al-‘Amilı’s Wasa’il, which includes traditions cited by 
al-Kulaynı (d. 329/941) and al-Tusı but adds significant additional mate-
rials sometimes taken from usul or other texts that are no longer extant. 
The works of al-Majlisı and al-Tabrisı are of far less importance to this 
study and are mentioned only because they provide a handful of rare 
but important traditions. In general, however, al-Majlisı’s massive com-
pendium is avoided as he simply compiled all available traditions with 
little to no assessment of accuracy or reliability. Al-Tabrisı’s work, in the 
end, contributes only 9 of the nearly 230 traditions utilized in Chapters 
3 through 5.

There are significantly fewer sources available for Zaydı traditions.61 
Those of greatest importance are listed in Table 2.3.

The Musnad of Zayd b. ‘Alı  is a derivative collection composed of 
traditions taken from a juristic work that is ascribed to him but which 
is more likely a reflection of trends in early Ku fan Zaydism.62 The first 
verifiable collection of Zaydı  h adı th – and the source central to the case 
studies that follow – is the Ama lı  of Ah mad b. ‘Īsa  (d. 247/862), a grand-
son of Zayd b. ‘Alı , who spent much of his life on the run from the 
‘Abba sids.63 There is a rare edition of the work entitled Kita b al-‘ulu m 
al-shahı r bi-Ama lı  Ah mad b. ‘Īsa  (no date or place of publication), but 

61 For a general overview of the Zaydı hadıth literature, see al-‘Izzı, ‘Ulum al-hadıth.
62 DIQ, 54–7 and EI2, s.v. Zayd b. ‘Alı (idem).
63 The Amalı was first written down by Muhammad b. Mansur al-Muradı (d. 290/903), 

who obtained the traditions either directly from Ahmad or from one of his two sons, ‘Alı 
and Muhammad. For more on the text, see DIQ, 82–3.

Table 2.3. Zaydı  Sources

Author/Compiler Work

Zayd b. ‘Alı
(d. 122/740)

Musnad

Ahmad b. ‘I sa b. Zayd
(d. 247/862)

Amalı (preserved in al-San‘anı’s 
Kitab ra’b al-sad‘)

Abu Talib Yahya b. al-Husayn
(d. 469/1077)

Amalı (preserved in Ja‘far  
b. Ahmad’s Taysır al-matalib)

Badr al-Dın al-Husayn b. Muhammad
(d. 661/1223)

Shifa’ al-uwam 
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the entirety of the text is also preserved in ‘Alı  b. Isma ‘ı l al-S an‘a nı ’s 
modern commentary entitled Kitab ra’b al-sad‘. The only extant hadı th  
collection from the Caspian branch of the Zaydı s is the Ama lı   of Abu  
T a lib al-Na t iq bi’l-H aqq Yah ya  b. al-H usayn (d. 424/1033)64 preserved 
by Ja‘far b. Ah mad (d. 572/1177) in his Taysı r al-mat a lib. The work’s 
uniqueness in comparison to other Zaydı  collections stems from its 
inclusion of nearly complete chains of transmission often stretching back 
to the Prophet or prominent early Ima ms. The most important Zaydı  
collection from the late premodern period is Sharaf al-Dı n H usayn b. 
Muh ammad’s (d. 661/1263–4) Shifa ’  al-uwa m which preserves a sig-
nificant number of Prophetic traditions but whose primary intent is to 
articulate differences of opinion between the Ha dawı s and the Na s irı s,65 
the two most important Zaydı  schools of law.66 The notable exclusion 
of Muh ammad b. ‘Alı  al-‘Alawı ’s (d. 445/1053) unpublished (but forth-
coming) al-Ja mi‘ al-ka fı  derives from its minimal citation of authorities 
from the first two centuries. The Ja mi‘ is not a h adı th collection in the 
classical Sunnı  (or even Ima mı ) sense as it focuses instead on organizing 
the opinions67 of four Zaydı  Ima ms68 from the late 3rd/9th century in an 
easily accessible form.69

Having compiled all the traditions on a given issue from the collec-
tions associated with each sectarian community, we are ready to proceed 
to the analysis, which consists of two steps. The first involves the filtering 
of Kufan traditions from the larger undifferentiated mass of accounts. 
The second consists of a three-tiered comparison of the internal structure 
of Kufan texts associated with each sectarian community.

64 For more on Abu T alib al-Natiq bi’l-Haqq, see DIQ, 133–4, 172–82.
65 For the origins of and differences between the Hadawı and Nasirı Zaydıs, see EI2, s.v. 

Zaydiyya (Madelung).
66 The text often begins with traditions that cite the Prophet or ‘Alı to establish the broader 

parameters of a particular legal issue. It then proceeds to articulate the Yemenı Hadawı 
stance through Qasim b. Ibrahım al-Rassı (d. 246/860) or his grandson al-Hadı (d. 
297/910), and the Caspian Nasirı view through al-Nasir li’l-Haqq Hasan b. ‘Alı al-Utrush 
(d. 304/917) or al-Mu’ayyad bi-Allah Ahmad b. al-Husayn (d. 411/1020). Al-Shawkanı’s 
Wabl al-ghamam is a commentary on the Shifa‘ that attempts to refute many of its legal 
rulings on the basis of the canonical Sunnı hadıth collections.

67 Madelung has used the final section – devoted to theological issues – to argue against 
the attribution of a developed Mu‘tazilism to al-Qasim b. Ibrahım. For more on this, see 
DIQ, 80 and, “Imam al-Qasim b. Ibrahım,” 39–48.

68 Al-Qasim b. Ibrahım b. Isma‘ıl al-Rassı, Ahmad b. ‘Īsa b. Zayd b. ‘Alı, Hasan b. Yahya 
b. Husayn b. Zayd b. ‘Alı b. al-Husayn (d. 260/874), and Muhammad b. Mansur 
al-Muradı.

69 Muhammad b. ‘Alı al-‘Alawı, al-Jami‘, 1:1–2. For more on this work, see Madelung, 
“Imam al-Qasim b. Ibrahım.”
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Geography

Every large hadı th collection includes traditions from a variety of urban 
locations, reflecting the breadth of an author’s pursuit of religious knowl-
edge. In most cases, compilers would travel far and wide to find teachers 
who had preserved unique accounts or were renowned for their posses-
sion of the shortest and most direct chains of transmission from a promi-
nent authority. This study is particularly interested in Kufa due to its 
integral importance in the classical narratives of early Shı‘ism. It is neces-
sary, therefore, to distinguish texts circulating in Kufa from those of other 
centers of learning such as Basra, Mecca, Medina, or Damascus.

The key to such a differentiation lies in a text’s chain of transmis-
sion, which purports to describe its “travel history” beginning with a 
prominent authority figure and ending with the author of a given work. 
We start by investigating the biographical literature for each individual 
in a given chain of transmission with a particular interest in his/her geo-
graphical affiliation. Indeed, geography was one of the key concerns of 
biographers who often evaluated the likelihood that one individual had 
transmitted from another based on whether they had resided in the same 
city for an extended time. On the basis of this information, it is possible 
to determine the city where a given tradition was in circulation at the 
start (and into the middle) of the 2nd/8th century. For example, a chain 
of transmission might begin with an authority figure in Medina (e.g., the 
Prophet), proceed to Basra through a Companion (e.g., Anas b. Malik – 
d. 91 or 93/709 or 711), and circulate among Basran jurists (e.g., ‘Āsim b. 
Sulayman – d. 141 or 143/759 or 761) before being recorded by a Yemeni 
scholar (e.g., ‘Abd al-Razzaq).70 Such a tradition would be classified as 
Basran because a majority of its transmitters (especially those in the late 
1st/7th and 2nd/8th centuries) lived in Basra. Similarly, it is reasonable 
to assert that an account circulating among 2nd/8th-century Kufan trans-
mitters contained an opinion prevalent within Kufa at the time.

It is possible to dispute the accuracy of the transmission histories of tra-
ditions. In fact, a number of modern scholars have emphasized the isnad’s 

70 For this tradition, see MAR, 3:29 – 4977. In this (and subsequent) citations of legal 
traditions, I offer volume and page number (e.g., volume 3 and page 29) along with the 
specific number assigned to a given tradition by the compiler/author (e.g., the tradition is 
designated by the number 4977). In Chapters 7 and 8, by contrast, I often refer to tradi-
tions or groups of traditions drawn from historical and other (nonlegal) genres where 
numbering is either nonexistent or nonessential. In these cases, the references are limited 
to volume and page numbers.
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vulnerability to manipulation through the skillful work of a forger or the 
honest temptation to validate a praiseworthy practice in the eyes of the 
larger community.71 These objections must be answered by those who argue 
for the veracity of entire chains of transmission. In this study, by contrast, 
we can bypass the issue of forgery on four grounds. First, given that we 
are primarily interested in the early 2nd/8th century, we only have to focus 
on those transmitters who lived in the 2nd/8th century rather than delving 
into the more controversial realm of the 1st/7th century.72 Second, as noted 
in the previous section of this chapter, traditions were being recorded in 
written collections in the early 2nd/8th century. This makes it likely that 
transmission involved a written component (i.e., notebooks, etc.) in addi-
tion to the classical method of oral recitation and memorization, rendering 
forgery far more difficult (though not impossible). Third, even forged tradi-
tions may be accurately identified with a given city. If a Basran scholar was 
fabricating traditions, he would likely rely on Basran transmitters, because 
the citation of Kufan transmitters would provoke a response from Kufan 
scholars acquainted with the individuals.73 The use of Basrans to support 
a Basran position would be the safest bet for acceptance. Finally, the sheer 
number of traditions used in this study minimizes the impact of forged 
outliers with geographically misplaced chains of transmissions. In conclu-
sion, it is quite sensible to assume that, by focusing on transmitters from 
the early to mid-2nd/8th century, we can place a particular tradition (or 
groups of traditions) in a specific city.

71 Cook, for example, has argued that an analysis of common links overlooks the possibil-
ity that a forger might simply attach a sound isnad to a falsified text (Cook, Early Muslim 
Dogma, 107–12). See also, Schacht’s Origins, 27–30 and EI2, s.v. Ahl al-Hadıth (idem), 
along with Goldziher’s Muslim Studies, vol. 2, especially 27–164.

72 Put differently, if the transmission history of a text is valid for the late 1st/7th and 2nd/8th 
century (as argued by Motzki, Kohlberg, and Modarressi), then – at the very minimum – 
the chain of transmission tells us where a tradition was circulating in this period. A tradi-
tion circulated by 2nd/8th century Basrans invoking the authority of the Prophet may not 
be ascribable to Muhammad but it likely reflects the common ritual practice of Basra.

73 The counterargument may be made that a Basran would forge traditions with Kufan 
transmitters in order to discredit the Kufan legal position. These would function as 
“rogue” traditions with perfectly sound chains of transmission and prominent Kufan 
authorities articulating views at odds with Kufan practice. In such a case, we would 
expect to find very clear contradictions between the views ascribed to identical Kufan 
legal authorities. In the three subsequent case studies, however, one of the most striking 
results is the general coherence of views ascribed to these authorities. In many instances, 
we even find Kufan authorities articulating a Kufan position (in direct opposition to the 
Basran view) preserved in a Basran line of transmission. This attests eloquently to the 
veracity of some isnads.
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This conclusion opens up numerous potential avenues for research. 
Once traditions are grouped on the basis of geography, it may be pos-
sible to reconstruct the local ritual practice of important Muslim urban 
centers (i.e., Mecca, Medina, Kufa, and Basra).74 For example, if a suffi-
ciently large number of Medinan traditions support a given practice (e.g., 
the wiping of the feet for ablution), this provides strong evidence for 
its widespread acceptance among the broader Medinan population. The 
reconstruction of a city’s ritual practices may, in turn, provide significant 
insight into its overarching values and/or ethical mores. The choice of a 
set of rituals may reflect a particular view of, for example, gender in a 
period for which we have virtually no other contemporaneous sources.75 
This geographical mode of analysis may also speak to the transition from 
localized ritual practice to the rise of the formal law school (madhhab).76 
Specifically, it may complicate some standard assumptions about the geo-
graphical origins of certain law schools. In the case of the recitation of 
the basmala at the start of prayer, for example, it appears that (surpris-
ingly) the Malikı position is almost exclusively predicated on Basran as 
opposed to Medinan textual evidence.77

These research possibilities, however, lie outside the scope of this 
study, which is primarily interested in utilizing Ku fan traditions to ana-
lyze Shı ‘ı  communal identity in the early 2nd/8th century. The process 
detailed earlier provides the raw material required for the comparisons 
that follow. In subsequent chapters, the designation of traditions as 
2nd/8th-century Ku fan is the product of an often unstated geographical 
analysis of the isna ds of accounts drawn from the Sunnı , Ima mı , and 
Zaydı  collections.

Structure

The analysis begins by identifying every Kufan tradition from the 2nd/8th 
century with either a unique content (matn) or a distinctive chain of 

74 Kufa is of special importance in this regard as it possessed a unique ritual diversity in the 
2nd/8th century. By contrast, Basra, Mecca, and (to a lesser extent) Medina were almost 
exclusively associated with a single, internally cohesive ritual practice on a variety of 
issues.

75 For a representative example of this tendency, see Halevi’s Muhammad’s Grave which 
identifies a particular pietist orientation at the core of Iraqi traditions on burial and 
funeral processions.

76 For the growth and development of the formal law school, see Hallaq, Origins.
77 For more on the basmala, see Chapter 3.
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transmission.78 It should also be noted that a majority of traditions that 
have survived into the modern period are of Kufan provenance and, on 
some issues, they outnumber the combined total of all other cities. This 
is particularly relevant as the structural comparisons discussed below 
require the presence of large numbers of traditions. These texts are 
grouped on the basis of the sectarian community that recorded them in 
a canonical or noncanonical work,79 and then each corpus is compared 
with respect to its (1) use of legal authorities, (2) chains of transmission, 
and (3) narrative style/literary form. The specifics of this process are elab-
orated as follows.

Legal Authorities. The first comparison centers on the use of authority 
figures to validate a legal opinion or ritual practice. While all the sec-
tarian groups acknowledge the unquestionable stature of the Prophet, 
they differ significantly regarding his Companions and Successors. Sunnı 
schools of law confer a blanket authority on the entire generation of the 
Prophet’s Companions. In so doing, they (theoretically) refuse to differ-
entiate between a member of the Prophet’s household (e.g., ‘Alı) and a 
reformed enemy (e.g., Abu Sufyan – d. 32/653). This equity even extends 
to figures who took up arms against each other in the first civil war, with 
the conflict framed as a political disagreement with no bearing on reli-
gious credentials.

The Imamı and (later) Zaydı Shı‘a, by contrast, restrict authority to 
the Prophet’s family and descendants.80 In fact, the rejection of traditions 
narrated by certain Companions is a fundamental characteristic of Imamı 
traditions. This category of suspect early figures includes those known to 
have opposed ‘Alı’s leadership claims after the death of the Prophet (e.g., 
Abu Bakr, ‘Umar), as well as those who took up arms against him (e.g., 
Talha, al-Zubayr). In contrast to the Imamı emphasis on a singular genetic 

78 As explained in greater detail earlier, we are primarily concerned with the circulation of 
texts in 2nd/8th-century Kufa as opposed to the veracity of entire chains of transmission. 
Even if a tradition is forged, we can confidently place it in Kufa as a legal proof text 
forwarded by a specific sectarian group.

79 In this section, substantive legal opinion is of secondary importance relative to the degree 
of overlap between the Sunnı, Imamı, and Zaydı texts. It is not surprising that the legal 
rulings preserved by each sectarian group reflect its distinctive practice. In the case of 
Sunnı texts, this includes a range of views that eventually crystallized into the Hanafı and 
Shafi‘ı positions. The Imamıs and Zaydıs also generally forward singular ritual practices 
that persist into the modern period.

80 For Imamı views of the Companions, see Kohlberg, “Sahaba,” 143–75. For Zaydı views 
of the Companions, see Kohlberg, “Companions,” 91–8.
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line, the (later) Zaydıs situate religious authority among the entirety of 
‘Alı’s descendants through either al-Hasan or al-Husayn.81

A comparison of the use of authority figures between the three sectar-
ian traditions can help determine when each community began developing 
an independent identity. In the early period, we expect to find numer-
ous common authorities in the mold of the Prophet. This represents a 
time when sectarian groups were in their earliest stages and still func-
tioned primarily in concert with the broader Muslim population. Once 
these groups coalesced into defined insular communities, however, they 
began citing a set of authorities who represented their particular politi-
cal (and religious) perspective. Thus, the prominence of Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr’s 
(d. 95/713) legal rulings in both Zaydı and Sunnı traditions indicates a 
degree of overlap between the two groups in the late 1st/7th century, 
whereas the lack of any shared authorities after the early 2nd/8th century 
supports differentiation.

This method may be criticized by arguing that a community could (and 
often did) rewrite its early history to fit subsequent theological develop-
ments. In such a scenario, the Imamıs who accord exclusive legal author-
ity to a single genetic line of Imams could have sifted out traditions that 
invoked non-Imam authority figures, leaving the impression that such 
accounts never existed at all. This contingency cannot be overlooked, 
but it should be viewed in the broader analytic context of this study. 
Specifically, this first comparison does not exist in a vacuum; rather it is 
part of a three-step process in which the second and third comparisons 
are much less prone to historical rewriting or alteration. The value of a 
general agreement in the results of all three comparisons outweighs the 
potential problems associated with the first alone.

The Composition of Isnads – Transmitters and Shared Links. The  second 
comparison focuses on chains of transmission, examining the extent to 
which different sects utilized the same individuals for the preservation of 
legal knowledge.82 This is done in two steps. The first is concerned with 

81 The Zaydı stance changed as the religious community experienced a gradual process of 
“Sunnification.” For details of this change, see Cook, Commanding Right, 247–51. For 
Shawkanı’s role in the Sunnification process, see Haykel, Revival.

82 In the following analysis, the sectarian allegiances of specific transmitters are not as 
important as the degree to which sects rely on identical isnads and common transmitters. 
Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr’s appearance in the Sunnı and Zaydı traditions, for example, is far more 
significant than his status as a ‘Sunnı’ or ‘Zaydı’ because it suggests a link between the 
two communities.
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singular figures upheld as reliable transmitters by multiple sectarian tra-
ditions. The second is interested in extended “shared links” consisting of 
two or more common transmitters.

The common use of single transmitters suggests that two (or more) 
communities considered the same figure trustworthy. The overlap of 
a series of two or more transmitters (shared links), by contrast, holds 
greater significance as it reflects an overt agreement regarding an individ-
ual’s scholarly associations and (by extension) communal loyalties. The 
point after which a sectarian group begins relying on completely unique 
sets of transmitters and distinct chains of transmission (roughly) inti-
mates the development of an independent group identity. Specifically, it 
suggests an internal cohesiveness and insularity embodied by the demand 
that an individual unambiguously affirm his communal loyalties.

A few examples can help better illustrate the notions of (1) shared 
single transmitters and (2) shared links. Let us begin by looking at the 
following two chains of transmission taken from Sunnı and Zaydı tradi-
tions regarding the basmala:

83 SKB, 2:69–2397.
84 AA, 1:255–357.

Sunnı Tradition83 Zaydı Tradition84

‘Uqba b. Makram b. ‘Uqba (d. 234/849)
||
||

Yunus b. Bukayr b. Wasil (d. 199/814)
||
||

Mis‘ar b. Kidam b. Ẓuhayr (d. 153–5/770–2)
||
||

Muhammad b. Qays (d. 125–6/743–4)
||
||

Abu Hurayra (d. 58/678)
||
||

Muhammad (d. 11/632)

Muhammad b. ‘Ala’ b. Kurayb (d. 247–8/861–2)
||
||

Yunus b. Bukayr b. Wasil (d. 199/814)
||
||

Yunus b. ‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah (d. 159/775)
||
||

Husayn b. ‘Alı b. Husayn b. ‘Alı b. Abı Talib (d. 157/774)
||
||

‘Amr b. Shurahbıl (d. 68/688)
||
||

Muhammad (d. 11/632)

Here we find a common transmitter (Yunus b. Bukayr – d. 199/814) men-
tioned in one Sunnı and one Zaydı tradition, both of which ultimately 
invoke the authority of the Prophet. It is important to note that Yunus b. 
Bukayr does not narrate to or from identical individuals. In the Sunnı tra-
dition, he relates from Mis‘ar b. Kidam b. Ẓuhayr and is quoted by ‘Uqba 
b. Makram b. ‘Uqba, whereas in the Zaydı tradition he cites Yunus b. 
‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah and is transmitted by Muhammad b. ‘Ala’ b. Kurayb. 
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While the common citation of Yunus b. Bukayr by Sunnıs and Zaydıs is 
significant, the fact that he occurs in wholly independent chains in each 
text diminishes the overarching importance of the connection. The link 
might be the product of conflicting claims over his loyalty as opposed to 
any substantive overlap between Sunnıs and Zaydıs.

A similar dynamic is evident in the citation of Muhammad al-Baqir 
in Sunnı and Imamı collections. The implication of his appearance in 
the isnads of both groups is reduced by differences in the individuals he 
is portrayed as transmitting to and from. The Sunnıs associate him with 
standard traditionist figures (e.g., Bassam b. ‘Abd Allah – d. 148/765), 
whereas the Imamıs link him to distinctly Shı‘ı personalities (e.g., Fudayl 
b. Yasar – d. 148/766). Similarly to the case of Yunus b. Bukayr, this 
difference reflects a disagreement over al-Baqir’s academic affiliations 
as well as his religious (and even political) loyalties. In general, single 
links of this kind do not offer clear evidence for an intersection between 
communities. At most, they suggest permeable barriers that allowed indi-
viduals to navigate between multiple sectarian identities. They should, 
therefore, be approached with caution albeit with the understanding that 
(1) a large number of such commonalities might ultimately support an 
overlap between groups, while (2) a paucity might indicate separation.

A more significant sign of overlap between sectarian communities is 
found in strings of common transmitters or shared links. These directly 
allow us to infer the point at which groups may have differentiated into 
independent entities. The following Sunnı and Zaydı chains of transmis-
sion provide a typical example of a shared link:

Sunnı Tradition85 Zaydı Tradition86

Khallad b. Khalid (d. 220/835)
||
||

Asbat b. Nasr (d. 180/796)
||
||

Isma‘ıl b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abı Karıma (d. 127/745)
||
||

‘Abd al-Khayr b. Yazıd (d. late 1st/7th century)
||
||

‘Alı b. Abı T alib (d. 40/661)

Muhammad b. Yazıd b. Muhammad b. Kathır  
(d. 248/862)

||
||

‘Amr b. Hammad b. Talha (d. 222 or 228/837 or 843)
||
||

Asbat b. Nasr (d. 180/796)
||
||

Isma‘ıl b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abı Karıma (d. 127/745)
||
||

‘Abd al-Khayr b. Yazıd (d. late 1st/7th century)
||
||

‘Alı b. Abı Talib (d. 40/661)

85 SKB, 2:66–2388.
86 AA, 1:258–365.
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As opposed to single common links, the chains presented here share a 
long series of transmitters that begin with ‘Alı and extend through the 
entirety of the 1st/7th and into the latter part of the 2nd/8th century. 
They only diverge after Asbat b. Nasr, with the Sunnı tradition contin-
uing through Khallad b. Khalid and the Zaydı tradition proceeding via 
‘Amr b. Hammad. It is significant to note that all of the figures prior to 
and including Asbat appear in numerous Sunnı and Zaydı chains of trans-
missions in addition to this isolated example. This supports an overlap 
between the communities reflected in their shared approval of a common 
pool of transmitters through the early 2nd/8th century. The correlation 
disappears dramatically after Asbat as both Khallad and ‘Amr are men-
tioned exclusively in Sunnı and Zaydı chains. Put simply, the shared link 
suggests a divergence of the two sectarian groups at some point in the 
middle of the 2nd/8th century. By the end of the century, the two groups 
were relying on distinctive transmitters, indicating (perhaps) the crystal-
lization of insular communal identities.

Narrative Style. The third comparison concerns the narrative style of a 
tradition’s content as opposed to its transmission. This is the most sub-
jective of our comparisons as it rests on the stylistic choices a community 
makes in presenting information rather than the information itself. These 
choices may embody norms for the production and circulation of reli-
gious knowledge, or they may simply result from a group’s attempts at 
distinguishing itself from rival communities.

Two outcomes are possible in this final comparison. (1) There may be 
no substantive differences in the literary forms used by each sectarian 
group for preserving information. For example, two or more communi-
ties may convey knowledge through a series of exchanges between a ques-
tioner and an authority and only alter the names of individuals to suit 
sectarian tastes. The shared use of a particular style (or styles) would sug-
gest that the traditions of each group were drawn from a common pool 
of narrative forms. It would also diminish the possibility that a clearly 
demarcated boundary separated rival communities. (2) Alternatively, the 
comparison may show that different sectarian groups utilized distinctive 
styles or – more importantly – increased their reliance on particular nar-
rative forms after a specific point in time.87 This would provide evidence 

87 This is not the same as saying that groups exclusively used one style. The distribution of 
styles is the most important factor in this comparison.
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for a group’s independence and reflect a conscious effort at differentiat-
ing itself from broader Kufan society.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 include traditions that adhere to one of eight 
primary narrative styles/forms: (1) question/answer statements, (2) eye-
witness accounts, (3) direct quotes of legal positions, (4) exemplary state-
ments, (5) sign/list traditions, (6) written correspondence, (7) exegesis, 
and (8) biblical stories. Representative examples of each together with a 
discussion of their potential ambiguities are offered below.

question/answer. The first narrative style is a question-and-answer 
dialogue wherein a disciple/student asks an authority about an issue and 
generally receives a curt definitive judgment.88 The answer is not accom-
panied by any supporting evidence or reasoning. In a typical example, 
the Kufan Imamı Mu‘awiya b. ‘Ammar (d. 175/791) recounts meeting 
al-Sadiq on a visit to Medina:

I asked Abu ‘Abd Allah [al-Sadiq], “If I rise for the prayer, do I recite the basmala 
as part of the Fatiha of the Qur’an?” He said, “Yes.” Then I asked, “If I recite the 
Fatiha of the Qur’an [outside of prayer], do I recite the basmala as part of the 
chapter?” He said, “Yes.”89

The validity of this response is a direct consequence of the Imam’s stature. 
He is the direct source of knowledge and offers no discursive explana-
tion beyond the judgment itself. This is in stark contrast to other ques-
tion/answer traditions in which prominent figures from early Islam serve 
as conduits for religious knowledge. Such is the case in the following 
exchange narrated by a Meccan transmitter, Ibn Abı Najıh (d. 132/750):

I asked Salim b. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar (d. 105/723), “Did ‘Umar b. al-Khattab 
perform the qunut in the morning prayer?” He said, “It is only [an act] that the 
people invented (ahdathahu) afterwards.”90

Here, Sa lim is merely relaying information that originates (and is 
legitimized) by a Sunnı  figure of unassailable authority (i.e., ‘Umar). 
The Ima mı  sources contain similar examples as when Fud ayl b. Yasa r 
asks al-Ba qir about the permissibility of nabıdh (date wine). The 
Ima m replies that “God, Mighty and Exalted, prohibited it [nabıdh] 

88 Motzki’s analysis focuses exclusively on dicta and responsa, whereas I include numerous 
additional narrative types.

89 KK, 3:312–3–1.
90 MAR, 3:28–4969.
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specifically while the Messenger of God prohibited all intoxicating 
drinks.”91 Regardless of these epistemological nuances, however, each 
account is structured around a proposed question followed by a clear 
and precise answer.

eyewitness accounts. The second narrative form consists of eyewit-
ness reports in which an informant directly observes an authority figure 
perform an act with a bearing on ritual practice. The critical element in 
these reports is the actual observation, attested through the use of phrases 
such as “I prayed” or “I heard.” The Kufan Sa‘ıd b. ‘Abd al-Rahman 
b. Abza (d. late 1st/7th century), for example, narrates the following 
tradition:

My father [‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abza – d. mid to late 1st/7th century] prayed 
behind ‘Umar and heard him audibly recite the basmala.92

‘Abd al-Rah ma n unambiguously takes part in the prayer in question, 
ruling out the possibility that the information was obtained through 
a third source. The tradition also elevates his status by linking him to 
‘Umar, an important and influential legal authority, through the act of 
prayer itself. The Ima mı s offer parallel examples such as the following 
account narrated by S afwa n b. Mihra n b. al-Mughı ra (d. mid-2nd/8th 
century):

I prayed behind Abu ‘Abd Allah [al-Sadiq] daily and he would perform the qunut 
in every prayer regardless of whether the recitation was audible or inaudible.93

Once again, the credibility of the account is predicated to a large degree 
on the actual observation of an authority in action.

The case of the daily prayer is unique in that eyewitnesses were aware 
of when and where the ritual would be performed on a daily basis. They 
merely showed up at the appropriate venue at the proper time and were 
privy to the information in question. The situation is more complicated 
with other aspects of practice (such as dietary law), where the genera-
tion of a report depends on a confluence of circumstances. In the case of 
intoxicants, for example, there may only be a handful of instances when 
an authority figure explicitly accepts or refuses a particular drink. One 

91 KK, 6:408–5.
92 AA, 1:255–356.
93 KK, 3:339–2; TI, 1:65–494; WS, 6:261–7903.
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of the most famous such cases is narrated by ‘Uqba b. Tha‘laba b. ‘Amr 
(d. 42/662):

The Prophet was thirsty as he circled the Ka’aba and called for a drink.  
Nabı dh (date wine) was brought forth from the watering place. He smelled 
it and furrowed his brows. Then he said, “Bring me a portion of water from 
Zamzam.” He poured it in and drank it. A man asked him, “Was not this pro-
hibited, O’ Messenger of God?” He said, “No.”94

In other instances, transmitters are placed in the audience for public 
speeches or among worshippers listening to Friday prayer sermons. This 
was likely the case in the following tradition related by ‘Abd Allah b. 
‘Umar (d. 73/692):

‘Umar ascended the pulpit and said, “The prohibition of khamr – which is derived 
from five substances: grapes, dates, honey, wheat, and barley – was divinely 
revealed. Khamr is that which confuses the intellect.”95

While this account might also constitute a direct legal opinion (the third 
narrative style), it is included among eyewitness reports because of its con-
textual clarity. Put simply, there is no doubt regarding the fact that an infor-
mant directly observed the action or speech conveyed in the tradition.

direct quotes of legal opinions. The third narrative style includes 
exemplary statements from authority figures but without any indication 
of how this information was obtained. These are not prompted by ques-
tions (from inquisitive students) and do not reference other authorities. 
Rather, they are clear and concise opinions such as the one expressed by 
al-Baqir where he states: “Every prayer in which the recitation is audible 
contains a qunut.”96

The transmitter for this statement is Abu Jarud, but he plays no active 
role in soliciting the information. It is unclear whether he asked a ques-
tion, observed a speech, attended a lecture, or was simply conveyed the 
opinion by an intermediate party. A similar dynamic is found in a Sunnı 
tradition where Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr ascribes the view that “the prayer recita-
tion should begin with the basmala”97 to ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas (d. 68/688), 
with no further commentary.

94 SN III, 5:114–5193; SKB, 8:527–17438.
95 SB, 1099–5581.
96 AA, 1:288–415.
97 SKB, 2:71–2405.
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exemplary statements. Although exemplary statements are quite sim-
ilar to direct quotes in their brevity and lack of context, they explicitly 
associate specific practices to a given authority. Whereas a direct quote 
ascribes a clear statement to an authority, an exemplary statement simply 
associates a ritual law position with an authority. For example, a Zaydı 
tradition quotes al-Baqir as asserting that “the Messenger of God would 
audibly recite the basmala.”98 In this instance, the main authority figure 
is the Prophet, but he is not being questioned or quoted. It is possible 
that he is being observed but this is not made clear by the text itself, 
which simply connects the practice of the basmala to the example of the 
Prophet. A range of early authorities are cited in a similar manner. In 
one Zaydı tradition, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Ma‘qil b. Muqarrin (d. 80/699) 
states:“‘Alı would perform the qunut in the maghrib prayer, cursing men 
by their names.”99

Perhaps ‘Abd al-Rahman had observed this personally. The text, how-
ever, offers no information to support that assumption. Instead, we are 
simply told that the practices in question (i.e., the qunut in the sunset 
prayer and cursing) were endorsed by a figure of the stature of ‘Alı whose 
behavior was worthy of imitation.

written correspondence. The category of written correspondence 
is related to direct quotes and exemplary statement in terms of content, 
quoting the opinions of legal authorities, or the examples of important 
historical figures. It differs due to its emphasis on a material exchange of 
information through the medium of letters or formal petitions. In such 
accounts, it is not necessary for the first informant and the authority to 
have met in person or studied in the same city. Rather, reliability is pred-
icated on the existence of an original written document containing both 
the initial question and the subsequent answer as embodied in the follow-
ing Imamı tradition:

I [‘Alı b. Muhammad b. Sulayman (d. mid 3rd/9th century)] wrote to the Jurist 
[al-Hadı (d. 254/868)] asking him about the qunut. He wrote, “If there is an 
urgent necessity [due to fear of harm] (idha kanat darura shadı da), then do not 
raise your hands and say the basmala three times.”100

The use of the verb “to write” clearly establishes that this information was 
obtained from al-Ha dı  through some form of written communication.

98 AA, 1:243–315.
99 Ibid., 1:288–417.

100 WS, 6:274–7948 and 6:282–7974.
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sign/list traditions. The sixth narrative form involves long lists that 
bring together seemingly disparate legal issues in a single tradition. These 
texts may simply be a means of collating larger packets of information 
into an accessible form, or they may result from the combining of two (or 
more) texts into a single account. In a typical example, the Kufan jurist 
Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı (d. 96/714) gathers together those elements of the rit-
ual prayer that a leader should recite silently:

There are four [parts of the prayer] recited silently by the Imam: the basmala, the 
isti‘adha, the Âmı n, and when he says “God listens to him who praises Him,” he 
says [silently], “Praise for you, our Lord.”101

List/sign accounts may also play a more sectarian role as evident in an 
Imamı tradition that explicitly associates a series of (seemingly unrelated) 
ritual practices with Shı‘ı identity including “the performance of fifty-one 
daily prayer cycles, the audible basmala, the qunut before the rak‘a‘,102 
the prostration of gratitude (sajdat al-shukr), and the wearing of a ring 
on the right hand.”103 These accounts are united by their use of the list as 
the central axis for conveying information.

exegesis and biblical stories. The final two narrative styles are fairly 
straightforward. Exegetical traditions legitimize legal positions through 
the use of Qur’anic verses, whereas biblical accounts offer explanations 
grounded in the example of previous prophets and communities. In the 
case of intoxicants, a number of accounts begin with Q5:90104 and offer 
commentary similar to the following:

The Prophet recited [Q5:90] from the pulpit. Abu Wahb al-Jayshanı arose and 
asked him about beer (mizr). He [the Prophet] said, “What is beer?” He [Abu 

101 MAR, 2:57–2598. All four elements mentioned here are parts of the prayer. The first will 
be discussed in Chapter 3. The second (isti‘adha) is the uttering of the statement “God 
protect me from accursed Satan” prior to start of the recitation in the prayer. The third 
(amın) refers to saying “Amen” after the end of the first recitation in the prayer. The 
fourth references the step in prayer when a supplicant stands up straight right before 
prostrating on the ground (sujud).

102 This refers to the step in the prayer after recitation when a supplicant bends over and 
places the palms of his hands on his knees.

103 This tradition is taken from al-Majlisı, Bihar, 85:84–28. As discussed in this chapter, I 
generally avoid al-Majlisı’s compendium of traditions as he simply compiled all avail-
able texts with little to no critical discernment. The sajdat al-shukr refers to a special 
prostration of gratitude that the Shı‘a would perform at the completion of every man-
datory prayer. See, for example, KK, 3:326–18 and 3:344–20.

104 Q5:90 – O’ you who believe! Khamr and games of chance and idols and divining arrows 
are only an infamy of Satan’s handiwork. Leave it aside so that you may succeed.
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Wahb] responded, “It is something made from wheat.” The Prophet said, “All 
intoxicants are prohibited.”105

The Prophet’s final statement expands the scope of Q5:90 beyond grape 
wine to include intoxicants of all varieties. Biblical stories related to 
intoxicants generally center on Noah’s experience with grapes after the 
flood:

Noah was ordered to cultivate plants. When he wanted to plant grapes, Iblıs – 
who was by his side – said, “This tree is for me.” Noah said, “You lie.” Iblıs said, 
“So what part of it is mine?” Noah said, “Two-thirds is yours.” On this basis, tila’ 
[made from] a third [of the grape] was made good.106

Here the prohibition of wine is projected back to the time of Noah who 
is aware of the problematic nature of grape-based drinks. The narrator 
(in this case al-Baqir) then connects the story to an issue of contemporary 
importance to the 2nd/8th century Imamı community, namely the legal 
status of tila’.

emerging identities

This chapter began with a discussion of recent scholarship that confi-
dently dates traditions to the early 2nd/8th century. Unfortunately, these 
accounts are primarily concerned with matters of ritual as opposed to 
religious or political developments that would be of particular interest to 
historians of the early period. Given this gap between the available source 
material and the goals of modern scholars, there is a particular need for 
the development of techniques that would allow for the derivation of his-
torical information from these seemingly ahistorical texts.

This chapter details one such potential approach that centers on the 
structure and form of large groupings of accounts. First, traditions are 
sorted on the basis of geography to identify those in circulation in 2nd/8th 
century Kufa, the birthplace of multiple Shı‘ı communities. Second, these 
Kufan texts are subjected to a three-tier comparison centered on their 
use of authority figures, chains of transmission, and narrative styles. It is 
argued that a sectarian group’s reliance on insular and distinct personali-
ties and literary styles reflects the potential emergence of an independent 
identity. In other words, a community differentiates itself by demanding 

105 SKB, 8:507–17365.
106 WS, 25:286–31922. Tila’ is a fermented drink made after boiling away two-thirds of the 

volume of grape juice. It will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5.
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the unambiguous loyalty of its members (as exemplified by its appropria-
tion of specific authorities and transmitters) and asserting a type of intel-
lectual confidence (as evident in its use of distinctive narrative forms).

Chapters 3 through 5 apply this comparative methodology to three 
case studies in ritual law: the basmala, the qunut, and the prohibition 
of intoxicants. Each begins with a legal survey of a given issue from the 
perspective of four Sunnı (Malikı, H anafı, Shafi‘ı, and Hanbalı) and two 
Shı‘ı (Imamı and Zaydı) schools of law. This is followed by the three com-
parative analyses described earlier. It should be noted that this approach 
cannot specify an exact date for the crystallization of sectarian identities. 
Rather, it can help provide a general time frame for their emergence. This, 
in turn, allows us to evaluate the reliability of the narratives preserved in 
noncontemporaneous historical and heresiographical sources (discussed 
in Chapter 1) that (1) date an independent Imamı community to the early 
2nd/8th century and (2) claim Zaydism emerged in the early 2nd/8th 
century through the merging of two disparate strains of Shı‘ism (Batrism 
and Jarudism).





PART two

CASE STUDIES

  

 





57

How did the Prophet pray? At first glance, we may assume that this ques-
tion is easy to answer. After all, the daily prayer is one of the corner-
stones of Islamic orthopraxy and such information should be preserved 
within the Islamic hadı th literature. In many cases, traditions do, in fact, 
depict the prayers of the Prophet and other prominent early legal author-
ities. These accounts, however, are often contradictory, with contrasting 
descriptions of some prayer steps and disagreements regarding the inclu-
sion of others. This diversity has been codified in the legal positions of 
the four Sunnı and two Shı‘ı legal schools considered in the present study. 
Some of the most prominent and visible differences (e.g., the placement 
of the hands) are not counted among the fundamental components of the 
prayer.1 Recitation (qira’a), by contrast, is of critical importance, with 
mistakes carrying serious religious consequences and possibly invalidat-
ing the prayer as a whole. It is not surprising, therefore, that jurists devote 
entire sections to the recitation, addressing questions of structure and 
selection. Which chapters (sing. sura/ pl. suwar) of the Qur’an should be 
recited during the first two prayer cycles? Is it necessary to recite an entire 
chapter, or are fragments of chapters sufficient? Should these Qur’anic 
passages be uttered aloud or whispered?

This chapter focuses on a related issue, namely the necessity of prefac-
ing recitation with the formula, “In the name of God, the Beneficent the 

3

In the Name of God

The Basmala

1 The prayer is organized around “cycles” of required actions and utterances. A different 
number of cycles are necessary for each of the five daily prayers: the dawn (fajr) prayer 
includes two cycles, the noon (zuhr), afternoon (‘asr), and night (isha’) prayers include 
four cycles, and the sunset (maghrib) prayer includes three cycles. For a summary of the 
required steps of the daily prayer, see Tabbarah, Spirit, 129–36.

 

 



Case Studies58

Merciful” (subsequently referred to as the basmala).2 It is divided into 
two sections. The first provides juristic context regarding the debate over 
the basmala by examining the views of six of the major Sunnı and Shı‘ı 
law schools (i.e., the Hanafıs, Malikıs, Shafi‘ıs, Hanbalıs, Imamıs, and 
Zaydıs). The second applies the methodological approach described in 
Chapter 2 to Kufan traditions pertaining to the basmala drawn from the 
Sunnı and Shı‘ı hadı th collections. The chapter concludes by exploring 
the implications of our results for the validity of the classical narratives 
of early Shı‘ism.

the juristic context

The juristic debate over the status of the basmala involves two issues. The 
first concerns the verse’s relationship to the Qur’anic text. Although there 
is a general consensus that the phrase occurs in Q27:30 as an integral 
part of the revelation, jurists differ on its status at the head of individ-
ual chapters.3 Some maintain that this initial basmala is the first verse of 
every sura, whereas others contend that it simply marks the end of one 
sura and the start of the next. The second contentious issue centers on the 
use of the basmala in the daily prayer. Specifically, should it be part of 
the recitation and, if so, should it be uttered audibly or silently? A jurist’s 
position on the first issue dictates, to a large degree, his approach to the 
second. If the basmala is affirmed as the first verse of the Fatiha (Q1), 
then it is difficult to justify its exclusion from the prayer. The question 
then is no longer its recitation, but rather the manner of its recitation 
(audible vs. silent). If, by contrast, the basmala is not considered part of 
the Fatiha, then the jurist has a free hand in dealing with matters such as 
inclusion or audible/silent recitation.

In the section that follows, I explore the central legal strategies 
employed by the six selected law schools in their discussions of the bas-
mala. This is not intended as an exhaustive survey of each of the schools, 

2 The Islamic legal tradition has generated a vast corpus of work dealing with the recitation 
of the basmala in the context of prayer. In the remainder of the chapter, any mention of 
the “issue of the basmala” refers specifically to the recitation of the basmala at the start of 
the Fatiha in the first cycle of the five daily prayers. Other issues discussed by the jurists 
include: the recitation of the basmala before the second Qur’anic selection in each of the 
first two prayer cycles, the recitation of the basmala if the worshipper’s second selection 
spans two suras, and the recitation of the basmala in the second and subsequent prayer 
cycles.

3 The basmala is quoted in Q27:30 (“It is from Sulayman, and it is, ‘In the name of Allah, 
the Beneficent, the Merciful’”). This is accepted by every legal school.
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but rather as a broad summary of their methods of argumentation and 
the positions they ultimately came to favor. In actuality, there was a sig-
nificant degree of latitude within individual schools so that a creative 
jurist had the ability to articulate wholly unique arguments.

The Hanafıs

Although the Hanafıs do not include the initial basmala in the Qur’anic 
text, they recite it silently at the start of the ritual prayer. Many Hanafı 
jurists mention this opinion in brief descriptions of ritual without pro-
viding much in the way of supporting textual evidence.4 More detailed 
discussions are found in (1) comprehensive juristic tracts that cite tradi-
tions from the Prophet (among other early authorities)5 and (2) exegetical 
works that explore the legal consequences of specific Qur’anic passages. 
The latter are particularly important given the centrality of historical 
arguments regarding the compilation of the Qur’anic text in the school’s 
treatment of the basmala.

In Ahkam al-Qur’an, Ahmad b. ‘Alı al-Jassas (d. 371/982) articulates 
a typical Hanafı approach to the basmala rooted primarily in Qur’anic 
arguments.6 He begins by noting that the basmala was not originally 
placed at the start of every chapter.7 It is widely accepted that, prior to 
the revelation of Q27:30, the Prophet prefaced each sura with “In the 
name of your Lord,” a phrase drawn from the very first revelation (i.e., 
Q96:1).8 Thus, the position of the basmala at the head of Qur’anic chap-
ters was a late development and merely reflected the personal preference 
of some of the Companions. Had the initial basmala been an integral 

4 For representative examples, see al-Tahawı, Mukhtasar, 26; al-Qudurı, Mukhtasar, 27.
5 The earliest such work is KAS I, 152–3. Al-Shaybanı offers a series of traditions that sup-

port the silent basmala, but he does not address the verse’s Qur’anic status, offer logical 
arguments, or acknowledge contradictory textual evidence.

6 al-Jassas, Ahkam, 1:8 and 1:13–15. For a slightly different argument forwarded two cen-
turies later by al-Marghınanı, see al-Hidaya, a commentary on al-Qudurı’s Mukhtasar. 
The discussion starts with a summary of the case for the audible basmala, which focuses 
on a paraphrased Prophetic tradition and an opinion (ascribed to al-Shafi‘ı) in favor of 
the practice in audible prayer cycles. Al-Marghınanı rejects this argument, interpreting 
accounts in which the Prophet performs the audible basmala as indicative of his role as 
a teacher. In other words, Muhammad only used the audible basmala in an educational 
capacity to reaffirm the formula’s insertion at the start of the prayer recitation; he did 
not intend this as a general endorsement of its audible recitation. The section ends with 
a series of traditions narrated by Anas b. Malik, which report that the Prophet “did not 
audibly recite the basmala” (al-Hidaya, 1:120).

7 al-Jassas, Ahkam, 1:8. See also, al-Danı, al-Bayan, 231.
8 Q96:1 – “Recite in the name of your Lord Who created.”
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part of each chapter, the Prophet would have uttered it from the start of 
his mission. The fact that he only adopted the convention of reciting it 
at a later point in his life constitutes strong evidence against its Qur’anic 
status. Although al-Jassas considers this historical line of reasoning as 
sufficient to justify the Hanafı position, he acknowledges the opposing 
views of rival law schools and attributes them to regional differences. The 
Kufans are described as strong supporters for the initial basmala’s inclu-
sion in the Qur’an, whereas the Basrans are characterized as proponents 
of exclusion.9

Al-Jassas next turns to the issue of the recitation in the daily prayer, 
affirming the Hanafı stance in favor of the silent basmala. This view gen-
erated considerable criticism from opposing law schools that accused the 
Hanafıs of internal inconsistency.10 The Shafi‘ıs (and, to a lesser extent, 
the Malikıs) pointed to the Hanafı practice of uttering one verse of the 
Fatiha (i.e., the basmala) silently while reciting the remaining verses audi-
bly.11 Al-Jassas answers this accusation with the reasonable observation 
that, from the perspective of the Hanafıs, there is no contradiction in a 
silent basmala and an audible Fatiha. Given that the verse and the chap-
ter are independent textual entities, the manner of reciting one has no 
direct bearing on the other. Al-Jassas also quotes a wide array of tradi-
tions that advocate both the silent and the audible basmala. The credi-
bility of the latter, however, is called into question on the basis of a series 
of (1) rational arguments and (2) internal contradictions.12 He concludes 
that the preponderance of reliable evidence supports the silent basmala 
at the start of recitation.

Al-Jassas’s discussion of the basmala is paralleled in a number of 
Hanafı exegetical works that serve to emphasize the school’s concern with 
maintaining the integrity of (their own vision of) the Qur’anic text.13 Abu 
al-Layth al-Samarqandı (d. 393/1002?), for example, relates interpreta-
tions of Q15:8714 (a verse also routinely invoked by other schools) that 

9 al-Jassas, Ahkam, 1:8; al-Danı, al-Bayan, 231.
10 Imamı polemics against the Hanafıs, for example, focus on the discrepancy between the 

school’s inclusion of the basmala in the prayer and its exclusion from the Qur’an. This is 
discussed in greater detail later in the chapter.

11 This is specific to the morning and evening prayers in which the recitation for the first 
two cycles is audible.

12 al-Jassas, Ahkam, 1:13–15.
13 Of course, al-Jassas is part of the exegetical tradition in that his Ahkam is structured in 

the manner of a Qur’anic commentary.
14 A majority of both Sunnı and Shı‘ı exegetes hold that Q15:87 (“And We have bestowed 

upon you the seven Oft-repeated [sab‘an min al-mathanı ] and the Glorious Qur’an”) 
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clearly differentiate the basmala from the Fatiha.15 His gloss of the open-
ing chapter omits the verse altogether without even discussing its poten-
tial relationship to the Qur’anic text. Mahmud b. ‘Umar al-Zamakhsharı 
(d. 538/1144), by contrast, follows al-Jassas in his claim that the ini-
tial basmala merely signifies the end of one chapter and the start of the 
next.16 Even non-Hanafı exegetical works acknowledge the centrality of 
the Qur’an to Hanafı legal discourse on the basmala.17

Overall, the Hanafı position rests on (1) historical arguments regard-
ing the Qur’anic text and (2) traditions that endorse the silent basmala. 
The first are used to justify the rejection of the Qur’anic status of the ini-
tial basmala whereas the second allow for its incorporation into a pack-
age of formulaic invocations uttered between the opening of the prayer 
and the start of recitation. As will become evident later in the chapter, 
the Hanafıs were criticized by the Malikıs for allowing a non-Qur’anic 
phrase to be used in the recitation and by the Shafi‘ıs for their dismissal 
of traditions favoring the audible basmala.

The Malikıs

Malikı jurists agree with the Hanafıs that the initial basmala is not part 
of the Fatiha, but rather than reciting it silently at the start of prayer, they 
excise it altogether and begin recitation with the verse, “Praise be to God, 

refers to the Fatiha. In his Tafsı r, al-Tabarı offers three different interpretations. First, he 
says that it may refer to the seven longest suras of the Qur’an which are often repeated 
because they contain parables and narrative warnings. Second, he links the verse to 
the Fatiha. Third, he states that the verse could refer to seven of the positive qualities 
of the Qur’an. Al-Tabarı accepts the second view as the correct one (al-Tabarı, Tafsı r, 
4:646–48). Al-Qurtubı adds that the verse might refer to the Qur’an as a whole which 
may be divided into seven sections (al-Jami‘, 10:54–5). In the end, he too accepts the 
standard interpretation that it refers to the Fatiha. In fact, most Sunnı and Shı‘ı exegetes 
affirm this view. For a representative Sunnı example, see Fakhr al-Dın al-Razı’s al-Tafsı r,  
19:206–10. For Shı‘ı examples, see al-Tabrisı’s Jawami‘, 1:801–3 and Majma‘ (1997), 
6:146–8. These works explicitly discuss the issue, but there are also many legal texts 
that simply assume the interpretation and refer to the Fatiha as the “seven oft-repeated 
verses.” In fact, every jurist cited in this study implicitly or explicitly accepts the view that 
the Fatiha must have seven verses on the basis of Q15:87. Since the Shafi‘ıs count the 
basmala as a verse in the Fatiha and the Malikıs do not (below), the two schools divide 
the remaining verses differently to meet the requirement of seven. Rubin summarizes 
these possibilities, but his conclusion regarding the earliest interpretation is unconvincing 
(“Exegesis,” 141–56).

15 al-Samarqandı, Tafsı r, 2:224–5.
16 al-Zamakhsharı, al-Kashshaf, 1:25.
17 See, for example, Ibn Kathır, Tafsı r (1966), 1:31.

  

 

 

 



Case Studies62

Master of the Worlds” (Q1:2).18 They rely on two lines of reasoning to 
support this view. The first is grounded in textual evidence (i.e., tradi-
tions dealing with the structure of the Qur’anic text and the form of the 
daily prayer), whereas the second is predicated on the living tradition of 
Medina (‘amal).19

The earliest articulation of the textual argument is found in the 
Muwatta’ of Malik b. Anas, the eponymous founder of the Malikı law 
school.20 Malik quotes two accounts that depict the Prophet and the first 
three caliphs as beginning the prayer recitation with Q1:2. A third tradi-
tion praises the Fatiha as an especially blessed Qur’anic chapter (linking 
it to Q15:8721) but does not include the basmala as one of its verses. 
A similar approach informs Sahnun’s22 (d. 240/855) al-Mudawwana 
al-kubra, which relates two reports that the Prophet “began the recita-
tion with ‘Praise be to God, Master of the Worlds,’”23 and a third that 
claims the first three caliphs “did not recite the basmala when they began 
the prayer.”24 Cognizant of the potential for ambiguity, Sahnun notes that 
the basmala (in these cases) was recited “neither silently to oneself nor 
audibly.”25 Most subsequent Malikı discussions of the issue cite the tradi-
tions recorded by Malik and Sahnun as clear and definitive evidence for 
the Prophet’s original practice.

Over time, the scope of the Malikı textual argument expanded beyond 
the prayer recitation to encompass the relationship between the basmala 

18 I am using the Kufan numbering system standard today in most of the Islamic world. The 
Medinan numbering system – which is preserved by the Malikıs – would consider this 
verse Q1:1 rather than Q1:2.

19 For a comprehensive discussion of the origins and development of Medinan ‘amal as well 
as a critique of its utility a source of law, see El Shamsy, Tradition, 10–14 and 33–46. 
See also, Dutton, “Sunna,” 1–31, specifically 5–14. The textual argument is “first” in the 
sense that it was the first view explicitly articulated by Malikı jurists in their legal works. 
As El Shamsy shows, however, the “second” argument based on ‘amal was the dominant 
line of reasoning in Malikı legal discourse (Tradition, 42–3).

20 Malik b. Anas, al-Muwatta’ (riwayat Suwayd b. Sa‘ı d) (1994), 85–6. The versions of the text 
transmitted by Muhammad al-Shaybanı [al-Muwatta’ (riwayah Muhammad al-Shaybanı) 
(2003), 60] and Yahya b. Yahya al-Laythı [(1996), 1:136] espouse a fundamentally iden-
tical position through their use of ‘the dialogue tradition’ discussed later in the chapter. A 
similar tradition-laden discussion is found in Sahnun, Mudawwana, 1:186.

21 For interpretations of this verse, see footnote 14 of this chapter.
22 Sahnun, Mudawwana, 1:186. Sahnun was a jurist from Qayrawan who played an impor-

tant role in the spread of Malikism in North Africa and Spain in the 3rd/9th century. For 
more on Sahnun, see EI2, s.v. Sahnun (M. Talbi).

23 See SIM, 1:267 and SKB, 2:75. In the second tradition, the first three caliphs are cited 
alongside the Prophet.

24 See Malik b. Anas, al-Muwatta’, (1994), 85.
25 Sahnun, Mudawwana, 1:186.
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and the Qur’anic text. In his al-Istidhkar, for example, the 5th/11th cen-
tury jurist Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr offers a series of explanations for the basma-
la’s presence in the earliest written copies of the Qur’an.26 He then quotes 
numerous variants of a report (not mentioned by Malik or Sahnun) in 
which Muhammad describes a “dialogue” (subsequently referred to as 
“the dialogue tradition”) that occurs during the ritual prayer between 
God and a worshipper wherein each verse of the Fatiha is framed as a 
formulaic response to a specific divine question.27 In these traditions, the 
Prophet does not count the basmala as part of the Fatiha but still enu-
merates seven verses (as required in the exegesis of Q15:87) by placing a 
“verse stop” between the words alayhim and ghayr in Q1:7. This is the 
numbering convention that was associated with the Qur’anic reading of 
Medina, Syria,28 and Basra in contrast to that of Kufa and Mecca, which 
counted the basmala as a verse.29 Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr concludes that there 
is no sound basis for including the basmala in the Fatiha given that the 
chapter already contains seven clearly demarcated verses.30 As opposed 
to the traditions recorded by Malik and Sahnun, Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr consid-
ers the dialogue tradition as the strongest and most conclusive evidence 
for the validity of the Malikı stance.31

A second (and more foundational) Ma likı  line of reasoning for the 
basmala’s exclusion from the Fa tih a emphasizes the living tradition of 
Medina. Ma lik himself does not explicitly invoke this argument, but it is 
significant to note that he relies almost exclusively on reports narrated 
and preserved by Bas ran chains of transmission.32 Dutton explains this 
curious fact with the claim that “there were no h adiths on these matters 

26 Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Istidhkar, 2:154.
27 SM, 1:296 – 38 and 1:297 – 40 and 41. Malik cites this tradition in the versions of the 

Muwatta’ transmitted by Yahya b. Yahya al-Laythı and Muhammad al-Shaybanı but 
only in the course of discussing the audibility or silence of a supplicant’s recitation in 
a group prayer. See Malik b. Anas, al-Muwatta’, (1996), 1:136 and idem, al-Muwatta’, 
(2003), 60.

28 For the Syrian text, see Spitaler, Die Verszählung, 31 (table 1).
29 Kufan and Meccan readers counted the basmala as the first verse and did not include the 

division between alayhim and ghayr. The controversy over the counting of verses is men-
tioned by al-Qurtubı (al-Jami‘, 1:91–107) and al-Tabrisı (Jawami‘, 1:15–6). In his Bayan, 
al-Danı focuses on the issue of counting verses in general, while succinctly summarizing 
the differences with respect to the Fatiha (al-Bayan, 231).

30 Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Istidhkar, 2:172–3.
31 For Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr’s preference for the dialogue tradition, see Istidhkar, 2:154. For 

examples of other arguments and traditions, both in favor of and against the Malikı view, 
see Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Istidhkar, 2:173–4 and 179–82.

32 El Shamsy sees the establishment of the normative authority of ‘amal as the driving force 
in the composition of the Muwatta’ (Tradition, 31–2 and 42–3).
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in Medina because there was no need for them.”33 In other words, the 
Bas ran texts supplied independent verification for a practice (the omis-
sion of the basmala) that was so broadly accepted in Medina that it 
did not merit the circulation of any traditions at all. While it may be 
true that the Medinans of Ma lik’s time did not recite the basmala, there 
were certainly Medinan accounts in circulation that supported its reci-
tation.34 Ma lik was undoubtedly aware of the contradictory textual evi-
dence but preferred the Bas ran accounts precisely because they aligned 
with Medinan practice during his lifetime. El Shamsy highlights this ten-
dency, emphasizing Ma lik’s belief that normative authority was embed-
ded not in reports about the sayings of the Prophet but in the practice of 
the Medinan community as a whole.35 The apparent disparity between 
Medinan practice and Medinan traditions created an opening for com-
peting schools to question the very integrity of Medinan ‘amal as a 
source of law.36

A number of Malikı jurists forward a line of reasoning that falls back 
on the normative authority of Medinan living practice to reconcile con-
tradictions in the textual evidence.37 In Kitab al-nawadir wa’l-ziyadat, 
for example, Ibn Abı Zayd38 (d. 386/996) alludes to reports in which 
various early authorities recite the basmala either audibly or silently in 

33 Dutton, “Sunna,” 19 footnote 68. In Origins, Dutton reiterates this point, writing that 
the basmala was one of a number of practices “that were not recorded initially in the 
form of hadı th but were nevertheless known generally amongst the people and under-
stood to have originated in the time of the Prophet. Other practices, however, although 
recorded in authentic hadı ths … were not acted upon by their transmitters because they 
did not represent the sunna. In other words, they were either exceptional instances or 
earlier judgments that had later been changed, or otherwise minority opinions that held 
little weight, and which, even though they derived from the Prophet, were nevertheless 
outweighed by other judgments also deriving from the Prophet” (Dutton, Origins, 45).

34 Some examples of Medinan traditions that generally support an audible basmala include 
MAR, 2:59, and MIAS, 1:361. For Medinan accounts of Mu‘awiya’s visit to the holy cit-
ies that favor the audible basmala, see al-Shafi‘ı, Umm, 1:212–3 and SKB, 2:72.

35 El Shamsy, Tradition, 42–3.
36 El Shamsy points out that this avenue for criticizing Malik was pioneered by his students, 

Muhammad al-Shaybanı and al-Shafi‘ı (Ibid., 48–54). The latter articulated this posi-
tion most clearly in the chapter of the Umm concerning his differences of opinions with 
Malik.

37 El Shamsy highlights the centrality of this tendency in Malikı legal discourse (Tradition, 
37–46 and specifically 42–3). By contrast, Dutton argues that ‘amal was always more 
authoritative that textual evidence (“Sunna,” 8).

38 A prominent Malikı-Ash’arı jurist from Qayrawan, pivotal in the spread of Malikism 
in North Africa. For a detailed study of his life, see Sayeed Rahman’s unpublished 
doctoral dissertation entitled The Legal and Theological Thought of Ibn Abi Zayd 
al-Qayrawani.
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the  prayer.39 He notes, however, that these accounts are contradicted by 
equally valid traditions arguing for the omission of the basmala.40 Given 
this confused situation, Ibn Abı Zayd concludes that the textual evidence 
has to be pushed aside in favor of Medinan ‘amal, which rejects the bas-
mala in the prayer and considers it an extraneous marker signifying the 
end of one chapter and the start of the next.41 A similar argument is put 
forward by Abu Bakr ibn al-‘Arabı (d. 542/1148) 42 who, faced with deep 
contradictions in the textual tradition, cites the living tradition of Medina 
as the best indicator of proper practice and the strongest proof for the 
validity of the Malikı view.43

The Malikıs hold that the basmala should not be recited at the start 
of the Fatiha in the first cycle of compulsory prayers. They make exten-
sive use of textual arguments grounded in the Medinan/Syrian/Basran 
Qur’anic recitation,44 the exegesis of Q15:87, and the dialogue tradition. 
When faced with opposing traditions forwarded by other law schools 
(e.g., the Shafi‘ıs below), Malikı jurists employ one of two strategies. 
They either characterize them as weak and unreliable (e.g., Ibn ‘Abd al-
Barr, al-Qurtubı45 – d. 671/1273) or dismiss them on the basis of the 
normative authority of Medinan ‘amal (e.g., Ibn Abı Zayd, Ibn al-‘Arabı). 

39 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 1:172–3. Although Ibn Abı Zayd refers to the opinions of 
legal authorities and implies a familiarity with the textual tradition, he does not quote 
them in detail.

40 Ibid., 1:172.
41 Ibid., 1:173. Whether the omission of the basmala did, in fact, reflect the ‘amal of Medina 

was called into question by a number of Shafi‘ı and Zaydı jurists (see later in the chap-
ter). Sectarian attacks against the Sunnıs assailed the Malikı position that the basmala 
was inserted into the text of the Qur’an by the Companions or employed by the Prophet 
himself to divide suras. In particular, Shı‘ı polemics accused the Sunnıs of compromising 
the integrity of the text by allowing for the possibility of human intervention.

42 A prolific Malikı scholar from Seville in al-Andalus. See EI2, s.v. Ibn al-‘Arabı (J. 
Robson).

43 Ibn al-‘Arabı, Ahkam, 1:18–19.
44 This recitation is still seen in the standard Warsh Qur’anic text prevalent in Northern 

Africa.
45 Al-Qurtubı recounts three opinions regarding the basmala: (1) it is the first verse of 

every sura (the Shafi‘ıs); (2) it is foreign to the Qur’an except in the case of Q27:30 
(the Malikıs); and (3) it is the initial verse of the Fatiha but excluded from subsequent 
suras. The second position (attributed to Malik b. Anas) is considered most authoritative 
based (counterintuitively) on the persistent disagreement among scholars. Specifically, 
al-Qurtubı argues that the Qur’anic text must be verified by certain (qat‘ı ) knowledge 
and multiple lines of transmission (tawatur). If there is no consensus that a certain verse 
or phrase is part of the Qur’an, then it cannot be considered an integral part of the text. 
This argument is then supplemented by an interpretation of the dialogue tradition remi-
niscent of Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr (al-Qurtubı, al-Jami‘, 1:93–4).
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Given their view that the initial basmala is external to the Fatiha, there is 
no reason for Malikıs to include it in the prayer or address the question 
of its audible or silent recitation.46

The Shafi‘ıs

In contrast to the Hanafıs and the Malikıs, Shafi‘ı jurists uphold the bas-
mala as the first verse of the Fatiha and recite it audibly in audible prayer 
cycles and silently in silent ones. Their arguments attempt to navigate 
the space between a large mass of contradictory traditions. Oppositional 
proof texts are either interpreted in a manner that supports the Shafi‘ı view 
or dismissed through a close criticism of their chains of transmission.

A typical Shafi‘ı treatment47 of the basmala is found in ‘Alı b. 
Muhammad al-Mawardı’s (d. 450/1058) al-Hawı  al-kabı r.48 The perti-
nent section begins with an affirmation of the basmala as the first verse of 
almost every chapter of the Qur’an (the exception being surat al-bara’a – 
Q9) but with the caveat that this view is not based on conclusive tex-
tual evidence.49 In practical terms, this means that the issue remains open 
for debate and oppositional views may be articulated without fear of 
excommunication. Al-Mawardı then summarizes three arguments for 
the basmala’s exclusion from the text of the Qur’an. First, he mentions 
a tradition in which the Prophet and the first two caliphs begin their 
prayer recitation with Q1:2.50 This account, he explains, is utilized by the 

46 For a Malikı analysis of the issue in which the basmala’s recitation is permitted but 
deemed reprehensible (makruh), see Ibn al-Munayyir al-Iskandarı’s commentary in the 
text of al-Zamakhsharı’s al-Kashshaf, 1:22–45.

47 The issue was also discussed by Muhammad b. Idrıs al-Shafi‘ı in his Kitab al-umm. Many 
of al-Mawardı’s proofs were – in fact – drawn from al-Shafi‘ı including (1) Prophetic 
traditions that uphold the basmala in the prayer and (2) the gloss of texts that state 
recitation began with “Praise be to God, Master of the Worlds” as referring to an early 
name for the Fatiha. The school’s general concern with strictly upholding the integrity of 
the text of the Qur’an is reflected in the final sections of al-Shafi‘ı’s discussion where he 
emphasizes that the Fa tiha (along with every other sura) must be recited from beginning 
to end with every letter in the place in which it was originally revealed by God. The order 
of the verses cannot be changed, a forgotten verse cannot be recited out of order, and no 
verses from different suras may be arbitrarily inserted at the discretion of the individual 
(al-Umm, 1:210–4).

48 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 2:104–9. The Hawı is a commentary on Isma‘ıl b. Yahya 
al-Muzanı’s Mukhtasar. Al-Muzanı, a pupil of Shafi‘ı, spent most of his life in Egypt and 
is regarded as one of the most important early Shafi‘ı jurists. He is noted for his indepen-
dent views (EI2, s.v. al-Shafi‘ı (Heffening)). Similar discussions of the basmala are also 
found in al-Nawawı, Majmu‘, 2:290–313 and al-Shırazı, al-Muhadhdhab, 1:242–3.

49 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 2:105.
50 Ibid., 2:105.
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Hanafıs and the Malikıs together with Q96:1 to contend that the bas-
mala was not originally a part of the Qur’an. When God revealed Q96:1 
(the first revelation), instead of commanding the Prophet to recite the 
basmala, he ordered him to recite “In the name of your Lord.”51 If God 
had intended each chapter to begin with the basmala, then why did he 
not reveal it at the start of the first revelation? Second, Mawardı recounts 
the argument52 that the text of the Qur’an must be based on consen-
sus so that any disagreements over a verse immediately exclude it from 
the Qur’anic text.53 Third, he mentions a line of reasoning (ascribed to 
the Hanafıs and Malikıs) centered on the number of verses in particular 
Qur’anic chapters.54 The advocates of this position contend that counting 
the initial basmala as a part of each chapter would contradict the consen-
sus that Q112, for example, consists of only four verses.55

After laying out these oppositional arguments, al-Mawardı articulates 
the Shafi‘ı position. He begins by citing seven Prophetic traditions that 
confirm the basmala’s place in the Fatiha.56 He also mentions a series 
of historical accounts that depict the initial compilation of the Qur’an. 
Specifically, he claims that ‘Uthman’s Qur’an had the basmala at the start 
of every chapter and asserts that its eventual acceptance in the wider 
Muslim world constituted a consensus in favor of its Qur’anic status.57 
Turning to the arguments of rival schools (see last paragraph), al-Mawardı 
explains that traditions claiming that recitation began with “Praise be to 
God, Master of the worlds” were simply identifying the Fatiha.58 They 
were not meant to be taken literally.59 He acknowledges that the bas-
mala was not present in the first stages of revelation, but dismisses the 
relevance of this point as many aspects of Islam were added late in the 
Prophet’s life.60 Finally, he notes that the numbering of verses is a fluid 
process so that the basmala may not have been initially counted among 

51 Ibid., 2:105.
52 See footnote 45 in this chapter.
53 Ibid., 2:105.
54 Ibid., 2:105.
55 Ibid., 2:105.
56 Ibid., 2:105–6.
57 Al-Mawardı acknowledges the counterargument that the basmala was only used in 

early Qur’anic manuscripts to demarcate different suras, but responds that, if the verse 
was written within the text, then it must have been considered a part of the text (Ibid., 
2:105–7).

58 In other words, the Fatiha was initially designated by the phrase, “Praise be to God, 
Master of the Worlds.” For more on this issue, see Jeffery, Materials.

59 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 2:108.
60 Ibid., 2:108.
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the verses of a sura, or it may have originally been joined to the verse that 
followed it in the text.61

In terms of recitation, al-Mawardı (like the other Shafi‘ı jurists) has 
little trouble in arguing for the audible basmala in audible prayers (i.e., 
fajr, maghrib, ‘isha’) and the silent basmala in silent prayers (i.e., zuhr, 
‘asr). First, he quotes three traditions that depict the Prophet as perform-
ing either the audible or the silent basmala.62 He then observes that the 
simplest way to reconcile these seemingly contradictory texts is by differ-
entiating between prayers based on the nature of their recitation.63 This 
conclusion flows naturally from the Shafi‘ı inclusion of the basmala in the 
Qur’an, which may explain why so few Shafi‘ı jurists felt compelled to 
address the issue in detail.

The Shafi‘ıs argue that the basmala must be recited at the start of the 
Fatiha in the compulsory prayers because it is an integral part of the 
Qur‘anic text. As such, there should be no difference between the recita-
tion of the basmala and the rest of the Fatiha. The entire chapter is recited 
audibly and silently depending on the prayer and the cycle in question.64 
The Shafi‘ı jurists consciously position themselves in opposition to the 
Malikıs and strongly criticize their exclusion of the initial basmala from 
the text of the Qur’an.65

The H anbalıs

For the three Sunnı law schools considered so far, discussions of the ini-
tial basmala are grounded primarily in ascertaining its relationship to the 

61 Ibid., 2:108. The same reasoning is utilized against the argument that the exegesis of 
Q15:87 necessarily excludes the basmala from the Fatiha in order to keep the number 
of verses in the chapter at seven. Al-Mawardı observes that there are various acceptable 
verse combinations which can be applied to reach the required number, and no consensus 
as to which of these is valid. For more, see footnote 29 in this chapter.

62 Ibid., 2:108–9.
63 Ibid., 2:109.
64 For a minority Shafi‘ı opinion that upholds the silent basmala in all prayers, see 

al-Baghawı, Sharh, 2:237–40.
65 In addition to al-Mawardı’s strategy of reinterpreting seemingly pro-Malikı traditions, 

some Shafi‘ıs attack Malikı claims to represent Medinan ‘amal. This is done through the 
use of one of Shafi‘ı’s traditions (not mentioned by al-Mawardı), which records an epi-
sode during Mu‘awiya’s caliphate when he was taken to task by the Medinan population 
for idiosyncrasies in his prayer including the omission of the basmala (al-Shafi’ı, al-Umm, 
1:210). Al-Nawawı, for example, references this account as proof that the Ansar and the 
Muhajirun in Medina originally recited the basmala at the start of every sura (including 
the Fatiha) in the compulsory prayer. He concludes that Medinan practice at the time 
of the Prophet differed from Medinan practice at the time of Malik and could only be 
ascertained on the basis of textual evidence (al-Nawawı, Majmu‘, 2:300).
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Qur’anic text. If the basmala is the first verse of the Fatiha (the Shafi‘ı 
view), then its inclusion in the prayer and the manner of its recitation is 
self-evident. If, by contrast, it is only a marker used to divide chapters 
(the Hanafı and Malikı view), then its integration into the prayer is prob-
lematic. Hanbalı discussions of the basmala lack the clarity of this logic 
as they attempt to navigate apparent contradictions in the views ascribed 
to the school’s eponymous founder, Ahmad ibn Hanbal.

The parameters of the Hanbalı position are established through works 
that preserve a multitude of Ibn Hanbal’s responses to questions dealing 
with matters of ritual law and doctrine. Although these question-and-
answer exchanges rarely contain explicit textual evidence, they implicitly 
reference the large corpus of traditions that circulated among tradition-
ists. When questioned about the basmala, Ibn Hanbal affirms its place in 
the Qur’an at the start of every sura66 and agrees with the Hanafıs that it 
should be recited silently in both audible and silent prayer cycles.67 But 
there is a problem of consistency here.68 As opposed to the Hanafıs who 
incorporate the basmala into a silent invocation at the start of the prayer 
recitation, the Hanbalıs (or at least Ibn Hanbal) believe it is part of the 
Fatiha. How then is it justified to recite one part of the Fatiha silently and 
another audibly? Ibn Hanbal does not appear to deal with this matter 
directly in any of his responses.

A possible solution to this dilemma (and one that garnered significant 
support among Hanbalı jurists) is offered by Abu Ya‘la Muhammad b. 
al-Husayn (d. 458/1065), who writes:

The basmala is part of a verse from Surat al-Naml [Q27] and a complete verse in 
and of itself; it is neither a verse from the Fatiha of the Book nor a complete verse 
from any other sura.69

In other words, the introductory basmala is an independent, free-stand-
ing Qur’anic verse unaffiliated with individual chapters. This permits a 
silent recitation of the basmala in every prayer cycle without leaving the 
school open to accusations of inconsistency. Whereas the entire Fatiha is 
recited audibly in audible prayer cycles and silently in silent prayer cycles, 
the basmala is a separate textual unit whose recitation (silent) is governed 

66 Virtually identical information on this issue is preserved in Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Masa’il 
(Medina 2004), 2:535–6 and Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Masa’il (1999), 112–13.

67 Ibn Hanbal, Masa’il (Medina 2004), 2:536; Ibn Hanbal, Masa’il (1999), 112–13.
68 For a similar discussion of the issue in a standard Hanbalı fiqh manual, see al-Khiraqı, 

Mukhtasar, 20.
69 Abu Ya‘la, al-Jami‘ al-saghır, 39.
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by a different set of rules. Such a position effectively resolves many of the 
contradictions ascribed to Ibn Hanbal and allows the school to both (1) 
accept the initial basmala as Qur’anic and (2) differentiate its recitation 
(always silent) from that of the Fa tiha.

The most detailed and systematic Hanbalı analysis of the issue is artic-
ulated by Ibn Qudama (d. 620/1223) in his Mughnı .70 The discussion 
begins by affirming that the recitation of the Fatiha is obligatory in the 
prayer.71 This is followed by a series of traditions that either (1) unambig-
uously reject the audible basmala or (2) depict the Prophet reciting the 
basmala (albeit without commenting on the nature of his recitation).72 
Ibn Qudama concludes that the silent basmala best reconciles the appar-
ent contradiction between accounts in which Companions do not hear 
the Prophet recite the basmala and those in which he instructs them to 
include the phrase in the prayer.73 In dealing with opposition proof-texts, 
Ibn Qudama offers two varieties of criticism. The first includes rhetorical 
arguments rooted in the meaning of the Arabic verbal root, < q – r – ’ >, 
which (he claims) can refer to either audible or silent recitation.74 The sec-
ond consists of a standard critique of the chains of transmission attached 
to traditions that support the audible basmala.75

In a reversal from the juristic literature of the other Sunnı law schools, 
Ibn Qudama only turns to the basmala’s relationship to the Qur’anic text 
after discussing its role in the prayer. The analysis here is brief and cen-
ters primarily on the dialogue tradition (previously mentioned), which is 
interpreted as conclusive evidence against the basmala’s inclusion in the 
Fatiha. This does not, however, definitively rule out integrating the phrase 
into the prayer recitation.76 In the end, Ibn Qudama acknowledges the 
deep uncertainty surrounding the issue and even concedes that Ahmad 
ibn Hanbal’s views on the matter are contradictory.77 His central concern 
in this section, however, is the confirmation of the basmala’s use in the 
prayer rather than its place in the Qur’an.

Hanbalı jurists focus primarily on the question of the basmala’s audi-
ble or silent recitation. This is in stark contrast to Malikı and Shafi‘ı 
scholars who treat recitation as a secondary consequence of the dispute 

70 Mughnı II, 2:30–4.
71 Ibid., 2:30.
72 Ibid., 2:31. For the traditions he cites, see SKB, 2:65–6 and 68; and SN I, 1:133–4.
73 Ibid., 2:31.
74 Ibid., 2:32–3.
75 Ibid., 2:32–3.
76 Ibid., 2:32.
77 Ibid., 2:33–4. Writing in the 6th/12th century, Abu Ya‘la Muhammad b. Muhammad b. 

al-Husayn does not address this issue in his Kitab al-tamam.
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over the verse’s place in the Qur’anic text. The majority Hanbalı position 
holds that the basmala is an independent, free-standing Qur’anic verse 
separate from the Fatiha.78 For proof, the Hanbalıs quote a broad range 
of traditions and argue that their legal reasoning is best able to reconcile 
any apparent contradictions.

The Imamıs

The Imamıs universally affirm the initial basmala’s Qur’anic standing 
and generally (though not unanimously) endorse its audible recitation in 
the prayer. Imamı legal works focus almost exclusively on the issue of rec-
itation, leaving the discussion over the basmala’s inclusion (or omission) 
from the Fatiha to the purview of ikhtilaf79 and exegetical works. In the 
section that follows, we examine two works of the famous Imamı jurist 
Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tusı (d. 460/1067), one a formal juristic tract 
and the other a typical ikhtilaf manual. The section concludes with a brief 
survey of Imamı exegetical works that articulate creative interpretations 
of Q17:4680 and Q15:87 to support the audible basmala.

In al-Niha ya, al-T u sı  confirms the basmala’s place in the Qur’a nic 
text and advocates its audible recitation.81 He first broaches the issue 
in his description of the prayer, stating that the basmala is compul-
sory before the Fa tih a and the su ra (of the worshipper’s choosing) that 
directly follows it in the first two prayer cycles.82 He then asserts that 
the second recitation in supererogatory prayers (which need not be a 
complete su ra) “should begin at the spot of the [worshipper’s] choos-
ing” rather than with the basmala.83 The implication here is that the 
basmala is the first verse of every Qur’a nic chapter. Even though al-T u sı  

78 Whereas the Hanbalı legal texts selected above generally limit their discussions to the issue 
of prayer, the exegetic literature (both Hanbalı and non-Hanbalı) elaborates the school’s 
views in a more direct manner. The 8th/14th century exegete, Ibn Kathır, though a Shafi‘ı by 
law, shared a traditionalist theology with the Hanbalıs. This may have influenced his gloss 
of the Fatiha which begins with a summary of the possible links between the basmala and 
the Qur’an, and concludes with the general Hanbalı assertion that “it is an independent 
verse at the start of every sura [but] not part of it” (Ibn Kathır, Tafsır (1966), 1:30).

79 These were works that laid out the positions of multiple schools of law on a given issue. 
They were expressly designed to defend the views of an author’s school against the 
attacks of rivals/opponents.

80 Q17:46 – “And We place veils upon their hearts lest they should understand it, and a 
deafness in their ears. And when you make mention of your Lord alone in the Qur’an, 
they turn their backs in aversion”.

81 al-Tusı, al-Nihaya, 1:302–3.
82 Ibid., 1:303.
83 Ibid., 1:303.
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advocates the audible basmala in every prayer, he considers it recom-
mended (as opposed to mandatory) and allows worshippers (in certain 
cases) to whisper it in a voice that is neither completely silent nor audi-
ble to surrounding  observers.84 This may have been a concession to help 
Ima mı s avoid persecution at the hands of H anafı s who performed the 
silent basmala in all prayers.85

A more detailed examination of the basmala’s relationship to the 
Qur’anic text is found in al-Tusı’s al-Khilaf, a work detailing differences 
between the Imamı Shı‘a and their Sunnı rivals. The section begins with 
a defense of the Imamı position that the basmala is the opening verse of 
every sura (including the Fatiha) on the basis of the “consensus of the 
school,”86 a Prophetic tradition narrated by Umm Salama (d. 59–60/679–
80),87 and two Imamı traditions drawing on the authority of al-Baqir88 
and al-Sadiq.89 Turning to recitation, al-Tusı claims that the audible bas-
mala is only obligatory in audible prayer cycles. In silent prayer cycles, it 
is recommended (mustahabb), but the worshiper may choose to recite it 
silently.90 Proof for this opinion is drawn from Imamı juristic consensus 
together with a tradition on the authority of al-Sadiq.91

Throughout his discussion, al-Tusı quotes the opinions of prominent 
Sunnı jurists including the founders of the Malikı, Shafi‘ı, H anbalı, and 
Hanafı legal schools. In so doing, he situates the Imamıs in the broader 
legal landscape and (occasionally) attacks the opinions of rival law 
schools. His primary targets are the Hanafıs for their exclusion of the 
basmala from the Qur’an at the start of each chapter. In one instance, he 
criticizes ‘Ubayd Allah b. al-Husayn al-Karkhı (d. 340/951), a prominent 
Hanafı from Baghdad, for his assertion that the basmala is a free-standing 
verse at the start of every sura where it is found in the ‘Uthmanic Qur’anic 
text.92 Al-Tusı observes that this directly contradicts the opinion of Abu 

84 Ibid., 1:303.
85 For a similar rationale from the Zaydıs, see al-‘Alawı, al-Jami‘, 2:53.
86 al-Tusı, Khilaf, 1:328–30.
87 A similar tradition is found in al-Shırazı, al-Muhadhdhab, 1:243 and SKB, 2:65 – 2383 

and 2:66 – 2385.
88 For this tradition, see TI, 1:356–7 – 3; WS, 6:58 – 7341; KK, 3:313 – 2.
89 For this tradition, see TT, 2:69 – 19; TI, 1:356–7 – 2; WS, 6:58 – 7340; KK, 3:312 – 1.
90 al-Tusı, Khilaf, 1:331.
91 Ibid., 1:332. For this tradition, see TT, 2:68 – 14; WS, 6:57 – 7336 and 6:134 – 7543; TI, 

1:358 – 1; KK, 3:315 – 20; al-Tabrisı, Mustadrak, 4:186 – 4494.
92 Ibid., 1:330. The entire passage citing al-Karkhı and his disagreement with Abu Hanıfa is 

also found in al-Qaffal’s Hilyat, 2:103. The interesting point here is not that al-Tusı was 
drawing on Sunnı sources – that much is expected in an ikhtilaf work – but rather that 
he was selectively quoting to highlight their internal contradictions.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



In the Name of God 73

Hanıfa (d. 150/767) who “did not consider it a verse from the Fatiha or 
from any other sura.”93

The most distinctive Imamı argument regarding the basmala is found 
in the school’s exegetical works. Imamı interpretations of verses such as 
Q15:87 or the Fatiha are similar to those of their Sunnı counterparts with 
little in the way of substantive disagreements.94 In the case of Q17:46, 
however, Imamı exegetes forward a strikingly different gloss that explic-
itly supports the audible basmala. Specifically, they claim that the verse 
was revealed as a rebuke against the Meccan polytheists who would turn 
their backs whenever Muhammad mentioned the name of God (i.e., the 
basmala) in the daily prayers.95 This story only makes sense if the Prophet 
recited the basmala loud enough to be heard by a large crowd. Muhammad 
b. Mas‘ud al-‘Ayyashı (d. early 4th/10th century) advocates the audible 
basmala on the basis of this interpretation of Q17:46 together with two 
additional Imamı traditions.96 Fadl b. al-Hasan al-Tabrisı (d. 548/1153) 
offers a similar commentary on Q17:46, emphasizing its legal implica-
tion for the prayer recitation.97 Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybanı (fl. 
7th/13th century), by contrast, incorporates Q17:46 in his exegesis of 
Q15:87 to create a fluid argument in favor of both the basmala’s inclu-
sion in the Fatiha and its audible recitation.98 Sunnı exegetes, by contrast, 
interpret Q17:46 as a reference to the Prophet’s public proclamations of 
the first half of the shahada (“There is no god but God”). Not a single 
Sunnı commentary even alludes to the Imamı interpretation.99

Overall, the Imamıs are committed to the basmala’s inclusion in the 
Fatiha and its audible recitation in the daily prayer.100 Three genres of 

93 Ibid., 1:329. This confusion in the Hanafı position was addressed in the first section of 
this chapter.

94 For Imamı exegetic discussions of the Fatiha and Q15:87, see al-‘Ayyashı, Tafsır (2000), 
1:99–100 and 2:437–8; al-Qummı, Tafsır, 1:377; and al-Tabrisı, Majma‘ (1997), 
1:23–30.

95 al-‘Ayyashı, Tafsır (2000), 3:55.
96 For the first of these traditions, see also al-Majlisı, Bihar, 82:24 – 74. For the second 

tradition, see TT, 2:290 – 18.
97 al-Tabrisı, Majma‘ (1997), 6:293–4.
98 al-Shaybanı, Nahj, 1:69.
99 For some Sunnı interpretations of the verse, see al-Tabarı, Tafsır, 5:79–80; Ibn Kathır, 

Tafsır (1966), 9:21–3; al-Zamakhsharı, al-Kashshaf, 2:671; Fakhr al-Dın al-Razı, Tafsır, 
20:223; and al-Qurtubı, al-Jami‘, 10:271.

100 For the minority opinion that the basmala’s recitation should vary in accordance 
with the overall recitation (i.e., audibly in audible cycles and silent in silent cycles), 
see al-Shalmaghanı, Fiqh al-Rida, 104–5 and Ibn Idrıs, al-Sara’ir, 1:217. Although 
al-Muhaqqiq al-Hıllı endorses the audible basmala, he concedes that, in silent cycles, it 
is recommended (masnun) rather than obligatory (fard) (Shara’i‘, 1:64).
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Imamı literature directly address the issue. The first consists of juristic 
works that assume the basmala’s place at the start of every chapter in 
the Qur’an and focus their energies on determining its proper manner 
of recitation in prayer.101 The second is comprised of ikhtilaf works that 
provide textual and logical arguments to defend the school’s opinion in 
the broader legal landscape.102 The third includes exegetical works that 
affirm the basmala’s Qur’anic status through a distinctive interpretation 
of Q17:46.

The Zaydıs

Unlike the five law schools considered to this point, no single analytic cord 
binds together Zaydı discussions of the basmala. The school (as a whole) 
upholds the basmala as an integral verse in the Fatiha, but disagreements 
abound regarding the manner of its recitation in prayer. It is difficult to 
identify one jurist to represent the general tenor of the school’s legal dis-
course, which includes approaches ranging from rational critiques and 
polemical arguments to minimalist legal descriptions and brief, unsup-
ported personal opinions. This being the case, the discussion that follows 
focuses on two jurists who present arguments in favor of (1) the audible/
silent basmala depending on prayer cycle (the majority opinion) and (2) 
the audible basmala in all prayer cycles (the minority opinion).

The majority Zaydı  view is best articulated by Sharaf al-Dı n H usayn 
b. Muh ammad in Shifa ’ al-uwa m.103 The pertinent section opens with 
a series of traditions and juristic opinions (mostly from Ima ms) that 
unanimously require a worshipper to include the Fa tih a and (at least) 
three additional Qur’a nic verses in the prayer recitation.104 Sharaf 
al-Dı n then asserts a school consensus on the audibility of the morn-
ing and evening prayers (fajr, maghrib, ‘isha ’) and the silence of the 
afternoon prayers (z uhr, ‘as r).105 At this point, he turns to the basmala, 
quoting a series of Prophetic traditions narrated by Abu  Hurayra (d. 
58/678), Umm Salama, and ‘Abd Alla h b. ‘Abba s in which the verse is 

101 Other juristic works that support the audible recitation include KK, 3:312–15 (bearing 
in mind that this is technically a collection of traditions); al-Halabı, al-Kafı , 117–8; Ibn 
Babawayh, al-Faqıh, 1:300–5. Many Imamı works do not discuss the basmala in detail 
including Ibn Babawayh’s Hidaya and al-Sharıf al-Murtada’s al-Intisar and Masa’il 
al-nasiriyyat.

102 For a further example, see Ibn al-Mutahhar, Tadhkirat, 3:133.
103 Sharaf al-Dın, Shifa’, 1:272–6.
104 Ibid., 1:272–3.
105 Ibid., 1:273–4.
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identified as an essential part of the Fa tih a.106 With respect to recita-
tion, Sharaf al-Dı n notes that all Zaydı  jurists believed that the basmala 
should be audible in audible prayers and silent in silent prayers.107 He 
considers this the most reasonable approach given the lack of any sub-
stantive justification for singling out an individual verse of the Fa tih a 
for special treatment.108

Although Sharaf al-Dın does not offer any traditions to support his 
view on the manner of recitation (the consensus of the school is appar-
ently sufficient), he does address contradictory evidence used by other 
schools to affirm the audible basmala in every prayer (e.g., the Imamıs). 
His response consists of three arguments. First, he claims that the Prophet 
sometimes recited the basmala aloud to announce the start of a group 
prayer to a large (and noisy) congregation.109 This supports the basmala’s 
inclusion in the Fatiha, but it does not have a legal bearing on recitation. 
Second, he observes that the sources do not identify the prayers in which 
the Prophet performed an audible basmala.110 It is possible, therefore, 
that the audible basmala was only recited in audible prayers. Finally, he 
interprets traditions in which the Prophet instructs a worshipper to recite 
the basmala as affirmations of its place at the start of the prayer and the 
Fatiha.111 He argues that these instructions were not meant as a general 
endorsement of the audible basmala in all prayers.

The most prominent proponent of the Zaydı minority view is the 
eponymous founder of the Hadawı law school, al-Hadı ila’l-Haqq (d. 
297/910), whose opinions are recorded in Kitab al-ahkam in the form of 
legal polemics and in Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Kufı’s (d. early 4th/10th 
century) Kitab al-muntakhab as a series of conversations. The former 
begins with the declaration that, “in our opinion, there is no prayer for 
one who does not audibly recite the basmala.”112 Al-Hadı asserts that 
the basmala is the first verse of every Qur’anic sura and argues that “it 
is not permissible (for the basmala) to be dropped.”113 With respect to 

106 Ibid., 1:274.
107 Ibid., 1:274–5.
108 Ibid., 1:275.
109 Ibid., 1:275.
110 Ibid., 1:276.
111 Ibid., 1:276.
112 In this text, al-Hadı seems to adopt the Jarudı view that the basmala must be audibly 

recited in all prayer cycles. The Batriyya held that the recitation should be silent in 
prayer cycles where the recitation was silent (al-Hadı Ahkam, 2:105). For a summary of 
the differences between the Jarudiyya and the Batriyya with respect to the basmala, see 
EI2 supplement, s.v. Batriyya (Madelung) and Chapter 1 in this volume.

113 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 2:105.
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recitation, al-Hadı implicitly criticizes the Hanafı belief that the basmala 
should be recited silently even when the remainder of the Fatiha is audi-
ble. He argues that such an inconsistency constitutes a flaw in both the 
Fatiha and the prayer.114 Moreover, as the first verse of the first sura of the 
Qur’an and as a fundamental statement of the unity of God, the basmala 
should occupy pride of place in public proclamations and audible recita-
tion.115 Turning to the claim that the basmala is not a part of the Fatiha, 
al-Hadı’s criticism of the Hanafıs is even more explicit. This view, he 
states, does not allow for the basmala to be recited in the prayer since it 
would constitute a human addition (ziyada).116 The section ends with two 
traditions. The first cites ‘Alı’s opinion that deviation from the audible 
basmala invalidates the prayer. The second has the Prophet identifying 
the devil as the party responsible for the basmala’s omission.

Al-Hadı’s discussion of the basmala in Kitab al-muntakhab is prompted 
by a question from Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Kufı who asks him about 
the proper prayer recitation. He answers, “[Begin] with the audible reci-
tation of (the basmala) [in] a prayer in which the recitation is audible.”117 
He does not address the basmala for prayer cycles where the recitation 
is silent. When pressed for proof, al-Hadı quotes three Qur’anic verses 
(Q96:1, Q24:36, and Q2:114), the latter two of which are never men-
tioned by Sunnı or Imamı jurists in their discussions of the issue.118 The 
first and second are interpreted as commands for audible recitation, while 
the third is framed as a condemnation of those who forbid audible reci-
tation.119 Al-Hadı also offers a standard commentary of Q15:87 in which 
the basmala is counted as the first of the Fatiha’s seven verses.120

Al-Hadı then launches into a polemic against those who “reject His 
name and pronounce it silently.”121 The obvious targets are (once again) 
the Hanafıs and, to a lesser extent, the Shafi‘ıs. Al-Hadı notes that, in 
prayers where the recitation is audible, the Hanafıs recite Q1:3 (the 

114 Ibid., 2:105.
115 Ibid., 2:105.
116 Ibid., 2:105. As mentioned previously, the only schools that do not consider the basmala 

a verse of the Fatiha are the Malikıs and Hanafıs. Of these, only the Hanafıs recite the 
basmala in the daily prayer.

117 al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 39–40.
118 For Q96:1, see footnote 8 in this chapter. Q24:36 – “In houses, which Allah has per-

mitted to be raised to honor; for the celebration, in them, of His name.” Q2:114 – “And 
who is more unjust than he who forbids that in places for the worship of Allah, His 
name should be celebrated?”

119 al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 39.
120 Ibid., 39.
121 Ibid., 39.
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Beneficent, the Merciful) aloud but only silently whisper the basmala. 
By doing so, they are proudly proclaiming one part of the basmala (the 
Beneficent, the Merciful) while diminishing another (In the name of 
God). The audible recitation of this latter phrase, however, is explicitly 
ordered by both Q96:1 and Q24:36.122 At this point, al-Hadı concedes 
the existence of traditions in which the Prophet appears to recite the 
basmala silently. Rather than countering these with other traditions (the 
standard approach of Sunnı and Imamı jurists alike), he rejects them for 
their implication that the Prophet disobeyed a direct command from God 
(Q96:1). Specifically, he asks, “How could he [the Prophet] recite silently 
that [the basmala] whose public proclamation God has confirmed?”123 
Turning to the issue of consistency in recitation, al-Hadı observes that 
uttering the second verse of the Fatiha silently in an audible prayer cycle 
would invalidate the prayer and constitute disbelief (kufr).124 How then 
could it be permitted to recite the first verse (the basmala) silently and the 
remainder aloud? Al-Hadı urges his hypothetical opponents to consider 
these arguments and not be guided by idle whims and blind imitation.125

Despite a general Zaydı consensus that the basmala is a verse at the start 
of every sura, the issue of recitation within the prayer remains divisive. 
Most Zaydı scholars (e.g., Sharaf al-Dın, Yahya b. Hamza126 – d. 749/1348) 
argue that the basmala should be recited audibly in audible prayer cycles 
and silently in silent prayer cycles in agreement with the Shafi‘ıs.127 A vocal 
minority (e.g., al-Hadı, al-Sharafı128 – d. 1062/1652), by contrast, affirm 
the Imamı view that it should always be recited audibly. Faced with these 
clear divisions within the school, some prominent Zaydı jurists simply 
relate both positions without expressing a clear preference.129

122 Ibid., 39–40.
123 Ibid., 40.
124 Ibid., 40.
125 Ibid., 40. Al-Hadı concludes with two traditions which corroborate the basmala’s inclu-

sion in the Qur’anic text. The first quotes the Prophet as saying that the revelation of the 
basmala denoted the end of one sura and the start of the next. The second is a statement 
by ‘Ā’isha, which states that the devil stole the basmala from the people. These tradi-
tions support al-Hadı’s views but they are of secondary importance as compared with 
his rational arguments and his unique interpretations of the Qur’an.

126 al-Mu’ayyad bi-Allah Yahya b. Hamza, al-Intisar, 3:238–59.
127 This view is implicitly endorsed by al-Natiq bi’l-Haqq in al-Tahrı r, 1:88. Al-Mu’ayyad 

bi-Allah Ahmad b. al-Husayn, by contrast, appears to avoid the issue of silent prayer 
cycles altogether in al-Tajrıd, 62.

128 al-Sharafı, al-Masabıh, 1:146–59.
129 See al-‘Alawı, al-Jami‘, 2:52–4; Ibn Miftah, Sharh al-Azhar, 2:219–27; and Ibn 

al-Murtada, al-Bahr, 2:244–9.
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The Legal Landscape

Table 3.1 summarizes the differences among the six selected law schools 
regarding the basmala’s (1) relationship to the Qur’an and (2) recitation 
in the ritual prayer.130 The Hanafıs and the Malikıs are distinguished by 
their belief that the basmala is not part of the Qur’an at the start of indi-
vidual chapters. They argue that the phrase originally signified the end of 
one chapter and the start of the next. The Hanafıs still allow the basmala 
to be recited silently in the ritual prayer as part of a standard invoca-
tion inserted between the initial takbı r (reciting the phrase “God is the 
Greatest”) and the Qur’anic recitation. The Malikıs, by contrast, consider 
the basmala an extraneous insertion into the prayer structure and con-
sider its inclusion reprehensible (makruh). The other law schools accept 
the basmala as a Qur’anic verse at the beginning of each chapter (with 
one exception – surat al-bara’a). The Hanbalıs are singular in their belief 
that it is a free-standing verse between individual chapters, a position that 
enables them to follow the Hanafıs in reciting it silently, even in prayers 
where the remainder of the recitation is audible. In particular, they argue 
that the basmala is subject to different recitation rules from the Fatiha 
because it functions as an independent piece of text. The Shafi‘ıs believe 
that the basmala is a part of the Fatiha and should, therefore, be recited 

130 The Isma‘ılı position matches that of the Imamıs by affirming the basmala’s Qur’anic 
status and making its audible recitation mandatory in every prayer (Qadı Nu‘man, 
Da‘a’im, 1:160). The Ẓahirıs (as represented by Ibn Hazm) maintain that the relation-
ship of the basmala to the Qur’an is an open question, with both sides in possession of 
strong proof texts. Because there is no clear way to prove the validity of one view over 
the other, both are equally acceptable as long as a consistency is maintained. In other 
words, an individual (i.e., a Shafi‘ı) who believes that the basmala is part of the Qur’an 
must recite it in the prayer, whereas one who does not hold this view may choose to 
include it (i.e., a Hanafı) or not (i.e., a Malikı). Although Ibn Hazm does not take a 
position on the basmala’s place in the Qur’anic text, he does interpret the textual evi-
dence as strong proof for the silent recitation of the basmala at the start of prayer (Ibn 
Hazm, al-Muhalla, 2:280–84). The Ibadıs adopt a stance virtually identical to that of 
the Shafi‘ıs. They consider the basmala the first verse in every Qur’anic chapter on the 
basis of Q15:87, the opinions of early Companions, and the consensus of the school. 
The acceptance of the basmala’s Qur’anic status then drives them to treat it in the same 
manner as the rest of the Fatiha. The verse is recited audibly in audible prayers and 
silently in silent prayers (al-Shammakhı, Kitab al-ıdah, 1:478–80). For a substantively 
similar Ibadı argument backed by a wide array of textual and logical arguments, see 
al-Rustaqı, Manhaj, 4:138–40. The school of Sufyan al-Thawrı, often associated with 
Kufan traditionism, favors the silent basmala, but it is not clear whether any distinctions 
are made between audible and silent prayers. For more on Sufyan al-Thawrı, see EI2, s.v. 
Sufyan al-Thawrı (H. P. Raddatz) and al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 11:154. For the position of his 
school, see al-Qaffal, Hilyat, 2:104 and Mughnı I, 2:149.

  

 



In the Name of God 79

audibly in audible prayer cycles and silently in silent prayer cycles. The 
Imamıs consider the basmala a special verse that merits the distinction 
of audible recitation. The Zaydıs are split on the issue, with the majority 
adopting a view similar to the Shafi‘ıs but a significant minority advocat-
ing a stance that aligns with the Imamıs.

comparing the ku fan traditions

By the time the systematic legal works discussed in this chapter were 
composed (mostly after the 3rd/9th century), the early geographical law 
schools had been superseded by universal schools associated with a juris-
tic master (e.g., Abu Hanıfa, Ja‘far al-Sadiq). These new law schools 
incorporated elements of their geographical predecessors. Thus, the 
Malikı school is generally associated with Medina, whereas the origins 
of the Hanafı school are usually traced to Kufa. Differences between the 
emerging law schools turned to a great degree on their view of traditions. 
In the case of the Sunnı law schools, there were notable disagreements 
between jurists like Malik and al-Shafi‘ı on the utility and reliability of 
these accounts in the formation of law.131 A more fundamental gap existed 
between the Shı‘ı and Sunnı schools regarding the authority of particu-
lar historical figures. The Sunnıs generally favor traditions that invoked 

131 For al-Shafi‘ı, see al-Shafi‘ı, al-Umm, chapter 14 and Schacht, Origins. For Malik, see 
Dutton, Origins.

Table 3.1. A Summary of the Juristic Treatment of the Basmala

  
 

Basmala as a Verse at  
the Start of the Fatiha  
and the Other Suras?

Basmala Recited at  
the Start of Prayer? 

Nature of the Basmala  
Recitation 

Hanafıs No Yes Silent

Malikıs No No Not applicable

Shafi‘ıs Yes Yes Audible – Audible prayers
Silent – Silent prayers

Hanbalıs No (independent verse) Yes Silent

Imamıs Yes Yes Audible

Zaydıs 
 
 
 

Yes 
 
 
 

Yes 
 
 
 

Majority:
Audible – Audible prayers

Silent – Silent prayers

Minority:  
Audible
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the Prophet, the Companions and the Successors. The Imamıs, by con-
trast, rely on the opinions of their Imams, while the Zaydıs reference the 
views of a wide array of ‘Alids. Traditions even play a supportive role 
in works ascribed to the Zaydı Imam al-Hadı whose motivation was as 
much polemical as it was legal. The systematic compilation of Prophetic 
(and non-Prophetic) traditions paralleled the development of the univer-
sal law schools but preserved a snapshot of an earlier time. As discussed 
in Chapter 2, such accounts were circulating in the early 2nd/8th century 
when the first outlines of sectarian communities were emerging. The sec-
ond part of this chapter subjects these texts to a systematic structural 
analysis in an attempt to reconstruct the broad contours of nascent sec-
tarian communities in 2nd/8th century Kufa.

The Kufan Traditions – An Overview

The analysis that follows centers on 102 Kufan traditions132 that discuss 
the recitation of the basmala in the daily prayer. These are taken from a 
larger sampling of 233 traditions compiled in a broad survey of the pri-
mary Sunnı, Imamı, and Zaydı hadı th collections.133 The process by which 
these texts were identified as Kufan is described in detail in Chapter 2. To 
summarize, particular weight was given to the geographical associations 
of transmitters from the 2nd/8th century, the period commonly asso-
ciated with the systematic (and accurate) collection of traditions. Each 
sectarian community contributed an equal number of traditions (34) to 
the final total although this constituted only 26 percent (34/131) of the 
entirety of Sunnı traditions as opposed to 83 percent (34/41) of Imamı 
and 71 percent (34/48) of Zaydı traditions.

A survey of the Kufan traditions (see Table 3.2) suggests a citywide 
consensus on the need to recite the basmala together with a disagreement 
as to whether the recitation should be audible or silent. A clear major-
ity of Imamı and Zaydı accounts explicitly endorse the audible basmala 
(i.e., 76 percent – Imamı and 94 percent – Zaydı) or describe the verse 
as an integral part of the Qur’anic text at the start of various suras (i.e., 
6 percent – Imamı and 6 percent – Zaydı). This data provides strong 

132 Table 3.2 assigns each Kufan tradition a number based on the death date of authority 
figures. In such a scheme, a low number (e.g., 001) represents a tradition that cites an 
early authority (e.g., the Prophet). The Kufan traditions are not numbered sequentially 
because they were drawn from a larger overall pool of 233 traditions. For the original 
sources of each individual numbered text, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia.

133 For the canonical and noncanonical sources utilized in this study, see Chapter 2.
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Table 3.2. The Kufan Traditions (Basmala)

 Audible Basmala Silent Basmala No Basmala Ambiguousa

Sunnı 006
024
025
026
069
071
085

105
129
130
131
154
155

038
068
074
075
076
093
134

135
136
137
149
153
156

095 070
088
106
122
132
138
151

Zaydı 020
021
027
028
031
072
079
080
081
083
084
086
100
101
103
104

110
111
119
133
141
152
169
166
170
171
172
173
202
204
211
219

216
221

Imamı 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

019
128
157
162
174
178
179
180
182
183
189
191
192

193
194
196
197
198
199
200
206
222
224
225
226
227

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

175
181
195 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

158
176
177
212
215 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a  This category includes (1) traditions that assert that the basmala is part of the Fatiha, 
thereby supporting both the audible and silent views and (2) traditions that simply state 
that the basmala is “not omitted” without commenting on the manner of its recitation. 
For complete references corresponding to each numbered tradition, see www.najamhaider.
com/originsoftheshia.
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evidence that the early Imamı and Zaydı communities in Kufa recited 
the basmala audibly in all the daily prayers and considered it the first 
verse of the Fatiha. A portion of the Sunnı Kufan traditions (18 percent) 
uphold the Qur’anic standing of the basmala but this is not an unambig-
uous endorsement of audible recitation given the split between texts that 
favor audible (38 percent) and silent (38 percent) recitation. Overall, the 
Sunnı traditions suggest that the basmala may be recited (1) silently in all 
prayers (the eventual Hanafı view), (2) audibly in all prayers (the even-
tual Imamı and majority Zaydı view), or (3) audibly in audible prayer 
cycles and silently in silent prayer cycles (the eventual Shafi‘ı view and 
minority Zaydı view).134

Authorities

Although all Muslims acknowledge the Prophet’s unique religious author-
ity, sects differ significantly regarding his Companions and Successors.135 
In this section, we examine the degree to which different groups invoke 
the authority of the same historical figures with the understanding that 
such intersections demonstrate sectarian overlap. If, by contrast, sects 
rely on distinctive and unique sets of authority figures, this is interpreted 
as proof for the existence of demarcated communal boundaries. As a 
reminder, we are primarily interested in evaluating the classical narratives 
for the emergence of Imamı and Zaydı identity.

Table 3.3 lists the primary authorities mentioned in the traditions of 
each sectarian group. The number in the parenthesis before each name 
represents the total number of traditions that invoke that figure. Those 
texts that cite the Prophet or the first four caliphs are counted twice, 
once in accordance with the primary authority (that is, themselves) and 
a second time with respect to the first transmitters. This is done because 
Prophetic and caliphal traditions contain significant contradictions which 
disappear when analysis is extended to first transmitters.136 Additionally, 

134 Recall that the Malikı position – not found in Kufan Sunnı traditions – held that the 
basmala was intended as a marker dividing one sura from the next. Consequently, it was 
not to be recited within the daily prayer at the start of the Fa tiha.

135 This issue is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2.
136 These traditions are generally characterized by a narrow base of transmitters and sig-

nificant internal contradictions. The Prophet, Abu  Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthma n, and ‘Alı  are 
politically charged figures, who carry a disproportionate authority in legal debates. 
This makes any attempts at discerning a singular “correct” orthopraxy on their opin-
ions difficult, if not impossible. By citing first transmitters, I attempt to mitigate the 
impact of the contradictory positions ascribed to these singular early authorities so that 
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a tradition in which Anas b. Ma lik states that the Prophet recited audibly is treated as 
a reflection of Anas’ view, as well as, that of the Prophet. This is not to say that these 
traditions are not authentic; it is entirely possible that a number of them reach back to 
the time of the Prophet and the early caliphates. In this study, however, I am more con-
cerned with the 2nd/8th-century Muslim world and Ku fa in particular. The “original” 
practice of the Prophet and the caliphs is not nearly as important as the views preserved 
in city-based law schools which drew primarily on the authority of Companions and 
Successors.

137 MIAS, 1:361 – 4147.
138 For examples, see TT, 2:68 – 15 and 2:288 – 12; TI, 1:358 – 6; WS, 6:62 – 7352.

in some of these traditions, the opinions of early transmitters are pre-
served alongside their recollections of the Prophet or Abu Bakr. As a 
result of this multiplicity of authorities in a single text, the total number 
of accounts ascribed to each sectarian group does not necessarily add up 
to thirty-four.

Three important conclusions can be drawn from the data in Table 
3.3. First, there is no substantive overlap between the Imamıs and the 
Sunnıs. Imamı traditions rely heavily on the opinions of their contempo-
rary 2nd/8th century Imams (al-Sajjad, al-Baqir and al-Sadiq), whereas 
Sunnı accounts draw on a wide range of non-‘Alids, including important 
early Companions (Abu Bakr, ‘Umar b. al-Khattab) and prominent jurists 
(Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr, Shaqıq b. Salama – d. 82/701, Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı). 
Although al-Baqir appears in Sunnı traditions, he is depicted as an advo-
cate of the silent basmala, in direct opposition to Imamı practice.137 It 
is likely that this isolated Sunnı tradition was used by Kufan supporters 
of the silent basmala against their largely (though not exclusively) Shı‘ı 
opponents. It is also significant that this particular text is not found in 
any of the Imamı collections even though there are cases where deviant 
traditions (by Imamı standards) are preserved (and explained away) by 
Imamı jurists.138 Overall, there is a near-total lack of overlap between the 
Imamıs and the Sunnıs in the area of authorities.

Second, Table 3.3 indicates a small but significant intersection between 
the Imamıs and the Zaydıs. In contrast to the Imamıs who exclusively 
revere a specific line of ‘Alids, Zaydı traditions are characterized by a 
general veneration of ‘Alids. The effects of this difference are evident in 
a numerical comparison of each sect’s traditions. The Kufan Imamıs cite 
either al-Baqir or al-Sadiq in 82 percent (28/34) of their accounts. The 
Zaydıs, by contrast, include these two Imams among a litany of other 
‘Alids, none of which are mentioned in more than three traditions. In five 
cases, the opinion of an ‘Alid authority is only preserved in a single Zaydı 
tradition.
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Third (and most significantly), there is a strong overlap between Sunnı 
and Zaydı traditions prior to 127/745 and an equally strong divergence 
after 127/745. A startling 50 percent (7/14) of Zaydı authorities who 
lived before 127/745 are mentioned in Sunnı traditions.139 This number, 
however, underestimates the scope of the intersection since five (of the 
seven) remaining Zaydı authorities are frequently referenced in Sunnı 
traditions from outside Kufa. ‘Ata b. Abı Rabah, T awus b. Kaysan (d. 
106 or 110/724 or 728), and Mujahid b. Jabr (d. 100 or 104/718 or 722) 
are standard Sunnı authorities in Meccan accounts, while ‘Abd Allah b. 
‘Umar and ‘Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr (d. 73/692) are found in Sunnı tradi-
tions from Basra and Medina.140 The end result is remarkable. Nearly 
every figure cited by the Zaydı traditions from the period preceding 
127/745 is regularly found in Sunnı hadı th collections. This consists of 
both Companions (‘Umar b. al-Khattab, ‘Ammar b. Yasir – d. 37/657, 
‘Alı b. Abı T alib, ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas) and prominent jurists (Hakam b. 
‘Utayba141 – d. 113/731, Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr, ‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Alı142 – d. 
127/745). The link falls apart after 127/745 as the Zaydıs begin relying 
exclusively on Kufan and Medinan ‘Alids. This change, however, does not 
bring the Zaydıs any closer to the Imamıs because five of the six post-
127/745 ‘Alids mentioned in Zaydı traditions do not appear in Imamı 
basmala traditions at all.143

139 This does not include the Prophet and ‘Umar b. al-Khattab.
140 For ‘Ata’ b. Abı Rabah, see MAR, 2:59 – 2618. For Tawus b. Kaysan, see MIAS, 1:361 – 

4153; MAR, 2:59 – 2615. For Mujahid b. Jabr, see MAR, 2:60 – 2621; MIAS, 1:361 – 
4153. For ‘Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr, see the Basran traditions in MIAS, 1:361 – 4154 and 
1:362–4156; SKB, 2:71 – 2406 and 2407. For ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar, see the Medinan and 
Basran traditions in MIAS, 1:362 – 4155; MAR, 2:58 – 2610; SKB, 2:70 – 2402 and 
2:71 – 2404.

141 Madelung describes Hakam b. ‘Utayba as one of the Kufan chiefs of the Batriyya in the 
time of al-Baqir (EI2 supplement, s.v. Batriyya (Madelung)).

142 The Kufan jurist ‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Alı is a figure of disputed sectarian affiliation. The 
Imamı rijal literature considers him a companion of al-Sadiq with no suggestion of Sunnı 
tendencies (al-Tustarı, Qamus, 8:111). The Sunnı rijal literature changes his grandfather’s 
name to ‘Ubayd (the Imamı version is also listed as a possibility) and acclaims his reliabil-
ity as a transmitter (al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 22:102). The Zaydıs also claim him as one of their 
own (al-San‘anı, Ra’b, 3:1689). In ‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah, we have a Kufan on the boundary 
between two communities (Sunnı and Shı‘ı) in a period characterized by the growth of 
sectarianism. Figures of this type are discussed in Chapter 7.

143 In addition to Zayd b. ‘Alı, these include the ‘Alid rebel Muhammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyya 
and his father ‘Abd Allah b. al-Hasan b. al-Hasan b. ‘Alı b. Abı T alib (d. 145/763), along 
with ‘Abd Allah b. Musa b. ‘Abd Allah b. al-Hasan (d. 247/861) and Ahmad b. ‘Īsa b. 
‘Abd Allah b. al-Hasan (d. early 3rd/9th century). For ‘Abd Allah b. Musa, see DIQ, 
Index 259; al-Tustarı, Rijal, 6:630; al-San‘anı, Ra’b, 3:1689. For Ahmad b. ‘Īsa b. ‘Abd 
Allah, see al-San‘anı, Ra’b, 3:1708.
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Overall, the data attests to Imamı independence. Imamı traditions do 
not exhibit any substantive overlap with Sunnı traditions and only inter-
sect with those of the Zaydıs on a limited number of historically impor-
tant ‘Alids. By contrast, the results point to a problem in the classical 
narrative of the origins of Zaydism. While it is clear that some type of 
change occurred within Zaydism in the mid 2nd/8th century, there is lit-
tle evidence for the merging of Batrıs and Jarudıs. Early Zaydı traditions 
exhibit exclusively Batrı characteristics through their citation of the legal 
opinions of Companions and non-‘Alid jurists. The situation appears to 
change in the mid 2nd/8th century with a decidedly Jarudı shift towards 
a distinct set of ‘Alid legal authorities.

Chains and Transmitters

Our second comparison focuses on transmitters, both in isolation and 
as part of extended chains of transmission (shared links). The central 
concern in this section is determining the extent to which different sects 
relied on the same pool of individuals for the transmission of legal infor-
mation.144 Instances of shared links are especially significant as they 
suggest that two sectarian groups agreed not only regarding a specific 
transmitter’s veracity but his/her intellectual affiliations as well.145 As in 
the previous section, we are foremost interested in signs of the crystalli-
zation of Imamı and Zaydı identity.

Tables 3.4a and 3.4b detail the transmitters and links shared between 
the Sunnı, Zaydı, and Imamı traditions. The first (Table 3.4a) lists individ-
ual transmitters cited in isolation in chains of transmission by more than 
one sectarian community. As mentioned in Chapter 2, a large number of 
common transmitters would suggest a degree of overlap while a com-
plete absence would intimate separation. The second (Table 3.4b) focuses 
on strings of shared transmitters that imply an even greater degree of 
overlap between two communities. Divergences in these shared links also 
allow us to infer the point when groups may have begun to develop inde-
pendent identities.

According to Tables 3.4a and 3.4b, Imamı traditions are unique with 
respect to both their transmitters and their isnads. The intersection 
between the Imamıs and the Sunnıs is limited to the Kufan Jabir b. Yazıd 

144 In the following analysis, the sectarian allegiances of specific transmitters are not as 
important as the degree to which sects rely on identical isnads and common transmit-
ters. Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr’s appearance in the Sunnı and Zaydı traditions, for example, is far 
more significant than his status as a ‘Sunnı’ or ‘Zaydı’ because it suggests a link between 
the two communities.

145 For a detailed discussion of the premises and method employed in this section, see Chapter 2.
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al-Ju‘fı (d. 128/746), a distinguished (and prolific) Kufan traditionist 
scholar who eventually became a disciple of al-Baqir and al-Sadiq and 
adopted “extremist” beliefs.146 Given the absence of even a single addi-
tional shared transmitter and the complete lack of shared links, the data 
suggests a clear separation between Sunnı and Imamı traditions.

The intersection between the Imamıs and the Zaydıs is more sub-
stantial and consists of three single links: al-Baqir, al-Sadiq, and ‘Amr 
b. Shimr (d. 157/774). Both the Zaydıs and the Imamıs rely on al-Baqir 
and al-Sadiq as transmitters147 in traditions that preserve the opinions of 

146 See EI2 supplement, s.v. Jabir al-Ju‘fı (Madelung); and, especially, Modarressi, Tradition, 
86–103.

147 Here, I am not including traditions in which each sect uses the two ‘Alids as legal author-
ities, as that issue was discussed in the previous section. It should be noted, however, 
that al-Baqir and al-Sadiq are primarily employed by the Imamıs as authority figures as 
opposed to transmitters.

Table 3.4a. Single Transmitters (Basmala)

 Transmitters in Isolation Traditions

Sunnı/Zaydı ‘Āsim b. Bahdala  
(d. 127/745)*

2 Sunnı (095, 122)
2 Zaydı (101, 103)

‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Alı  
(‘Ubayd) (d. 127/745)

1 Sunnı (074)
3 Zaydı (080, 081, 169)

Sa‘ıd b. Marzuban  
(d. 140/758)

1 Sunnı (074)
3 Zaydı (080, 081, 169)

Sharık b. ‘Abd Allah  
(d. 177/793)

1 Sunnı (074)
2 Zaydı (101, 103)

Mu‘tamar b. Sulayman  
b. Tarkhan (d. 187/804)*

3 Sunnı (006, 025, 026)
2 Zaydı (110, 141)

Yunus b. Bukayr b. Wasil  
(d. 199/814)

1 Sunnı (024)
1 Zaydı (219)

Zaydı/Imamı Muhammad al-Baqir  
(d. 117/735)

4 Zaydı (020, 021, 031, 216)
1 Imamı (222)

Ja‘far al-Sadiq  
(d. 148/765)

2 Zaydı (020, 021, 031, 216)
3 Imamı (019, 206, 226)

‘Amr b. Shimr  
(d. 157/774)

1 Zaydı (027)
1 Imamı (226)

Sunnı/Imamı Jabir b. Yazıd al-Ju‘fı  
(d. 128/746)

1 Sunnı (156)
1 Imamı (224)

*  See also Shared Links in Table 3.4b. For complete references corresponding to each 
 numbered tradition, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia
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Muhammad and ‘Alı through broken chains of transmission. Although 
this highlights a common Imamı and Zaydı veneration of ‘Alids, its value 
in establishing an overlap between the two groups is minimal. The lone 
remaining link is the Kufan ‘Amr b. Shimr al-Ju‘fı, a moderate Shı‘a asso-
ciated with the aforementioned Jabir al-Ju‘fı. The case of ‘Amr (like that 
of Jabir) exposes the ease with which some individuals could cross early 
communal boundaries.148 It does not, however, provide definitive (or even 
probable) proof of an intersection between the Zaydıs and the Imamıs, 
especially given the lack of a single shared link.

The Zaydı and Sunnı texts exhibit a significant overlap through (1) eight 
shared links149 spread across 26 percent (9/34) of the Sunnı and 24 percent 
(8/34) of the Zaydı accounts and (2) six common transmitters extending 
through the end of the 2nd/8th century. The shared links are long, often 
stretching from the Prophet or a Companion into the middle of the 2nd/8th 
century. Shared link #1, for example, transmits an opinion from ‘Umar 
through ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abza, Sa‘ıd b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abza and 
Dharr b. ‘Abd Allah b. Zurara (d. early 2nd/8th century) before splitting up in 
the mid 2nd/8th century after ‘Umar b. Dharr b. ‘Abd Allah (d. 153/770). No 
shared links extend beyond 187/804 and a majority (5/8) terminate prior to 
153/770. The common transmitters yield similar results, with half pre-dat-
ing 140/758 and the last (Yunus b. Bukayr) ending in 247/861. Overall, the 
data provides strong evidence for a substantial long-term overlap between 
the Sunnıs and the Zaydıs that survived into the mid 2nd/8th century.

The picture that emerges from the comparison of transmitters and 
chains aligns with that of the previous section. The data supports the 
existence of a clearly demarcated Ima mı  communal identity in the early 
2nd/8th century. The Ima mı  traditions generally rely on the opinions 
of their Ima ms related by a distinctive pool of transmitters. The results 
also indicate that the early portions of Zaydı  texts are predominantly 
Batrı  in tenor, as reflected in their overlap with traditions circulating 
in a proto-Sunnı  milieu. In the middle of 2nd/8th century, the Zaydı  
traditions change in a fundamental manner, decreasing their reliance on 
transmitters (and chains of transmission) routinely found in proto-Sunnı  
Ku fan collections in favor of distinctive transmitters generally identified 
as Zaydı . It is only at this point – in the mid to late 2nd/8th century – 
that we begin to observe a noticeable Ja ru dı  presence in Zaydı  isna ds.

148 Modarressi, Tradition, 204–5.
149 This number includes shared links that are subsets of larger chains. In other words, link 

#2 is counted as an independent link even though it is a subset of a larger chain (link 
#1). This is done because the sublink also occurs in a different set of traditions.
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Narrative Style

Whereas the first two comparisons dealt with individual authorities and 
isnads/transmitters, our final comparison focuses on narrative type. In 
other words, what styles do traditions employ in presenting information? 
Are distinct literary forms particular to a given sect? And if sects share 
styles, what does this tell us about their potential intersections? Do they 
overlap in a consistent and continuous manner, or do they diverge after a 
certain point? Table 3.5 organizes the 102 Kufan traditions on the basis 
of six of the eight narrative styles discussed in Chapter 2.

In Table 3.5, the Imamıs are distinguished by their extensive use of 
the question-and-answer and exegetic narrative types, and the absence 
of exemplary statements. While only 15 percent of Sunnı and 3 percent 
of Zaydı traditions are in the form of questions, 35 percent of the Imamı 
accounts depict disciples asking an Imam to confirm or reject the audi-
ble basmala. Imamı traditions are also unique in their use of exegesis (18 
percent), regularly referencing Q17:46 as a proof text for the validity of 
the audible basmala. As a whole, Imamı narrative structure suggests little 
overlap with the Sunnıs and only a limited intersection with the Zaydıs.

Both the Zaydıs and Imamıs make use of eyewitness reports, which 
constitute 35 percent of Imamı and 47 percent of Zaydı traditions. The 
authorities who appear in these traditions, however, are invariably ‘Alids 
with Imamı traditions preserving eyewitness accounts of al-Sadiq’s prayer 
and Zaydı traditions focusing on a variety of ‘Alids such as Zayd b. ‘Alı 
and Muhammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyya. In fact, every Zaydı tradition which 
mentions an authority that died after 127/745 is in the eyewitness form, 
and all but one of these figures is an ‘Alid. Rather than supporting the 
possibility of an early interaction between the two groups, these results 
suggest the prevalence of a common narrative style for the preservation of 
‘Alid opinions, which the Zaydıs only adopted in the mid to late 2nd/8th 
century.

Finally, Table 3.5 reveals a strong overlap between Sunnı (41 percent) 
and Zaydı (44 percent) accounts through their common use of the exem-
plary narrative style. In the Sunnı case, such accounts are unexceptional 
and cite a wide range of authorities scattered throughout the 1st/7th and 
2nd/8th century. Zaydı exemplary accounts, by contrast, exhibit two dis-
tinctive features. First, they only mention those authorities the Zaydıs 
share with the Sunnıs; not a single prominent ‘Alid (other than ‘Alı) is 
mentioned in an exemplary tradition. Second, every figure preserved by 
the Zaydıs in the exemplary form died prior to the mid 2nd/8th century. 
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Table 3.5. Narrative Style (Basmala)

 Sunnı Zaydı Imamı 

Question/Answer 088
149
153

154
155

221* 157
162
175
176
177
178

181
192
195
200*
212*
225*

Eyewitness  
Accounts

068
070
071
085

122
129
151

027
028
072
080
086
119
133
166

169
170
171
172
173
202
204
211

174
179
180
182
183
189

193
194
196
197
199
227

Direct Quotes 105
106
134
135

136
137
138
156

021 216 128
198

215
224*

Exemplary  
Statements

006
024
025
026
038
069
074

075
076
093
095
130
131
132

020
031
079
081
083
084
100
101

103
104
110
111
141
152
219

191 206

Written 
Correspondence

None None 158

Sign/List Traditions None None 200* 224*

Exegesis None 221 019
200*
212*

222
225*
226

Overall 
 
 
 
 
 

Q/A – 15%
Eyewitness – 21%
Direct – 24%
Exemplary – 41%
Written – 0%
Lists/Signs – 0%
Exegesis – 0%

Q/A – 3%
Eyewitness – 47%
Direct – 6%
Exemplary – 44%
Written – 0%
Lists/Signs – 0%
Exegesis – 3%

Q/A – 35%
Eyewitness – 35%
Direct – 12%
Exemplary – 6%
Written – 3%
Lists/Signs – 6%
Exegesis – 18%

*  Denotes traditions that fall into more than one category. This also explains why the percentages do not 
always add up to 100, especially in the case of the Imamıs. For complete references corresponding to 
each numbered tradition, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia
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As mentioned above, Zaydı traditions that quote ‘Alids from the middle of 
the 2nd/8th century (e.g., ‘Abd Allah b. Musa b. ‘Abd Allah b. al-Hasan – 
d. 247/861) employ a narrative style (i.e., eyewitness reports) characteris-
tic of Imamı accounts. Once again, the middle 2nd/8th century seems to 
signal a transformation in Zaydı traditions from a narrative style in line 
with Sunnı traditions (i.e., exemplary statements) to one more congruent 
with contemporaneous Shı‘ı (and particularly Imamı) preferences.

Overall, the narrative style comparisons agree with the results from 
the two previous sections. The Imamıs are distinguished from the Sunnıs 
and the Zaydıs in two important ways: (1) they restrict themselves to the 
opinions of a single ‘Alid line of descent through (2) question-and-answer 
and exegetic styles rarely found in the Sunnı or Zaydı basmala traditions. 
The intersection between Sunnı and Zaydı narrative types is strongest 
for authorities from the 1st/7th century and falls off almost completely 
in the early 2nd/8th century. Traditions of this type exhibit a Batrı influ-
ence in that they align with generic proto-Sunnı Kufan styles and accept 
the veracity of non-‘Alid Sunnı authorities. In the course of the 2nd/8th 
century, however, the Zaydıs adopt a different narrative technique for 
relating the views of strictly ‘Alid authorities. These latter texts are best 
characterized as Jarudı.

conclusion

The case study presented in this chapter is the first of three designed to 
test the narratives for the emergence of sectarian identity. The chapter 
began with a broad survey of the basmala issue, highlighting the different 
approaches (and conclusions) articulated by different law schools. The 
raw materials for each school’s position consisted of ritual law tradi-
tions gathered together in large comprehensive collections. The second 
part of the chapter centered on these traditions, operating on the premise 
(detailed in Chapter 2) that they were accurately recorded (or in circula-
tion) as early as the 2nd/8th century. In the first step of the analysis, 102 
Kufan traditions were separated from a larger corpus of 233 texts on the 
basis of the geographical associations of their 2nd/8th century transmit-
ters. In the second, Kufan traditions preserved by each of the sectarian 
communities were compared on the basis of their authorities, chains of 
transmission, and narrative style.

Before proceeding to the second case study in Chapter 4, it may be use-
ful to examine the implications of our results for the classical sectarian nar-
ratives. Recall that the heresiographical and historical sources depict the 
Imamı community as an independent entity in the early 2nd/8th century. 
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They also claim that Zaydism emerged in the aftermath of the 122/740 
revolt of Zayd b. ‘Alı through the merging of Batrı and Jarudı Shı‘ism. The 
former aligned in many respects with the proto-Sunnıs whereas the lat-
ter bore a resemblance to the Imamıs. In time, the tensions between these 
factions erupted into a power struggle that ultimately resulted in Jarudı 
dominance. Recall also that the potential skepticism surrounding these nar-
ratives stemmed from the noncontemporaneous nature of their sources.

Our tentative findings offer mixed support to the sectarian narratives. 
They seem to corroborate the presence of an independent Imamı com-
munal identity in the early 2nd/8th century. Imamı traditions are char-
acterized by the use of unique authority figures transmitted through 
independent isnads in distinctive narrative styles.150 By contrast, they 
appear to contradict some fundamental aspects of the narrative of early 
Zaydism. First and foremost, the data does not support the view that 
early Zaydism was an aggregate of Batrism and Jarudism. Rather, it 
suggests that early Zaydıs were predominantly (if not overwhelmingly) 
Batrı, and Jarudıs only emerged gradually over the course of the 2nd/8th 
century. Second, there is no indication of an internal struggle between 
Batrı and Jarudı Zaydıs. In particular, if Zaydism only became Jarudı 
in the 3rd/9th century,151 we would expect to find a persistence of Batrı 
influence through the 2nd/8th century literature. Instead, there is a clear 
decline in Batrı traditions after the mid-2nd/8th century at the expense of 
Jarudı traditions, which restrict legal authority to prominent ‘Alids whose 
opinions are transmitted through distinctive isnads and narrative styles. 
If this process was the result of a Zaydı civil war, we would expect the 
victors (the Jarudıs) to eliminate (or at least try to eliminate) the traces 
of their defeated Batrı opponents embodied in traditions preserving the 
opinions of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab and other non-‘Alid jurists. But these 
Batrı accounts survive and, in many cases, dominate the collections of 
prominent Jarudıs such as Ahmad b. ‘Īsa. It remains to be seen whether 
these results are repeated in the final two case studies.

150 The evidence from the comparison of narrative style was less decisive but it serves to 
reinforce the thesis of a separation between the Imamıs and the Sunnıs. The mild over-
lap between Imamı and Zaydı narrative style was insignificant in relation to the large 
differences in other areas of comparison and restricted to the end of the 2nd/8th century 
when the Zaydıs had moved closer to the Imamıs on a number of issues.

151 This is implied in the classical narrative that depicts a struggle between the initial Batrı 
and Jarudı constituents of Zaydism resulting in a 3rd/9th-century Jarudı victory. For 
more on this narrative, see Chapter 1.
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4

Curses and Invocations

The Qunut in the Ritual Prayer

At a number of points in the course of his life, the sources depict the 
Prophet as both offering prayers for individuals/tribes by name and 
cursing them for perceived betrayals or transgressions. In many cases, 
these invocations/curses were integrated into the daily prayer at a point 
between the Qur’anic recitation and the sajda (prostration) in a gesture 
referred to as the qunut.1 This much is known and accepted by each 
of the Islamic law schools under consideration. The problem arises in 
determining whether the Prophet’s actions were meant as an example for 
future generations or whether they were restricted to a particular histori-
cal moment. As with the basmala, the issue is tied to the very integrity of 
the prayer that serves as a cornerstone of Muslim ritual life.

This chapter centers on the qunut, which is defined as either an invo-
cation to God (often on behalf of a group of people) or a curse against an 
enemy recited in the course of the ritual prayer. Specifically, it focuses on 
the performance of the qunut in the five mandatory daily prayers and the 
witr prayer (performed between ‘isha’ and fajr).2 Two notable absences 
in this discussion are the Friday prayer, and the group/congregational 
prayer, both of which are governed by idiosyncratic legal rules.3 The logic 
behind the inclusion of witr, but not of the other supererogatory prayers, 

1 For a very basic overview of the qunut, see EI2, s.v. Qunut (A. J. Wensinck). For an 
account of the qunut’s origins (also discussed below), see Kister, “Expedition,” 337–57.

2 There is a significant debate concerning the length and the appropriate time for witr but 
a detailed discussion of these issues is peripheral to this study.

3 Each of these prayers has generated an enormous mass of legal literature that cannot 
practically be covered in the current work given basic space constraints.
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lies in the controversy surrounding its status4 and its absolute centrality 
in juristic discussions of the qunut.

As in the previous chapter, this chapter is divided into two sections. 
The first provides a legal survey of the views of six prominent Sunnı and 
Shı‘ı law schools regarding the qunut. The second applies the methodol-
ogy detailed in Chapter 2 to the Kufan qunut traditions. The chapter ends 
by appraising the degree to which the results of the analysis align with the 
sectarian narratives outlined in Chapter 1.

the juristic context

The legal debate over the qunut involves two primary and three sec-
ondary issues. The primary questions concern (1) the identity of prayers 
for which the qunut is mandatory and (2) its wording and content. 
Identifying the prayers is complicated by opinions that limit the qunut to 
a specific time of the year (i.e., the second half of Ramadan). The juristic 
discourse surrounding these two issues is Qur’anic in nature, concentrat-
ing on the legal implications of Q3:1285 and the permissibility of insert-
ing non-Qur’anic elements (invocations and curses) into the obligatory 
prayers. The secondary questions focus on (3) practical details such as 
the location of the qunut in the prayer (before vs. after the rak‘a6), (4) the 
raising of the hands during the qunut, and (5) the prefacing of the qunut 
with a takbı r (recitation of the phrase “God is the Greatest”). Arguments 
about these matters draw almost entirely on competing Prophetic tradi-
tions and juristic opinions. Whereas each legal school (with the excep-
tion of the Zaydıs) came to an internal consensus regarding the primary 
issues, secondary issues remained problematic and unresolved well into 
the postformative period.

As in Chapter 3, the section below discusses the works of one or 
two representative jurists from each of the selected law schools. This is 

4 There was a view that considered witr a mandatory sixth prayer. This is suggested in 
the exegesis of Q2:238 (for text, see footnote 67 in this chapter) by a number of schol-
ars including the Hanafı al-Jassas (Ahkam, 1:443) and the Malikı al-Qurtubı (al-Jami‘, 
3:213). The Hanafıs still view the witr prayer as wajib.

5 Q3:128 – “You have no concern in the affair whether He relent toward them or punish 
them; for they are evil-doers.”

6 The rak‘a is the point in prayer after the recitation when the worshipper bends down with 
his/her hands placed on the knees. There is a general consensus that he/she must then 
return to a standing position and pause before proceeding to the sajda (prostration). The 
issue at stake here is whether the qunut is inserted after the recitation or before the sajda 
when the worshipper is in an upright position.
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intended to convey the general tenor of their legal discourse; it is not 
meant to be exhaustive in scope. There were often significant differences 
among jurists of the same school both in the form and substance of their 
arguments.

The Hanafıs

The Hanafıs categorically reject the qunut for all the obligatory prayers 
but consider it a required element of the witr prayer. This opinion is 
based on a broad interpretation of Q3:128 in which God reprimands 
the Prophet for his cursing of individuals by name. Secondary issues are 
addressed through traditions (on the authority of the Prophet and the 
Companions) and the opinions of prominent jurists. The broad outlines 
of the school’s position were first articulated by Muhammad al-Shaybanı 
and then expounded upon by Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Tahawı (d. 
321/933).

In his Kitab al-athar, al-Shaybanı provides the basic framework for 
subsequent Hanafı discussions of the qunut.7 He affirms the obligatory 
status of the witr qunut8 throughout the year and places it after the rec-
itation and before the rak‘a.9 The raising of the hands is categorically 
rejected and the worshipper is instructed to preface the qunut with a 
takbı r.10 This is crucial as a means of differentiating the Qur’anic reci-
tation (considered fard) from the qunut (considered wajib).11 Although 
al-Shaybanı acknowledges the Prophet’s use of the fajr qunut in cursing 
the Banu Sulaym and the Banu ‘Āmir after the treacherous 4/626 ambush 
of a delegation of Muslim missionaries at a location identified as Bi’r 
Ma‘una,12 he argues that the practice was abrogated by the revelation 

7 KAS I, 1:569–602.
8 My use of term “witr qunut” and similar phrases is not technical, and the syntax is not 

Arabic. The term is shorthand for “qunut in the witr prayer,” which can become a cum-
bersome literary construct in the course of a long discussion.

9 KAS I, 1:578 and 585. For the traditions, see KAS I, 1:569 – 211 and 1:579 – 212.
10 KAS I, 1:578 and 585. For the tradition, see KAS I, 1:579 – 212.
11 The Hanafıs differentiate between fard and wajib on the basis of certainty. Whereas fard 

implies certain proof on the basis of clear textual evidence, wajib connotes less certainty 
and the lack of unambiguous textual support. The legal weight of the terms is equal in 
that, in both cases, the act is deemed obligatory.

12 KAS I, 1:593. This episode appears repeatedly in legal discussion regarding the qunut. 
Upon learning of the killings, the Prophet is said to have either cursed both tribes col-
lectively or individuals from within each tribe for thirty to forty days before receiving a 
divine injunction against the practice. Traditions that cite this incident will subsequently 
be referred to as “Bi‘r Ma‘una traditions.” For more on the incident itself, see al-Tabarı, 
Tarıkh, 2:219–23.
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of Q3:128 (see later in the chapter for more details).13 The qunut was 
(illegally) reinstated during the first civil war between ‘Alı in Kufa and 
Mu‘awiya in Syria.14 This final statement suggests that the fajr qunut was 
still practiced in Kufa in the mid-2nd/8th century and had to be explained 
in historical terms. It should also be noted that al-Shaybanı ascribes all 
of these opinions to Abu H anıfa, the eponymous founder of the Hanafı 
legal school.

In Sharh ma‘anı  al-athar, al-Tahawı utilizes a wide range of textual 
evidence to reinforce most of al-Shaybanı’s conclusions.15 His basic 
approach consists of listing individual traditions (seventy-six in all) per-
taining to the qunut and systematically dismissing those which disagree 
with the Hanafı stance. The discussion begins with thirty traditions that 
claim that the Prophet cursed his enemies in the qunut during the fajr, 
maghrib, and ‘isha’ prayers.16 Although he affirms the soundness of these 
accounts, al-Tahawı argues that they predate the revelation of Q3:128, 
which prohibited cursing and (by extension) the qunut in all obligatory 
prayers.17 Even though the exact historical context of the verse’s revela-
tion is contested, there is a general consensus across all the Sunnı legal 
schools that it descended after the Prophet cursed or resolved to curse a 
group of his opponents.18 The verse was a clear injunction against the 

13 This is attested to in a number of traditions. See KAS I, 1:590 – 214 (on the authority 
of ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar), 1:595 – 216 (on the authority of ‘Umar), 1:589 – 213 (on the 
authority of ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ud), and 1:593 – 215 (on the authority of the Prophet and 
Abu Bakr). It is also significant that al-Shaybanı’s version of Malik’s Muwatta’ includes a 
tradition that condemns the fajr qunut and which is described as the view of Abu Hanıfa 
(Malik b. Anas, Muwatta’ (1967), 1:91).

14 See KAS I, 1:595 – 216, where the view that the fajr qunut was an innovation from the 
civil war is identified as the “doctrine of Abu Hanıfa.” See also KAS I, 1:590.

15 al-Tahawı, Sharh, 1:241–54. The issue is also discussed with considerable less detail in 
al-Tahawı, Mukhtasar, 28.

16 This is an obvious reference to the massacre at Bi’r Ma‘una. It would be immensely 
tedious with little benefit to cite a source reference for each of the seventy-six traditions. 
Instead, I will attempt to summarize their content (without citation) and focus on the 
broader features of al-Tahawı’s criticism.

17 al-Tahawı, Sharh, 1:245.
18 The dominant opinion among Muslim exegetes links the revelation of the verse to the 

Battle of Uhud (4/627), which marked the first military defeat for the young Muslim 
community. In the course of the fighting, the Muslim army failed to follow orders and 
retreated in disarray after the Prophet received a head wound. The commentators dis-
agree as to whether the Prophet’s anger was directed against those who had fled the 
battlefield or his Meccan Qurashı enemies. There is also a difference of opinion as to 
whether he actually carried out the cursing that prompted the revelation of the verse, or 
whether he intended to curse and was preempted by the revelation of the verse. For spe-
cific discussions, see al-Tabarı, Tafsır, 2:384–5; al-Samarqandı, Tafsır, 1:297; al-Qurtubı, 
al-Jami‘, 4:199–201; and al-Tabrisı, Majma‘ (1958), 2:462–4.
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practice but its legal scope was ambiguous. Did it abrogate one histor-
ically specific act of cursing, or did it apply to the performance of the 
qunut as a whole?19 The Hanafıs clearly side with the latter interpretation 
and make it the central pillar in their rejection of the fajr qunut.

Al-Tahawı employs a similar style of argumentation in confronting 
apparent textual contradictions regarding the qunut’s placement in the 
prayer. He starts by listing a series of traditions and juristic opinions 
that advocate the qunut both before and after the rak‘a.20 At this point, 
he reiterates his previous conclusion that the qunut was abrogated by 
Q3:128 for obligatory prayers but remained valid for the witr prayer.21 
Most of those traditions/opinions that endorse the qunut after the rak‘a 
are then associated with the obligatory prayers (abrogated), whereas 
those that support the qunut before the rak‘a are linked with the witr 
prayer (still valid).22 Texts that do not fit this dichotomy are characterized 
as either (1) personal opinions (e.g., that of Anas b. Malik)23 or (2) the 
result of misinterpretations of Q3:128 (e.g., that of Abu Hurayra).24 The 
section ends with sixteen traditions that depict ‘Umar, ‘Alı, and ‘Abd Allah 
b. ‘Abbas performing the qunut to curse their enemies during military 
conflicts alongside a series of countertraditions that reject the qunut (for 
obligatory prayers) in both wartime and peacetime. Al-Tahawı explains 
this contradiction by noting that the Companions in question employed 
the measure in a special unidentified supererogatory prayer as opposed 
to an obligatory one.25

The Hanafı stance on the qunut is grounded in a broad interpretation 
of Q3:12826 and a specific set of Prophetic and Companion traditions. 

19 This question lies at the heart of Malikı and Shafi‘ı discourse, which takes great pains to 
limit the scope of Q3:128 to the act of cursing as opposed to the qunut as a whole.

20 al-Tahawı, Sharh, 1:246–7.
21 Al-Tahawı’s proof for the validity of the witr qunut consists (in its entirety) of a state-

ment near the end of the discussion where he says, “we hold the witr qunut as valid at all 
times and, in particular, for the second half of Ramadan in accordance with most jurists” 
(Ibid., 1:254).

22 Ibid., 1:248.
23 Ibid., 1:248. He acknowledges cases where this strategy breaks down but these are con-

sidered exceptional.
24 Ibid., 1:248–9.
25 Ibid., 1:251–4.
26 Despite the importance of Q3:128 in Hanafı legal arguments surrounding the qunut, 

Hanafı exegetical works are surprisingly silent on the issue. Al-Samarqandı concentrates 
on the permissibility of cursing without establishing any link to the performance of the 
qunut (al-Samarqandı, Tafsır, 1:297). Specifically, he claims that the cursing prohibition 
was limited to a very specific historical situation as God knew that many of those who 
fought the Prophet would eventually repent and become Muslims. Al-Zamakhsharı is 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Case Studies100

Hanafı jurists universally uphold the qunut as an integral part of the witr 
prayer performed before the rak‘a and prefaced by a takbı r in order to 
differentiate it from the Qur’anic recitation.27 Whereas both al-Shaybanı 
and al-Tahawı condemn the raising of the hands during qunut, a num-
ber of Hanafı jurists are more ambivalent on the issue.28 Integrating 
curses into the qunut recitation29 is discouraged but very little attention 
is devoted to identifying appropriate invocations. Instead, most Hanafı 
efforts are directed toward refuting the fajr qunut based on Q3:128.30

The Malikıs

The Malikı treatment of the qunut is shaped by an overarching ambigu-
ity rooted in the views of Malik b. Anas. With respect to the obligatory 
prayers, Malik narrates two contradictory opinions preserved in differ-
ent versions of the Muwatta’. The first contends that ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar 
“did not perform the qunut in any of his prayers.”31 The second depicts 
al-Zubayr b. al-‘Awwam as utilizing the qunut during the last cycle of the 
fajr prayer.32 This latter tradition also explicitly rejects the qunut in the 
witr prayer, while other independent accounts seem to suggest that Malik 
upheld the witr qunut for the second half of Ramadan.

The lack of clarity regarding Malik’s opinion permeates most subse-
quent Malikı legal discussions of the issue as jurists struggle to ascertain 

equally silent in the Kashshaf, focusing instead on the nature and scope of God’s author-
ity in the matter of punishment and forgiveness (al-Zamakhsharı, al-Kashshaf, 1:413).

27 See al-Qudurı, Mukhtasar, 29; al-Marghınanı, al-Hidaya, 1:153–8; Ibn al-Humam, Fath, 
1:423–38.

28 Al-Qudurı’s stance on the raising of the hands is vague. Whereas al-Tahawı states clearly 
that the hands are raised for the takbır and then “lowered” (arsilhuma), al-Qudurı 
removes this second phrase, indicating perhaps his preference for the raising of the hands 
(Mukhtasar, 29). An unambiguous endorsement for raising the hands is forwarded by 
Ibn al-Humam who ascribes the practice to Abu Yusuf (Fath, 1:430).

29 The term “qunut recitation” refers to the words uttered during the qunut which may 
include curses, invocations, or Qur’anic phrases.

30 This argument provides the framework for Malikı and (especially) Shafi‘ı attempts at 
restricting the scope of Q3:128 to the practice of cursing alone. Given this dynamic, it is 
not surprising that Malikı and Shafi‘ı legal criticism is directed almost exclusively against 
the Hanafıs.

31 This tradition is preserved in the four primary transmissions of the Muwatta’. These 
include the texts of Yahya b. Yahya al-Laythı [Muwatta’, (1996), 1:226]; Suwayd b. Sa‘ıd 
[Muwatta’, (1994), 123]; ‘Abd Allah b. Maslama al-Qa‘nabı [Muwatta’ (1999), 205]; and 
Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybanı [Muwatta’, (1967), 91].

32 Of the four versions consulted in this study, this tradition is only found in the texts of 
Suwayd b. Sa‘ıd, Muwatta’ (1994), 123 and ‘Abd Allah b. Maslama al-Qa‘nabı, Muwatta’ 
(1999), 205.
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the authoritative position of the founder of the school. Sahnun does not 
acknowledge these discrepancies and simply states that the fajr qunut 
is valid.33 Muhammad al-‘Utbı (d. 255/869), by contrast, directly con-
fronts the contradictions, concluding that Malik (1) permitted the fajr 
qunut without considering it mandatory34 and (2) categorically rejected 
the witr qunut for the entire month of Ramadan.35 Ibn Abı Zayd asso-
ciates Malik with an opinion in favor of the fajr qunut and addresses 
the witr prayer through an argument grounded in the living tradition of 
Medina.36 Specifically, he concedes that Medinans in Malik’s time did 
not perform the witr qunut, but upholds the practice for the second half 
of Ramadan based on Medinan ‘amal37 (during ‘Umar’s caliphate) and a 
tradition on the authority of ‘Alı.38

Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr’s al-Istidhkar offers a typical Malikı approach to the 
qunut covering all the major primary and secondary issues.39 The rele-
vant section begins by utilizing Medinan living tradition to affirm both 
the witr qunut and its potential use for the cursing of enemies.40 Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Barr notes that when the Medinans would perform the witr qunut 
during Ramadan, the Imam would shift to a silent recitation thereby sig-
naling the congregation to curse the nonbelievers.41 This was in emula-
tion of the Prophet’s actions after the massacre at Bi’r Ma‘una.42 Despite 
ascribing this practice to all the Companions and Successors in Medina, 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr only backs it with a solitary Prophetic tradition.43 He 
concludes the section by restricting the witr qunut to the second half of 
Ramadan based on the example of prominent Companions and the evi-
dent (zahir) practice (‘amal) of Medina at that time.44 Although the fajr 
qunut is not discussed at length, Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr quotes a number of 
supporting traditions45 supplemented by a long list of assenting juristic 

33 Sahnun, Mudawwana, 1:226–9. Sahnun does not discuss the witr qunut.
34 Muhammad al-Utbı al-Qurtubı’s ‘Utbiyya is preserved in Ibn Rushd al-Jadd’s commen-

tary entitled al-Bayan wa’l-tahsıl, 17:292 and 2:185.
35 Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, al-Bayan, 17:292.
36 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 1:191–2.
37 For ‘amal, see footnotes 19 and 33 in Chapter 3.
38 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 1:192 and 1:490.
39 Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Istidhkar, 2:337–40. For a similar (albeit less comprehensive) Malikı 

discussion of the issue, see Ibn Rushd al-Hafıd, Bidayat, 1:301–3.
40 Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Istidhkar, 2:337.
41 Ibid., 2:337.
42 For this episode, see footnote 12 in this chapter.
43 Ibid., 2:339.
44 Ibid., 2:339.
45 Relying particularly on Ibid., 2:339 – 1.
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opinions. The placement of the qunut (before or after the rak‘a) is left to 
the discretion of the worshipper.

Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr then turns to the apparent contradiction in the views 
ascribed to Malik. As noted earlier, the Muwatta’ preserves a tradition (on 
the authority of ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar) that rejects the qunut and another 
tradition (on the authority of al-Zubayr) that accepts it for fajr. With 
respect to the first, Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr cites an account in which ‘Abd Allah 
b. ‘Umar affirms the qunut. This discredits both traditions by exposing a 
contradiction in Ibn ‘Umar’s opinions.46 Turning to the second, he argues 
that Malik completely abandoned the witr qunut near the end of his 
life and placed a renewed emphasis on the fajr qunut.47 This is not sur-
prising given the lukewarm nature of Malik’s initial endorsement of the 
witr qunut and his refusal to sanction the cursing of nonbelievers.48 The 
practical implication of this shift was the circulation of two different 
opinions, preserved by Malik’s Medinan and Egyptian students and rep-
resenting different periods in his life. The Medinans (like Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr) 
upheld the witr qunut for the second half of Ramadan in accordance with 
Malik’s original ruling, while the Egyptians rejected it in line with his 
later position. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr prefers the early (Medinan) stance over 
the late (Egyptian) one.

Although most Malikı jurists do not mention Q3:128 in their general 
discussions of the qunut, they address it in their defense of the validity of 
the fajr qunut.49 Specifically, they counter the Hanafı claim that the verse 
abrogated the qunut in all obligatory prayers by limiting its scope to the 
issue of cursing. In his Jami‘ li-ahkam al-Qur’an, for example, al-Qurtubı 
interprets Q3:128 as (1) an explicit proclamation of God’s authority and 
(2) an implicit repudiation of cursing within the prayer.50 A similar strat-
egy is employed by Abu Hayyan al-Andalusı (d. 745/1344) in his Bahr 
al-muhit.51

The Malikı position on the qunut is primarily a product of (1) efforts 
at reconciling contradictions in views ascribed to Malik b. Anas and (2) 

46 Ibid., 2:339.
47 Ibid., 2:339.
48 Ibid., 2:339. For Malik and the issue of cursing, see SKB, 2:298.
49 This is exemplified by the fact that not a single Malikı exegetical work links the incident 

at Bi’r Ma‘una to the revelation of Q3:128. The Malikıs universally prefer the view that 
the verse was revealed in the aftermath of the Battle of Uhud. See footnote 18 in this 
chapter.

50 al-Qurtubı, al-Jami‘, 4:200.
51 Abu H ayyan, al-Bahr, 3:56. The verse is not discussed by Ibn al-‘Arabı in his Ahkam 

al-Qur’an.
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the ‘amal of Medina. Even though all Malikıs espouse the fajr qunut, 
there is a clear division between Egyptian Malikıs who reject the witr 
qunut and Medinan Malikıs who limit it to the second half of Ramadan. 
This rift may derive from a change of heart by Malik b. Anas in the lat-
ter part of his life. As for the qunut recitation, Malikı jurists prefer (but 
do not require) invocations that petition God for forgiveness and aid 
(in this world and the next) over cursing. There is no school consensus 
on placement, despite an acknowledgment that the qunut was originally 
performed before the rak‘a. The takbı r and the raising of hands are not 
discussed at length in most Malikı works.

The Shafi‘ıs

Similarly to the Malikıs, Shafi‘ı jurists expend much of their efforts 
toward defending the qunut against those who claim its abrogation. But 
whereas the Malikıs are comfortable with simply asserting the primacy 
of Medinan living tradition, the Shafi‘ıs structure their arguments around 
textual proofs. This requires navigating through large amounts of con-
tradictory evidence that encompasses both Prophetic traditions and the 
opinions of prominent early jurists.

The basic contours of the Shafi‘ı approach are articulated by 
Muhammad b. Idrıs al-Shafi‘ı in his Kitab al-umm.52 He starts by assert-
ing that the qunut should only be recited in the fajr prayer.53 In times 
when the community is afflicted with a difficulty (tanzilu nazilatun), 
however, prayer leaders have the option of performing the qunut in every 
prayer. This is a special circumstance and should not be viewed as a gen-
eral dispensation.54 Although al-Shafi‘ı permits the witr qunut, he does so 
without recourse to any textual proofs or logical arguments, suggesting a 
degree of ambivalence or uncertainty. On secondary issues, he highlights 
his differences with the Kufans (i.e., the Hanafıs).55 Specifically, he quotes 
a tradition (on the authority of ‘Alı) which places the qunut after the 
rak‘a and states that the takbı r should follow the qunut.56 The discussion 
concludes by recommending invocations (as opposed to curses) in both 
the fajr and the witr qunut (during the second half of Ramadan).

52 al-Shafi‘ı, al-Umm, 1:260–2, 1:351.
53 Ibid., 1:351.
54 Ibid., 1:351.
55 Ibid., 1:261.
56 Ibid., 1:261. See also AA, 1:291 – 426.
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Subsequent Shafi‘ı jurists expounded on these positions by providing 
additional textual proofs, reconciling contradictory evidence, and explic-
itly attacking the arguments of their opponents (i.e., the Hanafıs). A typ-
ical example of a later Shafi‘ı approach is found in ‘Alı b. Muhammad 
al-Mawardı’s al-Hawı  al-kabı r.57 The section begins by contrasting 
al-Shafi‘ı’s support for the fajr qunut and the witr qunut (during the sec-
ond half of Ramadan) with the Hanafı claim that it should only be per-
formed in the witr prayer (year-round).58 According to al-Mawardı, the 
Hanafıs rely on opinions ascribed to ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas and ‘Abd Allah 
b. ‘Umar in combination with variants of the Bi’r Ma‘una traditions.59 
He also mentions a Hanafı argument (not found in the texts above) 
that rejects the fajr qunut through an analogy with the other obligatory 
prayers, none of which include the qunut.

Al-Mawardı then offers a series of textual and logical proofs that both 
support the Shafi‘ı position and refute that of the Hanafıs. He quotes a 
tradition60 narrated by Abu Hurayra in which the Prophet performs a 
fajr qunut after the rak‘a. This is followed by a second tradition,61 which 
recounts the incident at Bi’r Ma‘una,62 acknowledging the transformative 
effect of the revelation of Q3:128, but limiting its scope to the issue of 
cursing in the non-fajr obligatory prayers.63 He cites a third tradition that 
supports this interpretation by observing that the Prophet continued to 
perform the fajr qunut until his death.64 These accounts are supplemented 
by a logical argument that disputes the analogy between fajr and the 
other mandatory prayers, emphasizing its uniqueness as the only daytime 
prayer with audible recitation and its distinctive “call to prayer.”65 He 

57 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 2:150–5. For similar Shafi‘ı approaches to the qunut, see al-Shırazı, 
al-Muhadhdhab, 1:271–80; al-Baghawı, Sharh, 2:275–84; al-Rafi‘ı, al-‘Azız, 1:515–20 
and 2:126–9; and al-Nawawı, Majmu‘, 3:474–521.

58 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 2:250–1.
59 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 2:151. In the case of ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas, he cites the isnad of a 

tradition from SAD, 2:68 – 1445 attached to the text found in SKB, 2:285 – 3098 and 
2:301 – 3153. For traditions similar to the one he ascribes to ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar, see 
MIAS, 2:208 – 9 and 15, 2:209 – 17 and 18, and 2:210 – 38; MAR, 3:27 – 4966, 3:28 
4968–8; and SKB, 2:302–3157.

60 See SKB, 2:281 – 3086; SN III, 1:201 – 4.
61 See SM, 1:470 – 308.
62 For this episode, see footnote 12 in this chapter.
63 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı , 2:152.
64 Ibid., 2:152. For the traditions, see SKB, 2:287 – 3104 and 3105.
65 Ibid., 2:152. The fajr adhan (for the Sunnıs) is distinguished by the tathwıb (literally 

recitation of the phrase, “Prayer is better than sleep (salat(u) khayr(un) min al-nawm)”) 
which is recited twice; once right before dawn and again at the proper time.
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also notes that every mandatory daytime prayer (e.g., the Friday prayer) 
is characterized by a special invocation; the qunut is the equivalent of 
the khutba (sermon) of the Friday prayer.66 The discussion then shifts 
to a closer examination of those Companions depicted as opponents of 
the fajr qunut. Al-Mawardı exposes a contradiction in the views of ‘Abd 
Allah b. ‘Abbas by citing his interpretation of Q2:238,67 which explicitly 
endorses the fajr qunut.68 ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar poses more of a problem 
because a large number of traditions emphasize his opposition to the 
fajr qunut. Al-Mawardı dismisses this opposition through a tradition in 
which Sa‘ıd b. al-Musayyab explains that, in his old age, Ibn ‘Umar for-
got he had performed the fajr qunut with his father.69 With respect to 
the witr qunut, al-Mawardı employs a strategy wherein he highlights the 
strength of Shafi‘ı textual proofs as compared with the weakness of those 
utilized by the Hanafıs.70

The text concludes with an examination of secondary issues. 
Al-Mawardı devotes significant effort to specifying the manner (silent) 
and wording (invocations over cursing) of the qunut.71 Aside from these 
basic requirements, the worshipper is accorded considerable latitude in 
choosing his/her own formula, which may include Qur’anic passages 
as long as they resemble invocations.72 For the less ambitious worship-
per, al-Mawardı recommends two invocations that either ask for God’s 
guidance in this life or beseech His forgiveness.73 Turning to placement, 

66 Ibid., 2:152.
67 Q2:238 – “Attend strictly (hafizu) to your prayers, and to the midmost prayer (al-salat 

al-wusta), and stand up with devotion (qanitı n) to Allah.” This translation reflects the 
general Sunnı interpretation that does not draw a link between the word qanitı n and 
the act of qunut. In this case, al-Mawardı is citing the minority view (for the Sunnıs) in 
which ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas interprets the verse as referring to the qunut. A majority of 
Sunnı exegetes tied the verse to the issue of conversation within the prayer as opposed 
to the Imamıs who used it as proof for their general validity of the qunut. For a detailed 
treatment of the Sunnı approach, see footnote 117 in this chapter.

68 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı , 2:152. He is alluding to traditions recorded in MIAS, 2:212 – 416 
and 2:215 – 149, and SKB, 2:291 – 3118.

69 Ibid., 2:152.
70 Ibid., 2:290–3.
71 Ibid., 2:153.
72 Ibid., 2:153.
73 Ibid., 2:152. Specifically, he recommends (1) an invocation (mentioned by al-Darimı, 

Sunan (2000), 2:992 – 1632–3 and SN II, 1:248 – 1) narrated by al-Hasan b. ‘Alı on the 
authority of the Prophet and (2) the “two suras of Ubayy” (mentioned in MAR, 3:30 – 
4948 and MIAS, 2:213 – 147). The Iraqs considered the latter Qur’anic based on their 
inclusion in the codex of Ubayy b. Ka‘b as two independent suras with the names, al-
Khal‘ and al-Hafd. For more on Ubayy’s codex, see Jeffery, Materials, 180–1. Al-Mawardı 
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al-Mawardı quotes a Prophetic tradition that unambiguously locates 
the qunut after the rak‘a.74 Although he accepts the veracity of a Hanafı 
account in which ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan performs the qunut before the rak‘a, 
he reduces its legal importance for two reasons: (1) it was only utilized 
to allow latecomers to join the congregational prayers,75 and (2) it was 
an act of ‘Uthman’s personal discretion (ra’y) with no textual support. 
It is notable that al-Mawardı does not address the issue of raising the 
hands. This is owing, perhaps, to a general lack of consensus among 
Shafi‘ı jurists.

The Shafi‘ıs align with the Malikıs in upholding the fajr qunut (year-
round) and the witr qunut (during the last half of Ramadan) after the 
rak‘a in the final prayer cycle. Whereas the Malikıs base their arguments 
primarily on the living tradition of Medina, the Shafi‘ıs rely on textual 
evidence. In general, they cite a variant of the Bi’r Ma‘una tradition that 
rejects cursing together with another that affirms the Prophet’s adherence 
to the fajr qunut throughout his life.76 Their argument in favor of the 
witr qunut is primarily grounded in the opinions of early Companions 
(especially ‘Umar). Finally, the Shafi‘ıs reject prefacing the qunut with a 
takbı r and leave recitation (invocation vs. cursing) to the discretion of 
individual worshippers. They are internally divided on the necessity of 
the raising of hands.77

The Hanbalıs

H anbalı  discussions of the qunu t are characterized by brevity and a 
limited scope. The school is particularly concerned with the question 
of whether the witr qunu t is restricted to the second half of Ramad a n 
or valid throughout the year. With the notable exceptions of Ah mad 
ibn H anbal and Ibn Quda ma, most H anbalı  jurists do not mention the 
fajr qunu t and (often) offer only a cursory examination of secondary 
issues.

expresses a preference for combining (1) and (2) into a single invocation, citing traditions 
taken from Ibn Maja (SIM, 1:373 – 1179) and al-Nasa’ı (SN II, 1:248 – 3).

74 Ibid., 2:154. For the tradition, see SM, 1:470 – 308.
75 Ibid., 2:154. A latecomer may join a group prayer at any point prior to and including the 

rak‘a. Should one arrive after the rak‘a, he/she must wait till the start of the next cycle.
76 Both Shafi‘ı and Malikı commentators also limit the abrogatory scope of Q3:128 to the 

act of cursing as opposed to the qunut as a whole. For the Shafi‘ı view, see Fakhr al-Dın 
al-Razı, Tafsı r, 8:231–4 and Ibn Kathır, Tafsı r (2000), 2:178–82.

77 Compare, for example, al-Shırazı, al-Muhadhdhab, 1:271–80 and al-Baghawı, Sharh, 
2:275–84 with al-Rafi‘ı, al-‘Azı z, 1:515–20 and 2:126–9.
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As mentioned in the previous chapter, the earliest sources for Hanbalı 
law are the collections of responsa ascribed to Ibn Hanbal. Three exchanges 
from these works are directly pertinent to the issue of the qunut. The first 
upholds the witr qunut (implicitly) and fajr qunut (explicitly)78 through-
out the year and permits the use of curses (alongside invocations) within 
its recitation.79 In the second, ‘Umar is depicted as performing the qunut 
(in an unspecified prayer) after the rak‘a and cursing nonbelievers.80 The 
third affirms the fajr qunut on the condition that it include invocations 
and curses.81 On the basis of these responses, it appears that Ibn Hanbal 
(1) supported the fajr qunut (year-round) and the witr qunut (during the 
second half of Ramadan), (2) placed it after the rak‘a, and (3) advocated 
(and, in some cases, required) cursing. We might expect these views to 
shape subsequent Hanbalı discourse but (as will become clear below) 
they were often neutralized (if not ignored) by later jurists.

As is the case with many issues, the most comprehensive Hanbalı dis-
cussion of the qunut is found in Ibn Qudama’s Mughnı .82 The relevant 
section opens with an unconditional affirmation of the witr qunut.83 
Although Ibn Qudama concedes that Ibn Hanbal originally restricted 
it to the second half of Ramadan (above), he argues that his opinion 
changed over time. Specifically, he quotes a passage in which Ibn Hanbal 
discovers traditions that convince him to accept the qunut as a recom-
mended part of the witr prayer throughout the year.84 The section ends 
with a barrage of textual evidence that relates the concurring opinions of 
many prominent Companions and jurists.85

78 There is some ambiguity here regarding the identity of these prayers. Some later jurists 
interpreted the response as addressing whether the witr qunut was valid for the entire 
year or just for the second half of Ramadan. Although this is a possible (and very literal) 
reading of the text, Ibn Hanbal’s transmission (see footnote 81 in this chapter) of a tradi-
tion that explicitly mentions the fajr (ghada) prayer suggests that he was, in fact, referring 
to two different prayers.

79 Ibn Hanbal, Masa’il, (1999), 1:71–2 and 1:101. The tradition in question is a variant of 
a popular strain cited by MIAS, 2:215 – 150 and SKB, 2:281 – 3086 and 2:294 – 3127.

80 Ibn Hanbal, Masa’il (1999), 1:223.
81 Ibn Hanbal, Masa’il (1988), 3:211.
82 Mughnı  I, 2:580–8.
83 Ibid., 2:580.
84 Ibid., 2:581. Ibn Qudama makes particular reference to SIM, 1:374 – 1182 (narrated on 

the authority of Ubayy b. Ka‘b and affirming the witr qunut before the rak‘a) and SIM, 
1:373 – 1179 and SN II, 1:248 – 3 (both narrated on the authority of ‘Alı). Ibn Hanbal 
dismisses a contrary opinion ascribed to Ubayy (similar to SAD, 2:65 – 1429) as a case 
of personal judgment (ra’y).

85 Mughnı  I, 2:580–1. These include Muhammad b. Sırın, Sa‘ıd b. Yasar, al-Zuhrı, Yahya b. 
Thabit, al-Shafi‘ı and Malik.
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Ibn Qudama then turns to disputes between the Hanbalıs and the 
other Sunnı law schools. The most important of these concerns the fajr 
qunut, which the (Egyptian) Malikıs and the Shafi‘ıs uphold on the basis 
of two traditions that draw on the authority of the Prophet86 and ‘Umar.87 
He interprets these texts in light of a third account (attributed to Ibrahım 
al-Nakha‘ı), which relates ‘Alı’s attempts at incorporating the qunut into 
communal prayer during the first civil war.88 The Kufans resisted (pre-
sumably because they felt it had been abrogated) until ‘Alı explained that 
the practice was permissible in times of crisis.89 Ibn Qudama then utilizes 
this same reasoning to counter Malikı and Shafi‘ı claims in favor of the 
fajr qunut. Specifically, he argues that the qunut may only be performed 
in the fajr prayers during times of exceptional difficulty such as wide-
scale civil strife. It is invalid at all other times – a view that finds support 
in a preponderance of the textual evidence90 and a wide cross-section of 
juristic opinions.91

The remainder of Ibn Qudama’s analysis deals with secondary issues. 
He confirms the placement of the qunut after the rak‘a92 and suggests (as 
opposed to requiring) invocations found in a wide cross-section of Sunnı 
juristic works.93 The fact that he does not mention cursing indicates a 
tacit acceptance of the practice, which (it should be recalled) was also 

86 See SKB 2:287 – 3104 and 3105.
87 The tradition is a variant of SKB, 2:289 – 3111 and 3112.
88 Mughnı  I, 2:586. The tradition is a variant of KAS I, 1:595 – 216.
89 Ibid., 2:586.
90 Ibid., 2:586. He explicitly cites SM, 1:469 – 304 and alludes to SAD, 2:68 – 1442 (relat-

ing the opinion of Abu Hurayra) and SKB, 2:302 – 3155 (relating the opinion of ‘Abd 
Allah b. Mas‘ud). He also quotes ST, 1:118 – 402 and 1:120 – 403 in which Tariq b. 
Ashyam b. Mas‘ud tells his son the qunut is an innovation. Ibn Qudama considers this 
last tradition the strongest textual evidence against the qunut.

91 Ibid., 2:585–6. He explicitly cites Sufyan al-Thawrı and Abu H anıfa as well as a number 
of legal authorities and Companions, including ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar and ‘Abd Allah b. 
Mas‘ud.

92 Ibid., 2:582. The Hanbalı view that the witr qunut is placed after the rak‘a is supported 
by allusions to traditions related by Abu Hurayra (e.g., SKB, 2:281 – 3086; SM, 1:467 – 
294; SN II, 1:202 – 6, etc …) and Anas b. Malik (e.g., SN II, 1:200 – 1; SKB, 2:293 – 
3124 and 2:296 – 3137; al-Darimı, Sunan (2000). 2:995–6 – 1640, etc …). Ibn Qudama 
only offers complete isnads for three traditions (i.e., SKB, 2:281 – 3085 and 3086 and 
2:294 – 3126).

93 Ibid., 2:583. The recommended invocation for the witr qunut is ascribed to both 
al-Hasan b. ‘Alı (see al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 2:992 – 1632; SN II, 1:248 – 1) and ‘Alı 
(AA, 1:290–1 – 423). A second acceptable invocation is attributed to ‘Umar (the account 
is a variant of two traditions from MIAS, 2:213 and one from SKB, 2:298 – 3143). For 
more on the second invocation associated with the codex of Ubayy b. Ka‘b, see footnote 
73 in this chapter.
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endorsed by Ibn Hanbal. Finally, Ibn Qudama notes that the hands should 
be raised during the qunut, citing the general etiquette of worship.94 He 
observes that all the Companions raised their hands when they recited 
invocations both within and outside the context of the ritual prayer.95

Overall, the Hanbalıs align with the Hanafıs in limiting the qunut to 
the witr prayer and with the Shafi‘ıs and Malikıs in placing it after the 
rak‘a. As for the qunut recitation, the Hanbalıs favor the use of invo-
cations while also permitting the cursing of non-believers. They clearly 
support the raising of the hands but hold no clear position on the intro-
ductory takbır. In terms of method, Hanbalı jurists (as represented by Ibn 
Qudama) draw extensively on textual evidence with contradictory tradi-
tions either (1) dismissed as possessing weak chains of transmission or (2) 
characterized as either contingent (special cases) or early (abrogated).96

The Imamıs

The Imamıs require the qunut in all obligatory prayers based primarily 
on (1) traditions that relate the opinions of the Imams and (2) distinctive 
interpretations of certain Qur’anic verses. Many Imamı jurists assume the 
validity of the qunut and concentrate instead on ancillary issues such as 
the raising of the hands or the manner of recitation (audible vs. silent).97 
The most comprehensive discussions of the qunut, therefore, are found in 
(1) comparative works intended to legitimize the school’s position vis-à-
vis the Sunnı law schools (i.e., Ibn al-Mutahhar) or (2) exegetical works 

94 Ibid., 2:584–5.
95 Ibid., 2:585.
96 Note that most Hanbalı works are not as exhaustive as the Mughnı . Both al-Khiraqı 

(Mukhtasar, 30) and Abu Ya‘la (al-Jami‘, 50) simply state their opinions without provid-
ing any additional evidence or commentary.

97 The qunut is discussed in a cross section of Imamı legal works. Al-Shalmaghanı offers a 
succinct analysis – typical of fiqh manuals – which focuses exclusively on (a) the manda-
tory nature of the qunut and (b) its recitation (Fiqh, 107, 110–11, and 119). Ibn Babawayh 
provides significantly more details, quoting numerous Imamı traditions and supporting 
the mandatory nature of the qunut for all prayers through interpretations of Q2:238 
ascribed to al-Baqir and al-Sadiq (Faqı h, 1:315–9 and 1:485 with a much briefer discus-
sion in Muqni‘ [115 and 133]). He also suggests recitations for the qunut that include calls 
for forgiveness, the cursing of enemies, and prolific glorifications of God. For similar treat-
ments, see al-Sharıf al-Murtada, al-Intisar, 1:46–7 and Masa’il al-nasiriyyat, 230–2. The 
latter follows Ibn al-Mutahhar in its inclusion of comparisons with the Sunnı law schools. 
Al-Halabı’s al-Kafı  is distinguished by the claim that qunut is recommended rather than 
mandatory and by his endorsement of raising the hands, an issue not generally discussed 
in earlier Imamı legal works (al-Kafı , 120–3). See also, al-Tusı, al-Nihaya, 1:297–300 and 
354–7; al-Tusı, Khilaf, 1:379–80; and Ibn Idrıs, al-Sara’ir, 1:128–9.
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that articulate arguments only implicitly referenced in legal manuals or 
large compendiums of Imamı law (e.g., al-Tabrisı).

Though late, Hasan b. Yusuf (Ibn al-Mutahhar) al-‘Allama al-Hillı’s (d. 
726/1325) comparative fiqh work entitled Tadhkirat al-fuqaha’ presents 
a thorough and detailed analysis of the qunut.98 It begins by verifying 
the practice for all prayers (obligatory and supererogatory) on the basis 
of the consensus of the school, the text of Q2:238,99 and a combination 
of Imamı100 and Sunnı101 traditions.102 Additional proof is furnished by 
Q40:60103 in which God instructs his slaves to direct invocations toward 
Him and the argument that, since invocations are the best type of wor-
ship, they cannot (and should not) be eliminated from the daily prayer.104 
Ibn al-Mutahhar restricts the scope of traditions that characterize the 
qunut as a temporary measure105 to the issue of cursing, an argument he 
also ascribes to al-Shafi‘ı.106 Finally, he notes that those traditions rou-
tinely cited by Shafi‘ı jurists to support the fajr qunut are equally applica-
ble to the qunut for the non-fajr prayers.107

In the second section of the Tadhkira, Ibn al-Mutahhar turns to the 
placement of the qunut, the content of its recitation, and the raising of the 
hands. In all three cases, he highlights similarities between Imamı posi-
tions and those of the Sunnı law schools. In other words, he shows that, 
whereas the Imamı stance may be unique as a whole, each individual ele-
ment finds support in the Sunnı sources. The Hanafıs (and some Malikıs), 
for example, agree with the Imamıs that the qunut should be performed 
before the rak‘a,108 whereas the Shafi‘ıs articulate similar preferences for 

98 Ibn al-Mutahhar, Tadhkira, 3:254–265. The qunut is not discussed in al-Muhaqqiq 
al-Hillı’s Shara’i‘.

99 For the Sunnı perspective on this verse, see footnote 117 in this chapter.
100 TI, 1:388 – 495 and 1:390 – 501 (on the authority of al-Baqir).
101 SKB, 2:283 – 3092 (on the authority of the Prophet); MAR, 3:32 – 4990 (on the author-

ity of ‘Alı).
102 Ibn al-Mutahhar, Tadhkira, 254–6.
103 Q40:60 reads, “And your Lord has said: Pray unto Me and I will hear your prayer. 

Surely those who scorn My service, they will enter hell, disgraced.”
104 Ibn al-Mutahhar, Tadhkira, 3:256.
105 This view is attributed to numerous authorities, including ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas and ‘Abd 

Allah b. Mas‘ud. He quotes a tradition (SKB, 2:303 – 3160) in which Umm Salama 
states that the Prophet prohibited the fajr qunut. He also alludes to Prophetic traditions 
narrated by ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ud (SKB, 2:302 – 3155; MIAS, 2:209 – 27) and Anas b. 
Malik (too numerous to list but including SB, 1:254 – 3; SM, 1:469 – 304; SAD, 2:68 – 
1445; and MIAS, 2:209–21).

106 Ibn al-Mutahhar, Tadhkira, 3:256–7.
107 Ibid., 3:257. He specifically makes use of two traditions (SKB, 2:287 – 3104 and 3105) 

which are also central to al-Shafi‘ı’s analysis (see earlier discussion in this chapter).
108 Ibid., 3:258.
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the qunut recitation.109 On the issue of raising the hands, the Imamı view 
is shared by both the Hanafıs and the Shafi‘ıs.110 Ibn al-Mutahhar dem-
onstrates the magnitude of this overlap by offering evidence drawn from 
both Imamı111 and Sunnı112 collections.

The third and final part of Ibn al-Mutahhar’s discussion focuses on 
contentious issues within Imamı juristic circles, namely (1) the qunut’s 
legal status (mandatory or recommended), (2) the manner of its recita-
tion (audible vs. silent), and (3) the insertion of an introductory takbır. In 
each of these cases, Ibn al-Mutahhar relates traditions that either support 
his preferred view or contradict those of his opponents. Specifically, he 
denies the mandatory nature of the qunut through selective interpreta-
tions of three Imamı traditions113 and then upholds audible recitation114 

109 Ibid., 3:260.
110 Ibid., 3:262. As previously noted, a difference of opinion regarding this issue persisted 

among Hanafı and Shafi‘ı jurists.
111 Ibid., 3:259. Imamı traditions on placement include TI, 1:388 – 495 and KK, 3:340 – 7. 

For invocations, a worshipper may recite one of his own choosing (a freedom granted 
by al-Sadiq in WS, 6:275–7950) as long as it exceeds five tasb ı hs or roughly ten words 
(on the basis of KK, 3:340 – 11). Alternately, he may choose an invocation ascribed to 
one of the Imams.

112 With respect to placement, Ibn al-Mutahhar quotes MAR, 3:37 – 5006 (narrated by 
‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ud); traditions similar to SAD, 2:64 – 1427 and SIM, 1:374 – 1182 
(narrated by Ubayy b. Ka‘b); and SM, 1:469 – 301 (narrated by Anas b. Malik). In 
terms of recitation, he favors the invocation ascribed to al-Hasan b. ‘Alı (see al-Darimı, 
Sunan (2000), 2:992 – 1632–3; SN II, 1:248 – 1) along with the shortened form of 
an invocation mentioned by Ibn Abı Shayba (MIAS, 2:214 – 6) and al-Bayhaqı (SKB, 
2:299 – 3144) on the authority ‘Umar. The latter is considered acceptable, but it is 
clearly inferior to invocations traced back to the Imams. For the raising of the hands, 
Ibn al-Mutahhar quotes a variant of SKB, 2:299 – 3145.

113 A longer and more thorough analysis of this issue can be found in Ibn al-Mutahhar’s 
Mukhtalaf al-shı ‘a (2:189–90), a work primarily concerned with legal debates within 
Imamı juristic circles. The discussion here centers on the qunut’s status as a manda-
tory or recommended part of prayer. The latter is the dominant view among Imamı 
jurists. The two primary proponents of the mandatory position are Ibn Abı ‘Aqıl and 
Ibn Babawayh, both of whom contend that the omission of the qunut leads to the 
invalidation of the prayer. Ibn al-Mutahhar’s refutation of this opinion rests on an 
Imamı hadıth (TI, 1:390–502) wherein al-Sadiq accepts the qunut either before or after 
the rak‘a. This tradition is deemed sound yet it contradicts the consensus view of the 
Imamıs that the qunut is recited after the rak‘a. Ibn al-Mutahhar notes that traditions 
appearing to negate acts of worship are actually negating only their mandatory status. 
Furthermore, he cites a tradition (identical in content to both TI, 1:391–505 and WS, 
6:269 – 7931) in which al-Rida relates from al-Baqir that the worshipper can choose 
whether to perform the qunut or not. In cases of taqiyya, al-Rida acknowledges that he 
himself does not perform the qunut. If the qunut was considered mandatory, this act on 
the part of an Imam would be unthinkable (Mukhtalaf, 2:190).

114 Ibn al-Mutahhar, Tadhkira, 3:261.
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and the introductory takbır115 based on the opinions of multiple author-
ity figures including ‘Alı, al-Baqir, al-Sadiq, and ‘Abd Allah b. Mughıra (d. 
after 184/800).

The purpose of Ibn al-Mutahhar’s Tadhkira is to carve out a space 
for the Imamıs in a legal landscape dominated by the Sunnı schools of 
law. This requires a detailed and careful defense of the qunut for each of 
the daily prayers. It also impacts the type of arguments Ibn al-Mutahhar 
employs because his audience consists primarily of jurists from rival law 
schools. Imamı works that lack this comparative dimension emphasize 
a completely different set of proofs resting on unique interpretations 
of Q2:238 and Q3:128. Detailed versions of these arguments (alluded 
to in juristic works) are predominantly found in the school’s exegetical 
literature.

Muslim commentators divide the most prominent and important of 
these verses (Q2:238) into two distinct parts: (1) “Hold fast to your 
prayers and the salat al-wusta” and (2) “stand up for God in the act of 
qunut (qumu li-llahi qanitın).”116 Sunnı exegetical works focus almost 
entirely on the first segment, proposing multiple possible meanings 
for salat al-wusta and settling (in most cases) on either the ‘asr or fajr 
 prayer.117 Given their support for the fajr qunut, we might expect Shafi‘ı 

115 Ibid., 3:264. For traditions, see TI, 1:386 – 488 (on the authority of al-Sadiq) and 
1:387 – 490 (on the authority of ‘Alı).

116 For examples of early Imamı exegetical works, see al-Qummı(?), Tafsır, 1:79 and 
al-‘Ayyashı, Tafsır (2000), 1:235–6.

117 Malikı exegetical works are generally concerned with determining the identity of the 
mysterious salat al-wusta. In al-Jami‘, al-Qurtubı proposes ten different interpretations-
before identifying the fajr prayer as the most likely candidate because of its inclusion 
of the qunut (al-Qurtubı, al-Jami‘, 3:209–12). In doing so, al-Qurtubı interprets the 
word qanitı n to refer to “individuals who recite invocations,” drawing on an opinion 
from ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas (a variant of texts from MIAS, 2:212 – 3 and 2:215 – 3; 
SKB, 2:291 – 3118) and further supported by two Prophetic traditions (a variant of a 
text from SM, 1:466 – 294 and 1:468 – 299; SKB, 2:294 – 3127) (al-Qurtubı, al-Jami‘, 
3:212–4). Abu H ayyan argues that the phrase al-salat al-wusta’ most likely refers to the 
‘asr prayer (Abu Hayyan, Bahr, 2:249–50). This opinion is the majority view among 
the Malikıs. Shafi‘ı exegetical works rarely mention the qunut in their commentaries on 
Q2:238. Although both Fakhr al-Dın al-Razı and Ibn Kathır acknowledge the potential 
link between the fajr prayer and al-salat al-wusta through the qunut, this interpreta-
tion is dismissed as unsound and problematic (al-Razı, Tafsı r, 6:160; Ibn Kathır, Tafsı r 
(2000), 2:392). Al-Razı concludes that fajr is most likely the al-salat al-wusta because of 
(1) its location between night and day and between the daytime and nighttime prayers 
combined with (2) five Qur’anic verses which emphasize its importance (al-Razı, Tafsı 
r, 6:158–60). Ibn Kathır, by contrast, identifies ‘asr as the most likely candidate (Ibn 
Kathır, Tafsır (2000), 2:394). Both exegetes connect the second part of the verse con-
taining the word qanitı n to the prohibition of conversation in the congregational prayer 
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or Malikı jurists to emphasize the connection between salat al-wusta in 
the first half of the verse and the term “qanitın” in the second. In actual-
ity, however, there are few (if any) references to Q2:238 in Sunnı discus-
sions of the issue.

The Imamıs, by contrast, view Q2:238 as explicit proof for the gen-
eral validity of the qunut. A typical Imamı interpretation of the verse is 
offered by al-Fadl b. al-Hasan al-Tabrisı in his Majma‘ al-bayan.118 The 
text begins in a manner reminiscent of Sunnı exegetical works by laying 
out a variety of possible explanations for the salat al-wusta. Instead of 
selecting one of these, however, al-Tabrisı concedes the impossibility of 
determining the exact identity of the prayer and draws parallels with 
the uncertainty associated with the “night of power” (laylat al-qadr) in 
Ramadan.119 He then turns to the second segment of the verse and inter-
prets the word qanitın to mean supplicants who recite an “invocation in 
the prayer while standing.”120 The result is a general affirmation of the 
qunut for all prayers including salat al-wusta, a term taken to refer to one 
of the five daily prayers or any number of supererogatory prayers.

A second verse of particular import in Imamı discussions of the qunut 
is Q3:128. While there is a general consensus among Muslim exegetes 
regarding the historical context of its revelation, there are significant dif-
ferences regarding its legal implications.121 The verse is broadly associated 
with the Prophet’s cursing of enemies during the Battle of Uhud or in the 
aftermath of the massacre at Bi’r Ma‘una. Sunnı scholars are concerned 
with defining the scope of Q3:128. Did it abrogate the act of cursing 
or was it a general injunction against the qunut in prayer? The Imamıs, 
by contrast, restrict its scope to one incident of cursing at one histori-
cal moment. Al-Tabrisı’s analysis of Q3:128 emphasizes God’s unitary 
power to punish and forgive as the Prophet is instructed to persevere with 
his job of warning nonbelievers and guiding them to truth.122 Although it 
is possible to see this as a prohibition against cursing, al-Tabrisı portrays 

(al-Razı, Tafsı r, 6:163 and Ibn Kathır, Tafsır (2000), 2:405–6). For a succinct summary 
of the range of opinion, see al-Tabarı, Tafsır, 2:69–75. See also footnote 67 in this 
chapter.

118 al-Tabrisı, Majma‘ (1958), 2:163–5.
119 Ibid., 2:165.
120 Ibid., 2:165.
121 al-‘Ayyashı is unique his attempts to connect Q3:128 to the Prophet’s desire to designate 

‘Alı as his successor at a time when the community was growing increasingly jealous of 
his special status and disproportionate honors (al-‘Ayyashı, Tafsır [1961–2], 1:197).

122 al-Tabrisı, Majma‘ (1958), 2:462–5.
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it more as a historical curiosity than a legal injunction. Similarly, in Nahj 
al-bayan, Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybanı limits the verse’s impact 
to the aftermath of the massacre at Bi’r Ma‘una with no indication of a 
wider legal applicability.123

Overall, the Imamıs (through ikhtilaf works) uphold the qunut in all 
obligatory and supererogatory prayers on the basis of (1) traditions citing 
the opinions of their Imams and (2) an extension of the Shafi‘ı arguments 
in favor of the fajr qunut. For systematic discussions of the qunut, how-
ever, it is necessary to examine the exegetical literature that forwards dis-
tinctive interpretations of Q2:238 and Q3:128. There is a general school 
consensus on most issues (i.e., the placement of the qunut before the rak‘a 
and prefacing it with a takbır), but differences persist on the raising of the 
hands and the validity of cursing.124

The Zaydıs

Although the Zaydıs affirm the validity of the fajr and witr qunut, they 
disagree sharply on most other issues including (but not limited to) its 
placement and recitation. These differences were first articulated by a 
group of prominent 3rd/9th-century Kufan jurists who supported their 
views through competing sets of textual evidence. Over time, the Hadawı 
school triumphed over rival opinions and came to represent a majority of 
Zaydıs. The discussion that follows (1) examines the dominant Hadawı 
stance (as first detailed by al-Hadı in the 3rd/9th century) and (2) surveys 
a range of divergent opinions (as catalogued by al-‘Alawı in the 5th/11th 
century).125

The earliest systematic Zaydı analysis of the qunut is ascribed to 
al-Hadı and preserved in his Kitab al-ahkam and Kitab al-muntakhab.126 
Both works describe the qunut as a recommended part of the fajr and witr 

123 al-Shaybanı, Nahj, 3:67–8.
124 One might be tempted to forge a connection between the Imamı approval of qunut in all 

prayers and the school’s adherence to bara’a (disassociation from enemies of ‘Alı) which 
may take the form of cursing in the context of prayer. The dispute in Imamı juristic 
circles over the validity of cursing during the qunut argues against this interpretation. 
Moreover, Basran traditions from Sunnı collections support the qunut in all prayers 
suggesting that this position was present among the proto-Sunnıs in Iraq even if it only 
survived among the Imamıs. For the Basran evidence, see Haider, Birth, 179–90.

125 Throughout this section, the Nasirı position is elaborated in the footnotes for purposes 
of comparison when necessary.

126 For similar (though less detailed) articulations of the Hadawı view, see al-Mu’ayyad 
bi-Allah Ahmad b.al-Husayn, al-Tajrıd, 65; al-Natiq bi’l-Haqq, al-Tahrır, 1:89; and Ibn 
al-Murtada, Azhar, 1:40.
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prayers, place it after the rak‘a, and reject the introductory takbır.127 The 
takbır does not invalidate the prayer (or impugn a worshipper), but al-Hadı 
still discourages it in the strongest terms based on the established practice 
of the family of the Prophet.128 He also does not require the raising of the 
hands in the course of the qunut recitation.129 With one exception (i.e., 
the use of the witr qunut year-round), al-Hadı’s stance aligns with that of  
the Shafi‘ıs, and he consciously positions himself in opposition to the 
Hanafıs whose opinions he often conflates with the Sunnıs as a whole.130

A disproportionate amount of space in both the Ah ka m and the 
Muntakhab is devoted to identifying permissible texts for the qunu t rec-
itation. Al-Ha dı  requires these to be Qur’a nic and expresses a particular 
preference for invocations from the latter half of surat al-baqara includ-
ing Q2:136,131 Q2:286132 and Q2:201.133 He must contend, however, 
with numerous Sunnı  and Ima mı  traditions that prefer non-Qur’a nic 
invocations. The most famous of these is ascribed to al-H asan b. ‘Alı  b. 
Abı  T a lib and recommended by a broad cross section of scholars from 
a number of law schools.134 Even though al-Ha dı  acknowledges the 
validity (and merit) of this invocation, he offers two explanations for its 
exclusion from the qunu t recitation. The first is historical, as he notes 
that the revelation of Q2:238 abrogated conversation in the prayer.135  

127 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 2:107–9; al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:58–60.
128 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 2:108; al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:58.
129 al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:59.
130 See, for example, his discussion of Sunnıs who limit the qunut to witr or place it before 

the rak‘a (al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:58). That he makes such a conflation is not surpris-
ing considering the influence of the Hanafı school in Kufa.

131 Q2:136 – “Say: We believe in Allah and that which is revealed unto us and that which 
was revealed unto Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes, and that 
which Moses and Jesus received, and that which the prophets received from their Lord. 
We make no distinction between any of them, and unto Him we have surrendered.”

132 Q2:286 – “Allah burdens not a soul beyond its capacity. For it (is only) that which it 
has earned, and against it (only) that which it deserves. Our Lord! Condemn us not if 
we forget, or miss the mark! Our Lord! Lay not on us such a burden as thou did lay 
on those before us! Our Lord! Impose not on us that which we have not the strength 
to bear! Pardon us, absolve us and have mercy on us, Thou, our Protector, and give us 
victory over the disbelieving folk.”

133 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 2:108 and al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:59. Q2:201 – “And there are 
some amongst them who say: Our Lord! Give unto us in the world that which is good 
and in the Hereafter that which is good, and guard us from the doom of Fire.”

134 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 2:109. There are slight differences in the text of this invocation as 
preserved in the Ahkam (SKB, 2:296 – 3138) and the Muntakhab (SN II, 1:248 – 1).

135 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 2:109; al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:59. This interpretation is favored 
by most Sunnı exegetes including al-Zamakhsharı who enjoyed considerable status 
within Zaydı circles for his Mu‘tazilı beliefs (al-Zamakhsharı, al-Kashshaf, 1:287–8).
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He then characterizes all non-Qur’a nic invocations (including that 
of al-H asan) as variations of conversational speech, thereby deeming 
them inappropriate for the qunu t.136 The second is locational in that 
such invocations should be recited exclusively at the end of the prayer. 
Al-Ha dı  concludes that traditions in favor of non-Qur’a nic invocations 
either (1) date from a period before Q2:238 or (2) support their recita-
tion at the conclusion of the ritual prayer. In the Muntakhab, he makes 
a slight concession, allowing al-H asan’s non-Qur’a nic invocation (but 
no others) in the recitation of the witr qunu t due to the prayer’s super-
erogatory status.137

Al-Hadı’s views did not go unchallenged by his Zaydı contemporaries. 
This fact is strikingly evident in the depiction of Kufan Zaydism pre-
served in Muhammad b. ‘Alı al-‘Alawı’s al-Jami‘ al-kafı .138 Al-‘Alawı 
begins by claiming a general consensus among the Family of the Prophet 
in favor of the fajr qunut and a strong majority opinion in favor of the 
witr qunut.139 There is a great deal more divisiveness regarding the other 
prayers with Muhammad b. Mansur (d. 290/903) and Hasan b. Yahya 
(d. 260/874) endorsing the qunut in all audible prayers140 (fajr, maghrib, 
‘isha’, and jum‘a) and the Hadawıs (associated with al-Qasim b. Ibrahım 
al-Rassı – d. 246/860) and Ahmad b. ‘Isa rejecting it.141

A similar rift is apparent regarding secondary issues. Whereas the 
Hadawıs locate the qunut after the rak‘a, a majority of the major Kufan 
jurists (Ahmad b. ‘Isa, Hasan b. Yahya,142 and Muhammad b. Mansur) 
place it before the rak‘a.143 Ahmad b. ‘Isa, in particular, attacks the 
Hadawıs for relying on Basran traditions rather than the example of ‘Alı 
who lived in Kufa and was known to perform the qunut before the rak‘a.144 

136 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 2:109; al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:59.
137 al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:59.
138 al-‘Alawı, al-Jami‘, 2:68–72; See also Sharaf al-Dın, Shifa’, 1:292–4; and Ibn Miftah, 

Sharh, 2:268–71. For a description of the Jami‘, see Chapter 2.
139 Ibid., 2:69. A single opposing opinion is ascribed to al-Kazim via AA, 1:283 – 407 but 

dismissed as an instance of taqiyya.
140 Ibid., 2:70. This view is supported by two traditions on the authority of al-Baqir (AA, 

1:288 – 415 and 416). It bears a striking resemblance to that of al-Shalmaghanı (Fiqh, 
110) and is ascribed by al-Sharıf al-Murtada to the Nasirı Zaydıs (Masa’il al-nasiriyyat, 
230–2). It may have represented an early Kufan position that, although discarded early 
on by both the Sunnı and Imamı Shı‘ı law schools, remained the dominant Nasirı view 
through at least the 5th/11th century.

141 Ibid., 2:70.
142 Ibid., 2:69. Hasan b. Yahya’s view is complicated by his support for the qunut before the 

rak‘a in fajr and after the rak‘a in witr.
143 Ibid., 2:69.
144 Ibid., 2:69.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Curses and Invocations 117

Muhammad b. Mansur additionally contests the Hadawı rejection of the 
takbır prior to the qunut and the raising of the hands. He agrees (in prin-
ciple) that the takbır should not precede the qunut but permits the practice 
on the basis of a tradition on the authority of ‘Alı.145 A stronger disagree-
ment is evident in the raising of the hands where Muhammad b. Mansur 
distinguishes between obligatory (no raising of the hands) and supererog-
atory (raising of the hands) prayers.146

As in the legal works of al-Hadı, a large section of al-‘Alawı’s discussion 
is concerned with the issue of recitation. Each of the four major Kufan 
authorities is linked to a particular set of preferred invocations. Al-Qasim 
b. Ibrahım, as the mouthpiece of the Hadawı school, strongly advocates 
Qur’anic invocations such as Q2:201.147 Unlike al-Hadı’s uncompromis-
ing stance on the recitation in the obligatory prayers (above), however, 
al-Qasim permits invocations that only resemble the Qur’an.148 Ahmad b. 
‘Īsa, by contrast, endorses two invocations on the authority of the Prophet 
and ‘Umar with no mention of the Qur’an.149 He claims that the worship-
per is free to choose a method of addressing God and may pray for spe-
cific people by name. This practice is ascribed to ‘Alı in the context of witr 
and is extended to fajr through the principle that “whatever is permitted 
in the supererogatory is permitted in the mandatory.”150 H asan b. Yahya 
and Muhammad b. Mansur favor the use of Qur’anic passages but also 
permit non-Qur’anic invocations.151 In a significant departure from both 
the Hadawıs and Ahmad b. ‘Īsa, they also allow the cursing of individuals 
in emulation of the Prophet’s cursing after the Bi’r Ma‘una massacre and 
the Battle of Uhud.152 Hasan b. Yahya explicitly denies that cursing was 
abrogated in Q3:128 by noting that ‘Alı and ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas cursed 
Mu’awiya during the first civil war.153 They would not have done so had 

145 Ibid., 2:69.
146 Ibid., 2:69.
147 Ibid., 2:71. As an example, he quotes AA, 1:290 – 423, which relates the invocation of 

al-Hasan b. ‘Alı.
148 Ibid., 2:71.
149 Ibid., 2:71. For the Prophetic invocation, see AA, 1:290 – 423. For the invocation on the 

authority of ‘Umar, see MIAS, 2:213 – 2.
150 Ibid., 2:71.
151 Ibid., 2:71–2. Hasan b. Yahya recommends Q2:136 (for text, see footnote 131 in this 

chapter) and Q2:201 (for text, see footnote 133 in this chapter) along with the invoca-
tion in AA, 1:290 – 423. Muhammad b. Mansur recommends Q2:136 and the invoca-
tion found in MIAS, 2:213 – 2.

152 Ibid., 2:71–2. Hasan b. Yahya mentions the massacre at Bi’r Ma‘una, whereas 
Muhammad b. Mansur alludes to the Battle of Uhud.

153 Ibid., 2:71.
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the Qur’an outlawed cursing absolutely, suggesting that the verse only 
applied to a specific incident in the life of the Prophet.

The majority view among Zaydı jurists is that of the Hadawıs who 
limit the qunut to the fajr prayer (in line with the Shafi‘ıs) and perform 
the witr prayer throughout the year (in line with the Hanafıs). On sec-
ondary issues, they place the qunut after the rak‘a and reject both its 
introduction with a takbır and the raising of the hands. The Hadawıs 
are distinctive in their emphasis on (and in some cases requirement of) 
the use of Qur’anic invocations in the qunut recitation. Challenges to 
Hadawı dominance were immediate and long-lasting, as exemplified 
by Muhammad b. Mansur, a 3rd/9th-century Kufan Zaydı jurist, who 
extended the qunut to all the audible prayers, placed it before the rak‘a, 
prefaced it with a takbır, allowed the raising of hands, and permitted the 
cursing of individuals. In other words, his view was almost diametrically 
opposed to that of the Hadawıs, aligning most closely with the Imamıs.

The Legal Landscape

Table 4.1 provides a summary of each school’s legal position on the 
qunut.154 The Hanafıs restrict the qunut to the witr prayer before the 
rak‘a and affirm its general validity. They also endorse an introductory 
takbır and prefer a recitation that consists of invocations rather than 
curses. Although the school initially seems to have rejected the rais-
ing of the hands, later jurists came to accept the practice. The Hanafıs 
were opposed by (Medinan) Malikıs and Shafi‘ıs who affirm the qunut 
in fajr and uphold it in witr for the second half of Ramadan. Whereas 
the Hanafıs forward a wide interpretation of Q3:128, allowing for the 
omission of the qunut in all the mandatory prayers, the Malikıs and the 
Shafi‘ıs restrict the scope of the verse to the issue of cursing. The Malikıs 
cite Medinan ‘amal to support their stance whereas the Shafi‘ıs navigate 

154 I was unable to find corresponding discussions on the qunut in the daily prayer for 
the Ẓahirıs, the Isma‘ılıs, and the Ibadıs. According to the ikhtilaf literature, Sufyan 
al-Thawrı favored the witr qunut and rejected the fajr qunut. It should be noted, how-
ever, that 75% (18/24) of the traditions he transmits affirm the fajr qunut. He also 
narrates three traditions which uphold the maghrib qunut. While the ikhtilaf works 
do not discuss his opinion on the placement of the qunut, almost all of his transmitted 
traditions locate it before the rak‘a. Overall, Sufyan al-Thawrı’s position is broadly in 
agreement with the ahl al-ra’y but it also helps explain the surprising presence of Sunnı 
Kufan accounts that support the maghrib qunut. See also, Qaffal, Hilyat, 2:134 and 
Mughnı I, 2:580.
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through the often contradictory textual evidence. Both schools limit the 
qunut recitation to invocations and reject the insertion of an introductory 
takbır. The Hanbalıs rely solely on traditions, following the Hanafıs in 
their affirmation of the year-round witr qunut but differing on its place-
ment in the prayer. Their position is distinctive among the Sunnıs in that 
they permit cursing in the qunut recitation. As for the Shı‘ı legal schools, 
the Imamıs align partly with the Hanafıs. They place the qunut before 
the rak‘a, preface it with a takbır, and (after an early disagreement) 
endorse the raising of the hands. They differ from the Hanafıs in extend-
ing the qunut to all the prayers and permitting cursing. On the whole, 
the Imamıs base their position on a distinct (in its acceptance) interpreta-
tion of Q2:238 and provide traditions drawn from both Imamı and the 
Sunnı collections. Finally, the Zaydıs are characterized by a fragmented 
set of views that persist well into the postformative period. The dominant 
(Hadawı) opinion accords with the Shafi‘ıs and Malikıs in upholding the 
fajr and witr qunut after the rak‘a. At the same time, however, it does not 
restrict the witr qunut to the second half of Ramadan. The primary dis-
tinguishing feature of Zaydı legal discourse is its emphasis on Qur’anic 
recitation in the qunut.

Table 4.1. A Summary of the Juristic Treatment of the Qunut

 Prayers Placement Recitation Takbır Hands

Hanafıs Witr Before Invocations Yes No/Yes
Malikıs Fajr

Witr (2nd half  
of Ramadan)

Before 
(preferred)
After  
(permitted)

Invocations No No/Yes

Shafi‘ıs Fajr
Witr (2nd half  

of Ramadan)

After Invocations No No/Yes

Hanbalıs Witr After Invocations/
Curses

N/A Yes

Imamıs All Before Invocations/
Curses

Yes Yes

Hadawı Zaydıs*
(majority)

Fajr, Witr After Invocations No No

Nasirı Zaydıs*
(minority)

Fajr, Maghrib, 
‘Isha’

Before Invocations/
Curses

N/A N/A 

* For the differences between these groups, see footnotes 65 and 66 in Chapter 2.
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comparing the ku fan traditions

Many of the traditions utilized by Muslim jurists in their discussions of 
the qunut predate the formation of the formal law schools and preserve 
echoes of regional differences in ritual practice. As noted in Chapter 2, 
these texts were circulating in 2nd/8th-century Kufa contemporaneous 
with (according to the heresiographical sources) the emergence of Imamı 
and Zaydı sectarian identities. In the second part of this chapter, we eval-
uate the reliability of the origin narratives for these sectarian groups 
through a structural analysis of the Kufan qunut traditions.

The Kufan Traditions – An Overview

The following section focuses on one issue related to the qunut, namely 
the identity of those daily prayers for which it is deemed permissible.155 
This narrowing in scope is necessitated by the vast complexity and enor-
mous breadth of the qunut traditions. A comprehensive examination of 
all qunut texts pertaining to each primary and secondary issue could fill 
an entire book in its own right. Furthermore, it is possible to meet the 
goals of this study (i.e., to identify sectarian overlaps) by focusing on a 
single primary issue (albeit a controversial one in the Kufan context) as 
opposed to the myriad of more subtle differences.

Our analysis centers on 242 Kufan traditions156 sifted from a larger 
pool of 469 pertinent texts preserved in the primary (canonical and 
noncanonical) Sunnı, Imamı, and Zaydı collections. The procedure for 
labeling accounts Kufan is discussed in Chapter 2 and rests on the geo-
graphical affiliations of transmitters from the 2nd/8th century. The most 
striking feature of this data is the discrepancy between the textual contri-
butions of the three sectarian communities. Specifically, a vast majority of 
the Kufan qunut accounts are drawn from Sunnı (56 percent or 135 tra-
ditions) sources with considerably smaller allotments taken from Imamı 

155 The discussion here does not include the witr prayer, which the Hanafıs considered 
obligatory (wajib) but which the other law schools did not regard as mandatory (fard). 
It is limited to the five prayers that all the Islamic law schools agree are incumbent on 
every Muslim. These are the dawn prayer (fajr), the noon prayer (zuhr), the afternoon 
prayer (‘asr), the sunset prayer (maghrib), and the evening prayer (‘isha’).

156 As in Chapter 3, Table 4.2 assigns each Kufan tradition a number based on the death 
date of authority figures. In such a scheme, a low number (e.g., 001) represents a tradi-
tion that cites an early authority (e.g., the Prophet). The Kufan traditions are not num-
bered sequentially because they were drawn from a larger overall pool of 469 traditions. 
For the original sources of these texts, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia
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(30 percent or 73 traditions)157 or Zaydı (14 percent or 34 traditions)158 
collections.159 This numerical disparity will be directly addressed in the 
structural analyses that follows.

Table 4.2 reflects a particular Sunnı interest in the status of the qunut 
in the dawn (fajr) prayer (62 percent of all Sunnı accounts) with a sig-
nificant divide between those traditions that endorse its inclusion (36 
percent) and those that oppose it (27 percent). There is virtually no sup-
port for the qunut in the afternoon prayers (i.e., zuhr and ‘asr) and only 
minimal references to its performance in the sunset (maghrib) (9 percent) 
and evening (‘isha’) (2 percent) prayers. The Zaydı Kufan traditions are 
unanimous in their approval of the qunut in the fajr (53 percent) prayer 
and offer considerable support for its use in the maghrib (21 percent) 
prayer. Similarly to the Sunnı accounts, they seem to reject the practice 
in both the zuhr and ‘asr prayers. By contrast, the Imamı texts affirm the 
qunut for every prayer including (uniquely) the afternoon (27 percent) 
prayers. Many of these are not simply general endorsements of the qunut 
but rather very specific statements that mention each of the five prayers 
by name.

Overall, our findings suggest a primary Kufan concern with the witr 
and the fajr prayers. In the case of witr, the qunut was unequivocally 
sanctioned by all the legal schools. The fajr qunut was more problematic 
as Sunnı traditions were polarized between those that supported it (e.g., 
the Shafi‘ıs and Malikıs) and those that opposed it (e.g., the Hanafıs). The 
Sunnı and Zaydı traditions also intimate the existence of a third group 
(later embodied by the Nasirı Caspian Zaydıs) that permitted the qunut 
in the maghrib and ‘isha’ prayer. The Imamı Kufan traditions are singular 
in extending the qunut to all five daily prayers.

Authorities

As in the previous chapter, the first comparison focuses on authority fig-
ures mentioned in the traditions preserved by each sectarian community. 

157 This constitutes 71% of the entirety of 104 Imamı traditions.
158 This constitutes 85% of the entirety of 40 Zaydı traditions.
159 This is in stark contrast to the equal numbers of basmala traditions provided by each 

sectarian group in Chapter 3. Such a disparity must be factored in a consideration of the 
general applicability of our conclusions; however, its impact should not be overstated. If 
the patterns evident in the previous analysis hold, then we still have two corroborating 
sets of data. Also note that given the large differences in the number/scale of traditions 
preserved by each sectarian community, a disparity is to be expected in almost all cases. 
The basmala was thus an exceptional case as opposed to the general rule.
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Table 4.2. The Kufan Traditions (Qunut)

Sunnı  Zaydı Imamı

 Pro Anti All Pro All Pro*

Fajr 026
034
038
037
041
042
044
070
082
164
171
172
173
179
180
192

193
208
209
212
214
237
238
239
243
245
246
247
248
249
252
262

265
266
267
268
279
288
289
295
305
308
309
310
316
317
348
375

012
146
149
151
178
181
182
183
184
185
186
196
197
206
211
215
216
217

218
219
221
253
273
276
277
278
287
291
292
293
294
300
319
323
326
331

018
030
036
039
125
230
232
233
251

256
257
280
320
345
346
352
409
445

234
235
259
349
350
353
358
359

406
360
367
369
370
377
382
386

387
388
389
393
400
402
405
407

413
414
418
419
420
432

Ẓuhr 044 146 124 259
349
350
353
358

359
360
367
369
370

377
384
388
393
400

402
405
413
414
418

‘Asr 044 146 259
349
350
353
358

359
360
367
369
370

377
384
388
393
400

402
405
413
414
418

Maghrib 037
038
040
041
042
043

044
236
241
242
245
348

146 036
039
240
251

320
346
352

226
259
349
350
353
358

359
360
367
369
370
377

382
387
388
392
393
400

402
405
407
413
414
418

‘Isha’ 044
348

146 346
352

259
349
350
353
358
359

360
367
369
370
377
382

387
388
393
400
402

405
407
413
414
418

 



Curses and Invocations 123

Sunnı  Zaydı Imamı

 Pro Anti All Pro All Pro*

Witr 009
010
011
014
022a
024
024a
025

245
325
327
328
329
330
220

146 018
030
230
232

244
345
409

131
349
350
358
366

376
379
385
390
398

400
405
407
408
410

411
416
417
432

Unspecified 022
023
029
158
159
163
168

201
231
250
269
270
271
272

302
303
306
324
424
422

013
015
016
073a
121
135

138
162
166
169
255
322

081
123
145
227
254
260
263

264
304
307
332
362
447

046
132
133
148
343
344
347

351
355
357
361
363
368
378

381
382
391
394
395
396
397

399
403
404
412
415
421
448
383*

*  denotes the only Imamı tradition that rejects the qunut. For complete references corresponding to each 
numbered tradition, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia

 

In Table 4.3, the number in the parenthesis (prior to each name) repre-
sents the total number of accounts that invoke a given authority, and 
texts that cite the Prophet or the first four caliphs are counted twice.160 
Recall that we are particularly interested in evidence for the emergence 
of distinct Imamı and Zaydı sectarian identities. To this end, a large num-
ber of authorities shared between groups intimates a degree of overlap, 
whereas reliance on distinctive authorities suggests independence.

The data in Table 4.3 suggests three primary conclusions. First, there 
is no significant overlap between the Imamı and Sunnı traditions. The 
two sects share four authorities: the Prophet, ‘Alı, ‘Abd Allah b. Ma‘qil (d. 
80/699), and al-Baqir. The Prophet’s importance is reduced by the fact that 
he is cited by all sects for obvious reasons. Although ‘Alı is more contro-
versial, his status is upheld by each of the sects considered in this study as 
(1) a seminal patriarchal figure for Imamıs and Zaydıs and (2) the fourth 

160 The first time with respect to their primary authority (e.g., Abu Bakr) and the second 
time with respect to their first transmitters. As discussed in Chapter 3, this is done 
because Prophetic and caliphal traditions contain significant contradictions that disap-
pear when analysis is extended to first transmitters. Note that in some traditions, the 
opinions of early transmitters are preserved alongside their recollections of authorities 
such as the Prophet or Abu Bakr.

 

 



124

Ta
bl

e 
4.

3.
 A

ut
ho

ri
ti

es
 C

it
ed

 (
Q

un
ut

)

 
Su

nn
ı

Z
ay

dı


Im
am

ı

U
ni

qu
e 

                          

(5
) 

U
ba

yy
 b

. K
a‘

b 
b.

 Q
ay

s 
(d

. 2
0/

64
1?

)
(3

) T
ar

iq
 b

. A
sh

ya
m

 (
d.

 2
0–

50
/6

41
–7

0?
)

(1
1)

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 M
as

‘u
d 

(3
2/

65
2)

(2
) A

bu
 M

us
a 

al
-A

sh
‘a

rı
 (

49
/6

69
)

(2
) A

bd
 a

l-
R

ah
m

an
 b

. A
bz

a 
(d

. l
at

e 
1s

t/
ea

rl
y 

8t
h 

c)
(1

) ‘
A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 M

ug
ha

ff
al

 (
d.

 6
0/

68
0)

(2
) 

R
ab

ı‘ 
b.

 K
hu

th
ay

m
 (

d.
 6

0–
7/

68
0–

5)
(1

) ‘
A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 S

ak
hb

ar
a 

(d
. 6

0–
7/

68
0–

5)
(2

) ‘
A

lq
am

a 
b.

 Q
ay

s 
b.

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
(d

. 6
3/

68
2)

(1
) ‘

A
ta

’ b
. Y

as
ar

 (
d.

 6
5/

68
5)

(3
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘U
m

ar
 (

d.
 7

3/
69

2)
(1

) 
M

uh
am

m
ad

 b
. ‘

A
lı 

b.
 A

bı
 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 7

3/
69

2)
(3

) ‘
U

ba
yd

 b
. ‘

U
m

ay
r 

b.
 Q

at
ad

a 
(d

. 7
3/

69
2)

(6
) A

sw
ad

 b
. Y

az
ıd

 b
. Q

ay
s 

(d
. 7

5/
69

4)
(2

) ‘
A

m
r 

b.
 M

ay
m

un
 (

d.
 7

5/
69

4)
(2

) T
ar

iq
 b

. S
hi

ha
b 

b.
 ‘A

bd
 a

l-
Sh

am
s 

(d
. 8

3/
70

2)
(1

) 
M

ah
an

 (
A

bu
 S

al
im

 a
l-

H
an

af
ı)

 (
d.

 8
3/

70
2)

(1
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. ‘
A

bd
 (

d.
 8

6/
70

5)
(1

) ‘
A

w
f 

b.
 M

al
ik

 b
. N

ad
la

 (
d.

 9
0/

70
8)

(6
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 H
ab

ıb
 (

d.
 1

05
/7

23
?)

(2
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. M
al

la
 (

d.
 9

5–
10

0/
71

3–
8)

(2
) 

Z
ay

d 
b.

 W
ah

b 
(d

. 9
6/

71
4)

(1
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. a
l-

A
sw

ad
 (

d.
 1

00
/7

18
)

(2
) ‘

Ā
m

ir
 b

. S
ha

ra
hı

l (
d.

 1
07

/7
25

)
(1

) ‘
Ā

m
ir

 b
. W

at
hi

la
 b

. ‘
A

bd
 A

lla
h 

(d
. 1

10
/7

28
)

(1
) ‘

A
m

r 
b.

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘U
ba

yd
 (

d.
 1

27
/7

45
)

(1
) 

M
uh
am

m
ad

 b
. ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 (

d.
 1

48
/7

65
)

(1
) 

Su
fy

an
 a

l-
T

ha
w

rı
 (

d.
 1

61
/7

78
)

(1
) ‘

U
m

ar
 b

. ‘
A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 6

7/
68

7)
(1

) ‘
A

rf
aj

a 
b.

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
(d

. 7
0/

68
9)

(1
) ‘

U
rw

a 
b.

 a
l-

Z
ub

ay
r 

b.
 a

l-
‘A

w
w

am
 (

d.
 8

3/
70

2)
(1

) 
Sa

‘d
 (

M
ug

hı
th

) 
b.

 ‘A
m

r 
(d

. 8
5/

70
4)

(1
) 

Sa
‘ıd

 b
. a

l-
M

us
ay

ya
b 

(d
. 9

4/
71

3)
(1

) 
M

uj
ah

id
 b

. J
ab

r 
(d

. 1
00

 o
r 

10
4/

71
8 

or
 1

22
)

(1
) 

Z
ay

d 
b.

 ‘A
lı 

(d
. 1

22
/7

40
)

(1
) 

Ib
ra

hı
m

 b
. M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
62

/7
79

)
(1

) 
Q

as
im

 b
. I

br
ah

ım
 a

l-
R

as
sı

 (
d.

 2
46

/8
60

)
(2

) A
hm

ad
 b

. ‘
Īs

a 
b.

 Z
ay

d 
(d

. 2
48

/8
62

) 
                 

(1
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. S
am

ur
a 

(d
. 5

1/
67

1)
(1

) 
Sa

bb
ah
 b

. Y
ah
ya

 (
d.

 m
id

 2
nd

/8
th

 c
)

(1
) ‘

A
lı 

al
-R

id
a 

(d
. 2

03
/8

19
)

(1
) ‘

A
lı 

al
-H

ad
ı (

d.
 2

54
/8

68
) 

                       

Sh
ar

ed
 

                 

¥ 
(3

2)
 M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
1/

63
2)

¥ 
(2

1)
 ‘A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

0/
66

1)
¥ 

(2
) 

M
uh
am

m
ad

 a
l-

B
aq

ir
 (

d.
 1

17
/7

35
)

Z
S 

(5
) A

bu
 B

ak
r 

(d
. 1

3/
63

5)
Z

S 
(3

1)
 ‘U

m
ar

 b
. a

l-
K

ha
tt
ab

 (
d.

 2
3/

64
4)

Z
S 

(3
) ‘

U
th

m
an

 b
. ‘

A
ff

an
 (

35
/6

55
)

Z
S 

(8
) 

al
-H

as
an

 b
. ‘

A
lı 

b.
 A

bı
 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

9/
66

9)
Z

S 
(1

4)
 B

ar
a’

 b
. ‘

Ā
zi

b 
b.

 a
l-

H
ar

it
h 

(d
. 5

0/
67

0)
Z

S 
(1

) 
H
ar

it
h 

b.
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 J

ab
ir

 (
d.

 6
5/

68
5)

Z
S 

(7
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘A
bb

as
 (

d.
 6

8/
68

8)
Z

S 
(3

) ‘
A

bd
 a

l-
R

ah
m

an
 b

. M
a‘

qi
l (

d.
 8

0/
69

9?
)

Z
S 

(4
) 

Ib
n 

A
bı

 L
ay

la
 (

d.
 8

3/
70

2)
Z

S 
(5

) 
Sa

‘ıd
 b

. J
ub

ay
r 

(d
. 9

5/
71

3)
Z

S 
(1

2)
 I

br
ah

ım
 a

l-
N

ak
ha

‘ı 
(d

. 9
6/

71
4)

IS
 (

3)
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 M

a‘
qi

l b
.(

d.
 8

0/
69

9)
 

 

¥ 
(9

) 
M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
1/

63
2)

¥ 
(1

4)
 ‘A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

0/
66

1)
¥ 

(1
1)

 M
uh
am

m
ad

 a
l-

B
aq

ir
 (

d.
 1

17
/7

35
)

Z
S 

(1
) A

bu
 B

ak
r 

(d
. 1

3/
63

5)
Z

S 
(1

) ‘
U

m
ar

 b
. a

l-
K

ha
tt
ab

 (
d.

23
/6

44
)

Z
S 

(1
) ‘

U
th

m
an

 b
. ‘

A
ff

an
 (

35
/6

55
)

Z
S 

(1
) 

al
-H

as
an

 b
. ‘

A
lı 

b.
 A

bı
 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

9/
66

9)
Z

S 
(2

) 
B

ar
a’

 b
. ‘

Ā
zi

b 
b.

 a
l-

H
ar

it
h 

(d
. 5

0/
67

0)
Z

S 
(2

) 
H
ar

it
h 

b.
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 J

ab
ir

 (
d.

 6
5/

68
5)

Z
S 

(2
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘A
bb

as
 (

d.
 6

8/
68

8)
Z

S 
(1

) ‘
A

bd
 a

l-
R

ah
m

an
 b

. M
a‘

qi
l (

d.
 8

0/
69

9?
)

Z
S 

(2
) 

Ib
n 

A
bı

 L
ay

la
 (

d.
 8

3/
70

2)
Z

S 
(1

) 
Sa

‘ıd
 b

. J
ub

ay
r 

(d
. 9

5/
71

3)
Z

S 
(1

) 
Ib

ra
hı

m
 a

l-
N

ak
ha

‘ı 
(d

. 9
6/

71
4)

Z
I 

(1
) 

Ja
‘f

ar
 a

l-
Sa

di
q 

(d
. 1

48
/7

65
)

¥ 
(5

) 
M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
1/

63
2)

¥ 
(5

) ‘
A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

0/
66

1)
¥ 

(1
8)

 M
uh
am

m
ad

 a
l-

B
aq

ir
 (

d.
 1

17
/7

35
)

IS
 (

1)
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 M

a‘
qi

l (
d.

 8
0/

69
9)

 

Z
I 

(5
1)

 J
a‘

fa
r 

al
-S
ad

iq
 (

d.
 1

48
/7

65
)

N
ot

e:
 I

nt
er

se
ct

io
ns

 b
et

w
ee

n 
al

l t
hr

ee
 a

re
 d

en
ot

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
sy

m
bo

l “
¥”

. I
nt

er
se

ct
io

ns
 b

et
w

ee
n 

th
e 

Z
ay

dı
s 

an
d 

Im
am

ıs
 a

re
 d

en
ot

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
sy

m
bo

l “
Z

I.”
 I

nt
er

se
ct

io
ns

 b
et

w
ee

n 
Su

nn
ıs

 a
nd

 
Z

ay
dı

s 
ar

e 
de

no
te

d 
by

 “
Z

S.
” 

In
te

rs
ec

ti
on

s 
be

tw
ee

n 
Su

nn
ıs

 a
nd

 I
m

am
ıs

 a
re

 d
en

ot
ed

 b
y 

“I
S.

” 
T

he
 r

aw
 d

at
a 

ca
n 

ac
ce

ss
ed

 v
ia

 w
w

w
.n

aj
am

ha
id

er
.c

om
/o

ri
gi

ns
of

th
es

hi
a

 

 



125

Ta
bl

e 
4.

3.
 A

ut
ho

ri
ti

es
 C

it
ed

 (
Q

un
ut

)

 
Su

nn
ı

Z
ay

dı


Im
am

ı

U
ni

qu
e 

                          

(5
) 

U
ba

yy
 b

. K
a‘

b 
b.

 Q
ay

s 
(d

. 2
0/

64
1?

)
(3

) T
ar

iq
 b

. A
sh

ya
m

 (
d.

 2
0–

50
/6

41
–7

0?
)

(1
1)

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 M
as

‘u
d 

(3
2/

65
2)

(2
) A

bu
 M

us
a 

al
-A

sh
‘a

rı
 (

49
/6

69
)

(2
) A

bd
 a

l-
R

ah
m

an
 b

. A
bz

a 
(d

. l
at

e 
1s

t/
ea

rl
y 

8t
h 

c)
(1

) ‘
A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 M

ug
ha

ff
al

 (
d.

 6
0/

68
0)

(2
) 

R
ab

ı‘ 
b.

 K
hu

th
ay

m
 (

d.
 6

0–
7/

68
0–

5)
(1

) ‘
A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 S

ak
hb

ar
a 

(d
. 6

0–
7/

68
0–

5)
(2

) ‘
A

lq
am

a 
b.

 Q
ay

s 
b.

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
(d

. 6
3/

68
2)

(1
) ‘

A
ta

’ b
. Y

as
ar

 (
d.

 6
5/

68
5)

(3
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘U
m

ar
 (

d.
 7

3/
69

2)
(1

) 
M

uh
am

m
ad

 b
. ‘

A
lı 

b.
 A

bı
 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 7

3/
69

2)
(3

) ‘
U

ba
yd

 b
. ‘

U
m

ay
r 

b.
 Q

at
ad

a 
(d

. 7
3/

69
2)

(6
) A

sw
ad

 b
. Y

az
ıd

 b
. Q

ay
s 

(d
. 7

5/
69

4)
(2

) ‘
A

m
r 

b.
 M

ay
m

un
 (

d.
 7

5/
69

4)
(2

) T
ar

iq
 b

. S
hi

ha
b 

b.
 ‘A

bd
 a

l-
Sh

am
s 

(d
. 8

3/
70

2)
(1

) 
M

ah
an

 (
A

bu
 S

al
im

 a
l-

H
an

af
ı)

 (
d.

 8
3/

70
2)

(1
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. ‘
A

bd
 (

d.
 8

6/
70

5)
(1

) ‘
A

w
f 

b.
 M

al
ik

 b
. N

ad
la

 (
d.

 9
0/

70
8)

(6
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 H
ab

ıb
 (

d.
 1

05
/7

23
?)

(2
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. M
al

la
 (

d.
 9

5–
10

0/
71

3–
8)

(2
) 

Z
ay

d 
b.

 W
ah

b 
(d

. 9
6/

71
4)

(1
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. a
l-

A
sw

ad
 (

d.
 1

00
/7

18
)

(2
) ‘

Ā
m

ir
 b

. S
ha

ra
hı

l (
d.

 1
07

/7
25

)
(1

) ‘
Ā

m
ir

 b
. W

at
hi

la
 b

. ‘
A

bd
 A

lla
h 

(d
. 1

10
/7

28
)

(1
) ‘

A
m

r 
b.

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘U
ba

yd
 (

d.
 1

27
/7

45
)

(1
) 

M
uh
am

m
ad

 b
. ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 (

d.
 1

48
/7

65
)

(1
) 

Su
fy

an
 a

l-
T

ha
w

rı
 (

d.
 1

61
/7

78
)

(1
) ‘

U
m

ar
 b

. ‘
A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 6

7/
68

7)
(1

) ‘
A

rf
aj

a 
b.

 ‘A
bd

 A
lla

h 
(d

. 7
0/

68
9)

(1
) ‘

U
rw

a 
b.

 a
l-

Z
ub

ay
r 

b.
 a

l-
‘A

w
w

am
 (

d.
 8

3/
70

2)
(1

) 
Sa

‘d
 (

M
ug

hı
th

) 
b.

 ‘A
m

r 
(d

. 8
5/

70
4)

(1
) 

Sa
‘ıd

 b
. a

l-
M

us
ay

ya
b 

(d
. 9

4/
71

3)
(1

) 
M

uj
ah

id
 b

. J
ab

r 
(d

. 1
00

 o
r 

10
4/

71
8 

or
 1

22
)

(1
) 

Z
ay

d 
b.

 ‘A
lı 

(d
. 1

22
/7

40
)

(1
) 

Ib
ra

hı
m

 b
. M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
62

/7
79

)
(1

) 
Q

as
im

 b
. I

br
ah

ım
 a

l-
R

as
sı

 (
d.

 2
46

/8
60

)
(2

) A
hm

ad
 b

. ‘
Īs

a 
b.

 Z
ay

d 
(d

. 2
48

/8
62

) 
                 

(1
) ‘

A
bd

 a
l-

R
ah
m

an
 b

. S
am

ur
a 

(d
. 5

1/
67

1)
(1

) 
Sa

bb
ah
 b

. Y
ah
ya

 (
d.

 m
id

 2
nd

/8
th

 c
)

(1
) ‘

A
lı 

al
-R

id
a 

(d
. 2

03
/8

19
)

(1
) ‘

A
lı 

al
-H

ad
ı (

d.
 2

54
/8

68
) 

                       

Sh
ar

ed
 

                 

¥ 
(3

2)
 M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
1/

63
2)

¥ 
(2

1)
 ‘A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

0/
66

1)
¥ 

(2
) 

M
uh
am

m
ad

 a
l-

B
aq

ir
 (

d.
 1

17
/7

35
)

Z
S 

(5
) A

bu
 B

ak
r 

(d
. 1

3/
63

5)
Z

S 
(3

1)
 ‘U

m
ar

 b
. a

l-
K

ha
tt
ab

 (
d.

 2
3/

64
4)

Z
S 

(3
) ‘

U
th

m
an

 b
. ‘

A
ff

an
 (

35
/6

55
)

Z
S 

(8
) 

al
-H

as
an

 b
. ‘

A
lı 

b.
 A

bı
 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

9/
66

9)
Z

S 
(1

4)
 B

ar
a’

 b
. ‘

Ā
zi

b 
b.

 a
l-

H
ar

it
h 

(d
. 5

0/
67

0)
Z

S 
(1

) 
H
ar

it
h 

b.
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 J

ab
ir

 (
d.

 6
5/

68
5)

Z
S 

(7
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘A
bb

as
 (

d.
 6

8/
68

8)
Z

S 
(3

) ‘
A

bd
 a

l-
R

ah
m

an
 b

. M
a‘

qi
l (

d.
 8

0/
69

9?
)

Z
S 

(4
) 

Ib
n 

A
bı

 L
ay

la
 (

d.
 8

3/
70

2)
Z

S 
(5

) 
Sa

‘ıd
 b

. J
ub

ay
r 

(d
. 9

5/
71

3)
Z

S 
(1

2)
 I

br
ah

ım
 a

l-
N

ak
ha

‘ı 
(d

. 9
6/

71
4)

IS
 (

3)
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 M

a‘
qi

l b
.(

d.
 8

0/
69

9)
 

 

¥ 
(9

) 
M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
1/

63
2)

¥ 
(1

4)
 ‘A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

0/
66

1)
¥ 

(1
1)

 M
uh
am

m
ad

 a
l-

B
aq

ir
 (

d.
 1

17
/7

35
)

Z
S 

(1
) A

bu
 B

ak
r 

(d
. 1

3/
63

5)
Z

S 
(1

) ‘
U

m
ar

 b
. a

l-
K

ha
tt
ab

 (
d.

23
/6

44
)

Z
S 

(1
) ‘

U
th

m
an

 b
. ‘

A
ff

an
 (

35
/6

55
)

Z
S 

(1
) 

al
-H

as
an

 b
. ‘

A
lı 

b.
 A

bı
 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

9/
66

9)
Z

S 
(2

) 
B

ar
a’

 b
. ‘

Ā
zi

b 
b.

 a
l-

H
ar

it
h 

(d
. 5

0/
67

0)
Z

S 
(2

) 
H
ar

it
h 

b.
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 J

ab
ir

 (
d.

 6
5/

68
5)

Z
S 

(2
) ‘

A
bd

 A
lla

h 
b.

 ‘A
bb

as
 (

d.
 6

8/
68

8)
Z

S 
(1

) ‘
A

bd
 a

l-
R

ah
m

an
 b

. M
a‘

qi
l (

d.
 8

0/
69

9?
)

Z
S 

(2
) 

Ib
n 

A
bı

 L
ay

la
 (

d.
 8

3/
70

2)
Z

S 
(1

) 
Sa

‘ıd
 b

. J
ub

ay
r 

(d
. 9

5/
71

3)
Z

S 
(1

) 
Ib

ra
hı

m
 a

l-
N

ak
ha

‘ı 
(d

. 9
6/

71
4)

Z
I 

(1
) 

Ja
‘f

ar
 a

l-
Sa

di
q 

(d
. 1

48
/7

65
)

¥ 
(5

) 
M

uh
am

m
ad

 (
d.

 1
1/

63
2)

¥ 
(5

) ‘
A

lı 
b.

 A
bı

 T
al

ib
 (

d.
 4

0/
66

1)
¥ 

(1
8)

 M
uh
am

m
ad

 a
l-

B
aq

ir
 (

d.
 1

17
/7

35
)

IS
 (

1)
 ‘A

bd
 A

lla
h 

b.
 M

a‘
qi

l (
d.

 8
0/

69
9)

 

Z
I 

(5
1)

 J
a‘

fa
r 

al
-S
ad

iq
 (

d.
 1

48
/7

65
)

N
ot

e:
 I

nt
er

se
ct

io
ns

 b
et

w
ee

n 
al

l t
hr

ee
 a

re
 d

en
ot

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
sy

m
bo

l “
¥”

. I
nt

er
se

ct
io

ns
 b

et
w

ee
n 

th
e 

Z
ay

dı
s 

an
d 

Im
am

ıs
 a

re
 d

en
ot

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
sy

m
bo

l “
Z

I.”
 I

nt
er

se
ct

io
ns

 b
et

w
ee

n 
Su

nn
ıs

 a
nd

 
Z

ay
dı

s 
ar

e 
de

no
te

d 
by

 “
Z

S.
” 

In
te

rs
ec

ti
on

s 
be

tw
ee

n 
Su

nn
ıs

 a
nd

 I
m

am
ıs

 a
re

 d
en

ot
ed

 b
y 

“I
S.

” 
T

he
 r

aw
 d

at
a 

ca
n 

ac
ce

ss
ed

 v
ia

 w
w

w
.n

aj
am

ha
id

er
.c

om
/o

ri
gi

ns
of

th
es

hi
a



Case Studies126

of the “rightly-guided” caliphs for the Sunnıs. ‘Abd Allah b. Ma‘qil’s sig-
nificance is tied directly to ‘Alı whose opinion he transmits in a limited 
number (4) of traditions. He is never mentioned as a legal authority in his 
own right. The significance of al-Baqir as a common authority is reduced 
by the extreme numerical disparity between the two groups. He is cited 
in only 1 percent (2/135) of Sunnı traditions as compared to 25 percent 
(18/73) of Imamı traditions. In conclusion, the intersection between the 
Imamıs and Sunnıs, although slightly greater in the case of the qunut than 
that of the basmala, remains largely trivial.

Second, there is a substantial overlap between the Sunnı and Zaydı 
traditions through the 1st/7th century. In addition to the Prophet and 
the first four caliphs, the two groups share eight common authorities: 
al-Hasan b. ‘Alı, Bara’ b. ‘Āzib (d. 50/670), Harith b. ‘Abd Allah b. Jabir 
(d. 65/685), ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas, ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Ma‘qil, Ibn Abı 
Layla (d. 83/702), Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr, and Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı. The final three 
figures (i.e., Ibn Abı Layla, Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr, and Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı) are of 
notable importance because of their routine appearance in postformative 
Sunnı legal works both as prominent transmitters and as jurists in their 
own right. Their presence in the early Zaydı traditions, therefore, sug-
gests a significant intersection between the early Zaydıs and their proto-
Sunnı counterparts. Further corroboration is found in Zaydı references 
to ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr (d. 83/702), Sa‘ıd b. al-Musayyab (d. 93–4/712–3), 
and Mujahid b. Jabr. Although these men are not found in Kufan Sunnı 
qunut traditions, they are central figures in Sunnı jurisprudence and rarely 
(if ever) mentioned by the Imamıs.

Third, the relationship between the Sunnıs and Zaydıs disintegrates 
at the start of the 2nd/8th century. As in the case of the basmala, the 
two groups have no significant overlaps after 100/718, with the singular 
exception of al-Baqir.161 At this point, the Zaydıs begin relying almost 
exclusively on Medinan and Kufan ‘Alids. While this includes figures 
revered by the Imamıs (e.g., al-Baqir and al-Sadiq), their use in Zaydı 
traditions is fundamentally different. Specifically, they are listed along-
side a myriad of equally authoritative and distinctly Zaydı ‘Alids such as 
Zayd b. ‘Alı, Ibrahım b. Muhammad (d. 162/779), al-Qasim b. Ibrahım, 
and Ahmad b. ‘Īsa.

161 The numerical disparity in the use of al-Baqir between the Zaydıs and Sunnıs is even 
greater than that between the Imamıs and Sunnıs. Al-Baqir is mentioned in 32% (11/34) 
of Zaydı traditions as compared with 1% (2/135) Sunnı traditions.
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As a whole, the data clearly attests to Imamı independence. Imamı 
traditions do not exhibit any substantive overlap with the Sunnı tradi-
tions and only intersect with the Zaydıs on a limited number of histor-
ically important ‘Alids. By contrast, the data falls short of supporting 
the classical narrative of Zaydism. Zaydı traditions prior to the 2nd/8th 
century predominantly preserve the opinions of Batrı authority figures 
(i.e., Companions, non-‘Alid jurists) with little evidence of a Jarudı (i.e., 
‘Alid) presence. The situation changes rather dramatically in the early to 
mid-2nd/8th century, with the disappearance of non-‘Alid figures and a 
growing reliance on a pool of distinctive ‘Alid authorities.

Chains and Transmitters

The second comparison of Kufan traditions is concerned with single com-
mon transmitters and shared links. As in Chapter 3, we are interested in 
the degree to which different sects trusted the same individuals for the 
transmission of traditions. Shared links are even more significant as they 
suggest an agreement regarding an individual’s scholarly and communal 
affiliations. Isolated common transmitters are listed in Table 4.4a; shared 
links are detailed in Table 4.4b.

We can draw two conclusions from Tables 4.4a and 4.4b. First, Imamı 
traditions exhibit no substantive overlap with those of other sectarian 
groups. They only share two single transmitters with the Zaydıs, which, 
in the absence of shared links, are of marginal overall importance to this 
study. It may be that some transmitters shifted their allegiances/loyalties 
in the course of their lives, but this reveals more about these individuals 
than it does about the convergence between communities.162 The Sunnı-
Imamı overlap is more pronounced, with three common transmitters 
and two shared links. One of the three isolated figures (i.e., Sulayman 
b. Mihran al-A‘mash) is also common to the Zaydıs, suggesting (once 
again) that some figures straddled the boundaries of competing sectarian 
identities163 The other single transmitters (i.e., Habıb b. Qays – d. 119 or 
122/737 or 740, and Jabir b. Yazıd b. Harith – d. 128 or 132/746 or 750) 

162 For more on this category of transmitters, see Chapter 6.
163 Another possibility is that they were members of one sectarian group but judged trust-

worthy enough to be cited by others. We would expect some indication of this in the 
biographical dictionaries. In the case of al-A‘mash, however, the Sunnı rijal literature 
does not categorically dismiss him as Shı‘ı and the Imamı rijal literature does not char-
acterize him as Sunnı. For more on al-A‘mash, see Chapter 6.
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Table 4.4a. Single Transmitters (Qunut)

 Transmitters in Isolation Traditions

Sunnı/Zaydı Ibrahım b. Yazıd al-Nakha‘ı  
(d. 96/714)*

6 Sunnı  
(181, 184, 196, 206, 291, 293, 303)

1 Zaydı (251)

Mujahid b. Jabr  
(d. 100 or 104/718 or 722)

1 Sunnı (277)
1 Zaydı (332)

‘Amr b. Murra  
(d. 116 or 118/734 or 736)*

1 Sunnı (319)
2 Zaydı (036, 039)

Zubayd (Zubaya) b. Harith  
(d. 122/740)*

3 Sunnı (009, 010, 011)
2 Zaydı (320, 332)

‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Alı  
(‘Ubayd) (d. 127/745)*

12 Sunnı  
(022, 022a, 023, 024, 024a, 025, 
029, 215, 216, 217, 255, 375)

2 Zaydı (230, 232)

Mughıra b. Miqsam  
(d. 132/750)*

1 Sunnı (303)
1 Zaydı (251)

Sulayman b. Mihran al-A‘mash  
(d. 148/765)*

6 Sunnı  
(151, 183, 206, 293, 294, 331)

1 Zaydı (240)

Sharık b. ‘Abd Allah  
(d. 177/793)*

6 Sunnı  
(013, 022a, 238, 242, 348, 422)

4 Zaydı (081, 244, 280, 352)

Muhammad b. Fudayl b.  
Ghazwan (d. 194–5/809–10)

3 Sunnı (214, 269, 270)
1 Zaydı (320)

Muhammad b. ‘Ala’ b.  
Kurayb (247–8/861–2)

1 Sunnı (073a)
2 Zaydı (232, 409)

Zaydı/Imamı Sa‘ıd b. Musayyib b. Hazm  
(d. 93–4/712–3)

1 Zaydı (145)
1 Imamı (046)

Sulayman b. Mihran al-A‘mash  
(d. 148/765)

1 Zaydı (240)
1 Imamı (388)

Sunnı/Imamı Habıb b. Qays (Ibn Abı Thabit)  
(d. 119 or 122/737 or 740)*

2 Sunnı (238, 239)
4 Imamı (234)

Jabir b. Yazıd b. Harith  
(d. 128 or 132/746 or 750)

1 Sunnı (151)
2 Imamı (046)

  
 

Sulayman b. Mihran al-A‘mash  
(d. 148/765) 

7 Sunnı  
(151, 183, 206, 241, 293, 294, 331)

1 Imamı (388)

*  See also Shared Links in Table 4.4b. For complete references corresponding to each 
 numbered tradition, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia
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together with the two shared links suggest a degree of ambiguity on the 
border between the two communities. It should be kept in mind, however, 
that the intersection in shared links is limited to just 3% of Imamı (2/73) 
and Sunnı (4/135) accounts.

Second, there is a noticeable overlap between the Sunnıs and Zaydıs 
which consists of seventeen shared links164 spread across 23 percent 
(31/136) of the Sunnı and 38 percent (13/34) of the Zaydı traditions 
along with eleven individual transmitters extending into the early 3rd/9th 
century. As opposed to the Imamı/Sunnı case, Zaydı/Sunnı shared links 
are long, often stretching from the Prophet or an early Companion into 
the middle of the 2nd/8th century. Shared link #3, for example, narrates 
a Prophetic opinion through five consecutive transmitters before split-
ting after Shu‘ba b. al-Hajjaj who died in 160/776. It is significant that 
no shared links persist after 198/813 and 88 percent (15/17) terminate 
before 160/776. As for isolated transmitters, 70 percent (7/10) occur 
before 148/766, with the last represented by Muhammad b. al-‘Ala’ b. 
Kurayb who died in 247/861. Overall, the intersection between Sunnıs 
and Zaydıs is both substantial and long-term, surviving well into the 
middle of the 2nd/8th century.

These results (as in previous cases) support the notion that an inde-
pendent Ima mı  legal identity had materialized by the early 2nd/8th 
century. There is a small overlap with the Sunnı s, but this is limited 
to a handful of common transmitters and two shared links that end 
by 119/737. By contrast, there is a striking disjuncture between the 
Ima mı s and the Zaydı s. With respect to the classical narrative of early 
Zaydism, the expected Batrı  (proto-Sunnı ) elements are present in the 
Zaydı  traditions but the Ja ru dı  (Ima mı ) influences are notably absent. 
A significant proportion of the Zaydı  h adı th corpus is virtually indis-
tinguishable from that of the Sunnı s through the 1st/7th century. This 
intersection deteriorates in the mid-2nd/8th century and is restricted by 
the early 3rd/9th century to the common use of a few isolated transmit-
ters. There is little in the early Zaydı  accounts that can be characterized 
as distinctly Ja ru dı  with even ‘Alı ’s opinions transmitted through chains 
shared with the Sunnı s. If the classical narrative is correct, where is the 
Ja ru dı  contribution?

164 This number includes shared links which are subsets of larger chains. In other words, 
link #4 is counted as an independent link even though it is a subset of a larger chain (link 
#3). This is done because the sublink also occurs in a different set of traditions.

 



Case Studies134

Narrative Style

The final comparison centers on the narrative style utilized by each sec-
tarian group to preserve information. As in previous comparisons, we are 
concerned with (1) the extent to which sectarian groups overlap and (2) 
the point at which intersections disappear suggesting the emergence of an 
independent communal identity.

Before turning to Table 4.5, we should acknowledge that the large 
disparity between the contributions of the three sects makes a straight 
numerical comparison across narrative styles extremely problematic. In 
the analysis that follows, the potential for distortions or misleading con-
clusions (due to this disparity) is minimized by focusing on percentages 
rather than raw numbers. For example, although there are more Sunnı 
(9) than Zaydı traditions (7) in the ‘question-answer’ category, the Zaydı 
use of this style is significant (21 percent of all Zaydı traditions), whereas 
the Sunnı use (7 percent of the total) is marginal.

The data supports two primary conclusions. First, there is an overlap 
between the Imamıs and the Zaydıs, particularly noticeable in accounts 
citing later authorities. Both the Zaydıs (21 percent) and the Imamıs (36 
percent) rely heavily on the question-and-answer style and minimize the 
use of eyewitness accounts (9 percent for Zaydı, 5 percent for Imamı). 
The most common narrative technique for both communities is the direct 
quotation (35 percent for Zaydı, 48 percent for Imamı) from an author-
ity figure. There is no clear correlation between the death dates of Imamı 
authorities and the literary forms that preserve their opinions. In other 
words, the Imamıs consistently transmit the views of authorities begin-
ning with the Prophet and ending with al-Sadiq in the question-and-an-
swer style. In the case of the Zaydıs, however, every authority figure from 
the 2nd/8th century falls into one of the two narrative types (question/
answer or direct quote), which the Zaydıs share with the Imamıs. These 
narrative techniques are much less common in Zaydı traditions that cite 
earlier authorities.

Second, there is a clear intersection in narrative structure between Sunnı 
and early Zaydı traditions. Exemplary statements comprise a majority of 
the Sunnı accounts (54 percent) and a plurality of the Zaydı (35 per-
cent) accounts. Whereas the Sunnıs utilize this style for a wide range of 
figures, the Zaydıs restrict its use to the Prophet, the first four caliphs, 
and the proto-Sunnı jurist Sa‘ıd b. Jubayr (tradition 320). In other words, 
the Zaydıs preserve the opinions of early authorities (1st/7th century) 
in a narrative form they share with the Sunnıs (exemplary statements), 
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Table 4.5. Narrative Style (Qunut)

 Sunnı Zaydı Imamı

Question/Answer 255
292
293

302
305
322

348
375
422

227
254
264
345

362
445
447

131
347
351
357
367
369
370

376
378
383
384
387
392
395

397
399
403
404
406
412

413
417
418
419
421
432

Eyewitness  
Accounts

012
138
162
163
164
166
171
172

173
178
179
180
181
182
183
184

186
193
201
219
238
243
271

272
278
288
289
300
319
323

125
263

280 234
377

386
389

Direct Quotes 022
022a
023
024
024a
025

026
073a
250
262
276
291

295
306
309
324
325

326
327
329
330
424

018
030
081
230
232
260

304
307
332
346
352
409

132
133
259
343
344
349
350
353
355

358
359
360
361
363
366
379
381
382

420
385
388
390
391
393
394
396
398

400
402
405
407
408
411
414
415

Exemplary 
Statements

009
010
011
013
014
015
016
029
034
037
038
040
041
042
043
044
070
082
121

135
146
149
151
158
159
168
169
185
192
196
197
206
208
209
211
212
214

215
216
217
218
220
221
231
236
237
239
241
242
245
246
247
248
249
252

253
265
266
267
268
269
270
273
277
279
287
294
308
310
316
317
328
331

036
039
123
124
145
233

240
244
251
256
257
320

148
226

235

(continued)
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 Sunnı Zaydı Imamı

Written  
Correspondence

None None 448   

Exegesis None None 046
368

410
416

Overall 
 
 
 
 

Q/A –7 %
Eyewitness – 22%
Direct – 16%
Exemplary – 54%
Written – 0%
Exegesis – 0%

Q/A – 21%
Eyewitness – 9%
Direct – 35%
Exemplary – 35%
Written – 0%
Exegesis – 0%

Q/A – 36%
Eyewitness – 5%
Direct – 48%
Exemplary – 4%
Written – 1%
Exegesis – 5%

  
 
 
 
 

Note: For complete references corresponding to each numbered tradition, see www.najamhaider.
com/originsoftheshia

Table 4.5 (continued)

while transmitting the opinions of later authorities (i.e., al-Baqir, Qasim 
b. Ibrahım, and Ahmad b. ‘Īsa) in forms prevalent among the Imamıs.

Overall we find strong support for the assertion of an indepen-
dent Imamı communal identity in early 2nd/8th century Kufa and lit-
tle evidence corroborating the classical narrative of early Zaydism. The 
Imamıs clearly diverge from the Sunnıs in their preferred narrative type 
but exhibit an overlap with the Zaydıs with respect to ‘Alid authorities 
from the 2nd/8th century. This might intimate a substantive intersec-
tion between the Zaydıs and Imamıs, but in the absence of any other 
evidence, it is more likely a stylistic choice common to the depiction of 
Kufan ‘Alids. The data also suggests a strong Zaydı reliance on proto-
Sunnı Kufan forms in the 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th century followed by 
a move toward more Imamı styles, rather than the (expected) initial mix 
of Batrı (Kufan proto-Sunnı) and Jarudı (roughly Imamı) elements. As 
was the case in the two previous comparisons, the Zaydı accounts appear 
grounded in Kufan proto-Sunnism until a point, in the mid-2nd/8th cen-
tury, when they acquire a character similar to – but independent from – 
that of the Imamıs.

conclusion

This chapter presents the second of three case studies intended to test 
the sectarian narratives detailed in Chapter 1 through the utilization of a 
comparative methodology developed in Chapter 2. Specifically, it centers 
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on the inclusion and performance of the qunut in the daily prayers. The 
chapter began with a broad legal survey of six major Islamic law schools 
intended to familiarize the reader with this complicated yet important ele-
ment of ritual law. It then proceeded to a three-part comparative analysis 
of 242 Kufan traditions dealing with the qunut that focused on authority 
figures, chains of transmission, and narrative styles.

Before proceeding to the third case study, let us evaluate our find-
ings to this point. Recall again that we are primarily concerned with 
ascertaining evidence for (1) an independent Imamı identity in the early 
2nd/8th century and (2) the birth of Zaydism through the fusion of Batrı 
and Jarudı Zaydıs around 122/740. Both case studies provide evidence 
for an distinct Imamı communal identity in the early 2nd/8th century 
through the school’s preservation of the opinions of unique authority 
figures in distinctive isnads and narrative styles. They also point to sig-
nificant potential discrepancies in the classical narrative of the origins 
of Zaydism. Rather than an original blend of Batrı and Jarudı materi-
als that inclines toward the latter in the course of the late 2nd/8th and 
3rd/9th century, the data indicates that Zaydism changed at some point 
in the mid-2nd/8th century. The earliest Zaydı traditions (dating from 
the early 2nd/8th century) quote proto-Sunnı Kufan authorities in proto-
Sunnı lines of transmission, whereas later accounts (from the mid- to 
late 2nd/8th century) exclusively cite ‘Alid authorities in distinctive nar-
rative forms. The legal foundation of Zaydism appears almost entirely 
Batrı (Kufan proto-Sunnı), with no hint of Jarudı influence until the mid- 
2nd/8th century when – although their traditions are preserved – the 
Batrıs begin to disappear. This suggests a gradual evolution of the move-
ment rather than a merging of two currents. We now turn to the final case 
study which concerns a famous dietary controversy in the early Muslim 
world, namely the permissibility of alcoholic drinks.
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5

Drinking Matters

The Islamic Debate over Prohibition

Our first two case studies were concerned primarily with ritual practice. 
The basmala and the qunut are actions a supplicant must perform in a 
particular manner at a specified point in the daily prayer. In addition 
to mere physical actions, however, Muslims must pray in a lucid, unal-
tered mental state. The importance of this condition is emphasized in 
Q4:43 where God orders believers to “not approach prayer when you 
are drunken, until you know that which you utter.”1 At first glance, the 
verse seems rather strange given that one of the characteristic features of 
a pious Muslim in the contemporary world is abstinence from alcohol. 
Indeed, it would be difficult – if not impossible – to find a single practicing 
Muslim who would assert the religious permissibility of alcoholic bever-
ages. Medieval legal tracts, however, reveal a raging early controversy 
over the issue of intoxicants that persisted into the 6th/12th century and 
was anchored in the writings of a group of early Kufan Hanafı jurists.

Following the model of Chapters 3 and 4, this chapter is divided into 
two parts. The first provides an overview of prohibition in Islam begin-
ning with an inventory of premodern alcoholic drinks and proceeding to 
a survey of the six selected law schools. The second applies the method-
ological approach outlined in Chapter 2 to Kufan traditions that address 
the legality of alcohol. The conclusion discusses the extent to which the 

1 Q4:43 – “You who believe! Do not approach prayer when you are drunk, until you know 
that which you utter, nor when you are sexually polluted except when journeying upon 
the road until you have bathed. And if you be ill, or on a journey, or one of you comes 
from the privy, or you have touched women, and cannot find water, then go to high clean 
soil and rub your faces and your hands (with it). Lo! Allah is Pardoning, Forgiving.”
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results align with the sectarian narratives of Chapter 1 and compares the 
findings to those of the previous two case studies.

the juristic context

The central question in legal discussions of alcohol concerns whether the 
word khamr in Q5:90–12 refers exclusively to wine made from uncooked 
grape juice or whether it can it be broadly applied to intoxicants of all 
varieties. Although proponents of both views cite supporting traditions, 
the matter is complicated by slight differences in wording that alter the 
meaning of proof texts in profound ways. Ancillary issues cover a wide 
breadth, ranging from the production of vinegar and the legality of cer-
tain drinking/storage vessels to the punishment for the consumption of 
illicit drinks. The positions jurists take on these matters are shaped, to a 
large extent, by their favoring of either “general” or “narrow” prohibi-
tion.3 For example, if beer is considered a type of khamr, it is automat-
ically subject to certain legal restrictions (based on Q5:90–1) including 
a total ban on its use in cooked foods or in commercial transactions of 
any kind. A thorough treatment of these matters would require an epic 
tome far beyond the scope of this modest study. Bearing this in mind, 
the present chapter will restrict itself to the debate over the legality of 
alcoholic drinks (the specific question of prohibition). As in previous 
case studies, the legal survey that follows is not meant to be exhaustive. 
Rather it is intended to convey a sense of the types of arguments offered 
by each law school through the examination of a set of representative 
juristic works.

Visiting a Premodern Kufan Pub: Definitions and Explanations

Before proceeding to the legal literature, it may be helpful to define the 
terms used for certain drinks and comment on the standard production 

2 Q5: 90 – “You who believe! Khamr and games of chance and idols and divining arrows 
are only an infamy of Satan’s handiwork. Leave it aside so that you may succeed.” Q5:91 – 
“Satan seeks only to cast enmity and hatred amongst you by means of khamr and games 
of chance, and to prevent you from remembrance of Allah and from prayer. Will you not 
desist?”

3 In this chapter, the term “general prohibition” refers to the view that all intoxicants are 
prohibited in any quantity, as opposed to “narrow prohibition,” which restricts the ban 
to (1) intoxicants drawn from grapes/date or (2) alcohol consumed to the point of intox-
ication. Proponents of the latter opinion often propose definitions for “intoxication.”
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methods of the premodern Islamic world.4 For reasons that will become 
clear in the course of the chapter, jurists were especially concerned with 
beverages derived from grapes and dates. The first of these was khamr, 
which was narrowly interpreted as wine derived from raw grape juice. 
In the early period, there was no legal consensus as to whether the term 
applied to other intoxicating drinks – a fact that prompted significant 
disagreements between the Hanafıs and the Malikıs/Shafi‘ıs. Naqı‘ (infu-
sion), the second drink with an important role in juristic discussions, was 
produced by soaking dried fruits (most often dried dates and raisins) 
until the water acquired the flavor or sweetness of the fruit in question. 
The third and most problematic of the grape/date drinks was nabıdh, 
described in most traditions5 as a version of naqı‘ in which the fruit was 
left at the bottom of a glass or vessel rather than being removed after the 
transfer of flavor. There were other traditions, however, that expanded 
the sources of nabıdh from dried fruit to include fresh fruits (e.g., grapes)6 
and even cooked juice.7 Jurists also discussed a vast number of intoxicat-
ing substances prepared from nongrape/date sources, including barley/
millet (mizr,8 ji‘a,9 fuqqa‘10), honey (bit‘11), wheat/millet (ghubayra’12), 
quinces (mayba13), and even milk (ruba14).15

4 For a discussion of the issues in question, see Hattox, Coffee, 50–2 and EI2, s.v. Khamr 
(A. J. Wensinck). Bear in mind that the meaning of names given to specific drinks var-
ied by region. The best example is nabıdh, which refers to radically different beverages 
depending on period and location. In the discussion that follows, I have tried to make 
sense of the chaos by organizing drinks in accordance with their most common usage in 
the legal sources. Although there are cases in which my use of a name does not align with 
that of a specific jurist, I feel it is important to maintain a terminological consistency so 
that, at the very least, the reader can be certain of the identity of the drink in question.

5 See Malik b. Anas, Muwatta’ (1951), 2:844 – 8; SN III, 5:69 – 5057 and 5:125 – 
5229; SB, 1102 – 5602; SIM, 4:77 – 3397; SKB, 8:520 – 17420, 8:521 – 17421, and 
8:527 – 17436.

6 See KK, 6:392 – 3; MIAS, 5:75 – 23837 and 5:76 – 23840.
7 See KAS II, 184 – 837.
8 See SM, 3:1586 – 71 and 3:1587 – 72; SAD, 3:328 – 3684; MAR, 9:133 – 17312 and 

17313.
9 See MIAS, 5:69 – 23765; SKB, 8:508 – 17370.

10 The reference to the source of the drink is mentioned in al-Sharıf al-Murtada, al-Intisar, 
1:199 and al-Tusı’s Khilaf, 5:489–90. See also al-Qalahjı, Mu‘jam, 317, which defines 
fuqqa‘ as a drink made from barley that has acquired a froth.

11 See SAD, 3:328 – 3682; SN III, 5:77 – 5083; SB, 1100 – 5586.
12 See SKB, 8:508 – 17368; SAD, 3:328 – 3685; MAR, 9:139 – 17337.
13 See KK, 6:427 – 3.
14 See MIAS, 5:89 – 23982.
15 Mixtures were categorized separately due to their known tendency to ferment more 

quickly than pure juices. This is made explicit in a number of places, including Ibn Idrıs, 
Sara’ir, 3:129.
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As for production methods, the legal literature was particularly con-
cerned with the cooking of juices. This resulted from a realization that 
fermentation began at the bottom of a drink where pulp and bits of fruit 
gathered in a composite known as “the dregs” (‘akar, durdı). Once the 
bottom layer made its way to the top, the drink lost its sweetness and 
was said to have “intensified.” Cooking accelerated the natural process 
by prematurely pushing the problematic bottom layer to the top. Jurists 
dealt with this complication by promoting production standards aimed at 
guarding against the possibility of fermentation. Specifically, they focused 
on (1) whether a drink had begun to boil and (2) what percentage of 
its volume had been lost in the cooking process. The ensuing classifica-
tion of drinks included badhiq,16 which was produced by briefly cooking 
grape juice at low heat (so as to not cause boiling), and tila’,17 which 
resulted from cooking grape juice18 until it had been reduced to one-third 
of its original volume. On a more general level, all drinks – regardless 
of source – reduced to one-third of their original volume were called 
muthallath,19 whereas those reduced to half were labeled munassaf.20

This section is intended as a guide for helping the reader navigate 
through the maze of names mentioned in the juristic literature rather 
than as a systematic study of premodern drinks. A comprehensive survey 
of the topic would require a comparison of drinks from a multitude of 
regions and cultures that confused even the earliest Muslim legal author-
ities. This is evident in a number of often comical traditions where ques-
tioners are asked by authority figures (including the Prophet) to explain 
the process by which an unfamiliar drink is prepared before ruling on its 
permissibility.21 The discussion that follows will assume familiarity with 
the terminology of drinks and preparations detailed in this section.

The H anafıs

The Hanafı treatment of intoxicants is distinguished by an insistence that 
the Qur’anic injunction against khamr found in Q5:90–1 is limited in 

16 See MAR, 9:136 – 17326; SKB, 8:511 – 17379.
17 See WS, 25:286–31922; EI2, s.v. Khamr (A. J. Wensinck).
18 The date equivalent of this drink is called sakar.
19 See EI2, s.v. Khamr (A. J. Wensinck); al-Sarakhsı, al-Mabsut, 24:15.
20 al-Sarakhsı, Mabsut, 24:15; al-Marghınanı, al-Hidaya, 4:1530.
21 One tradition (WS, 25:352–3 – 32170), for example, mentions a Yemenı beverage called 

hatha whose origin remains obscure, whereas another tradition (SKB, 8:506 – 17361) 
depicts the Prophet asking a visiting delegation to describe the manner in which they 
produce drinks that he subsequently identifies as bit‘ and mizr.
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scope to fermented uncooked grape juice. Even though Hanafı jurists 
acknowledge that khamr is illegal in all quantities, they refuse to extend 
this absolute/strict prohibition to other intoxicants. This stance is aggres-
sively opposed by rival law schools (i.e., the Malikıs and the Shafi‘ıs), 
which advocate general prohibition based on analogical reasoning and 
a number of well-known traditions. The Hanafıs defend their position 
with arguments grounded in etymology and strict logic as well as a series 
of countertraditions. By the end of the 6th/13th century (and probably 
much earlier), however, the dominant Hanafı view shifts dramatically 
with the school’s embrace of general prohibition.

The earliest formulation of the H anafı  position is ascribed to Abu  
H anı fa who restricts prohibition to wine made from uncooked grape 
juice while allowing all other drinks unless consumed to the point 
of intoxication.22 Muh ammad al-Shayba nı  goes slightly further by 
extending the definition of khamr to cover alcoholic drinks made 
from cooked grape juice (e.g., muthallath and munas s af ).23 The most 
detailed and systematic explanation of the early H anafı  stance, how-
ever, is found in the juristic works of Ah mad b. Muh ammad al-T ah a wı . 
In the Mukhtas ar, al-T ahawı identifies four primary areas of disagree-
ment among the H anafı s, including (1) the evidence for fermenta-
tion in grape-based drinks, (2) the impact of cooking on grape-based 
drinks, (3) the status of water-based intoxicants, and (4) the definition 
of intoxication.24

The first issue centers on whether natural bubbling is sufficient evi-
dence of fermentation (the view of Abu Yu suf – d. 192/808), or whether 
frothing is also necessary (the view of Abu H anıfa and al-Shaybanı). The 
second controversy concerns whether cooking grape juice transforms it 
into a new substance that can then be fermented to produce a legal drink. 
The third dispute focuses on water-based drinks. All Hanafı jurists (to 
this point) agree that such drinks are legal if derived from sources other 
than grapes (e.g., grain, honey); but what about drinks made by ferment-
ing water infused with the flavor of grapes or dates?25 Al-Tahawı notes 
that Abu H anıfa and Abu Yusuf recommend avoiding these substances 
altogether. He then ascribes an even stricter view to al-Shaybanı, claiming 
that he made reprehensible (makruh) “the consumption of [any drink] 

22 KAS II, 1:182–5.
23 Ibid., 1:183. See also KAS II, 1:184 – 836–838
24 al-Tahawı, Mukhtasar, 1:277–81.
25 Because dates (as a dried fruit) can only be used to make water-based drinks, the issue of 

intoxicating drinks connected to dates refers exclusively to naqı‘ or nabıdh.
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which intoxicates in large quantities.”26 Finally, although the Hanafıs 
allow the consumption of some intoxicating drinks, they strictly punish 
those who drink to the point of intoxication.27 This leads to the fourth 
contentious issue among Hanafı jurists, namely the definition of intox-
ication. Abu H anıfa and al-Shaybanı forward a definition in which an 
individual is deemed intoxicated when he cannot differentiate the ground 
from the sky and a man from a woman, whereas Abu Yu suf opts for a 
simple slurring of speech.28

In Sharh ma‘anı al-athar, al-Tahawı confronts the mass of textual evi-
dence utilized in legal polemics against the Hanafıs with interpretations 
that carve out a space for the school’s views.29 He begins by defining 
khamr through a tradition (subsequently referred to as “the two plants 
tradition”) in which the Prophet states, “khamr is derived from two 
plants: the date-palm and the grapevine.”30 In an obvious attempt to 
limit the scope of khamr to grapes – and in clear opposition to its plain 
sense – al-Tahawı offers a grammatical gloss of this account based on a 
series of Qur’anic verses with the same linguistic structure. For example, 
he cites Q6:13031 in which God speaks of messengers sent from “jinn and 
humankind” and observes that God only sent messengers from among 
humans, indicating that – despite the inclusion of both groups – the verse 
was intended to refer specifically to humanity. He applies the same logic 
to the “two plants” tradition, arguing that it is perfectly reasonable to 
hold that – despite mentioning both the grapevine and the date-palm – 
the Prophet only intended to link the former to khamr.32

26 al-Tahawı, Mukhtasar, 1:278. Note that this goes far beyond (and even contradicts) the 
view articulated by al-Shaybanı in his Kitab al-athar. Even though al-Tahawı includes a 
quote in which al-Shaybanı says “I am not forbidding such a drink,” it is still a puzzling 
characterization and foreshadows the manner in which subsequent Hanafı jurists appro-
priate al-Shaybanı as a mouthpiece for general prohibition.

27 Note that the Hanafıs did not allow the consumption of intoxicants for the express pur-
pose of getting drunk. They maintained that legal intoxicants could only be consumed 
with food and could not be used exclusively for leisure or entertainment.

28 al-Tahawı, Mukhtasar, 1:278. The latter definition was upheld by a majority of Hanafıs. 
Full punishment was applied for the consumption of even the smallest amount of khamr. 
The standards mentioned here were only applicable to water-based intoxicants like 
nabıdh and naqı‘.

29 al-Tahawı, Sharh, 4:211–22.
30 See SM, 3:1573 – 13; SN III, 5:72 – 5064; MAR, 9:145 – 17365; SAD, 3:327 – 3678.
31 Q6:130 – “O’ assembly of jinn and humankind! Did there not come to you messen-

gers from among you who recounted my signs and warned you of the meeting of this 
your Day? They will say, ‘We testify against ourselves.’ It was the life of this world that 
deceived them. And they will testify against themselves that they were disbelievers.”

32 al-Tahawı, Sharh, 4:212. The confusion regarding the permissibility of date-based intoxi-
cants stems from the tension between the “two plants” tradition and Q16:67 (“And of 
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In addition to this grammatical argument, al-Tahawı consistently high-
lights ambiguities in the textual evidence used against the Hanafıs. In the 
“two plants” tradition, for example, he observes that it is impossible to 
prove the superiority of either the inclusive (khamr is derived from both 
plants) or the exclusive (khamr is only derived from the grapevine) inter-
pretation.33 The result is a general affirmation of both. He employs a sim-
ilar logic when faced with traditions that extend the definition of khamr 
to intoxicants produced from a myriad of nongrape sources34 such as bar-
ley, wheat, and honey (subsequently referred to as the “multiple sources 
tradition”), or to others that declare that “all intoxicants (muskir) are 
prohibited” (subsequently referred to as the “all intoxicants tradition”).35 
These accounts are invariably followed by a series of countertraditions 
that depict the Prophet36 and important Companions (1) drinking small 
quantities of intoxicants,37 (2) differentiating between khamr and other 
intoxicants,38 and (3) forbidding intoxication rather than intoxicants.39 
Al-Tahawı observes that the only way to resolve these contradictions is 
to interpret the word “muskir” as “the final cup that directly leads to 
intoxication” rather than simply “an intoxicant.”40 At the very least, this 
argument strives to demonstrate the legal viability of narrow prohibition 
based on the copious (but often contradictory) source material.41

the fruits of the date-palm, and grapes from which you derive strong drink and good 
nourishment. Therein is a sign for people who have sense”). The former strongly suggests 
that date-based intoxicants are khamr, whereas the latter has God characterizing date 
sakar (clearly an intoxicant) as “good nourishment.” Within the Hanafı school, date-based 
intoxicants were gradually prohibited (without being designated khamr), whereas other 
schools simply declared, from the outset, that Q16:67 had been abrogated by Q5:90–1.

33 Ibid., 4:212.
34 See SN III, 5:73 – 5068; SAD, 3:324 – 3669; SB, 1099 – 5581 and 1100 – 5588; SKB, 

8:501 – 17346.
35 There are countless variations of this simple formula. See WS, 25:334 – 32054; SKB, 

8:506 – 17362; MIAS, 5:66 – 23741; SIM, 4:74 – 3389; and SM, 3:1587 – 73.
36 See SKB, 8:529 – 17446; MIAS, 5:78 – 23867; and 5:81 – 23889. Variants are found in 

SN III, 5:114 – 5193 and MIAS, 5:79 – 23868.
37 ‘Umar is cited more often than any other Companion in this regard. He drinks intoxi-

cants after diluting them with water (MIAS, 5:79 – 23877; SAD, 3:324 – 3669), as well 
as intensified nabıdh (SKB, 8:519 – 17416). Anas is also said to have indulged in intensi-
fied nabıdh (MIAS, 5:91 – 23998).

38 See al-Tahawı, Sharh, 4:214.
39 Ibid., 4:220.
40 Ibid., 4:219. This would resolve the most important of the contradictions, as the tra-

dition stating that “all intoxicants are prohibited” would now mean that all final cups 
that directly intoxicate are forbidden. The Hanafı traditions that depict ‘Umar (and the 
Prophet) drinking diluted intoxicants and punishing drunkenness would then make more 
sense, because prohibition would be limited to cases of intoxication.

41 Ibid., 4:212, 214.
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Al-T ah a wı  concludes by affirming the basic parameters of the H anafı  
position. He asserts a juristic consensus linking fermented grape juice 
to khamr and confirms a strong H anafı  aversion toward alcoholic naqı ‘ 
and nabı dh, albeit restricting punishment (in these cases) to instances 
of public intoxication.42 While al-T ah a wı  does not place any credence 
in the cooking of juices, he concedes that the dominant H anafı  view 
(ascribed to Abu  H anı fa, Abu  Yu suf, and al-Shayba nı ) assigns a special 
status to drinks reduced to one-third their original volume in the cook-
ing process.43

Subsequent centuries witnessed a gradual movement of the Hanafı 
position toward general prohibition that was legitimized primarily 
through a transformation in the portrayal of al-Shaybanı. In his Kitab 
al-mabsut, Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Sarakhsı’s (d. 483/1090–1) con-
structs careful etymological arguments and analogies that favor narrow 
prohibition.44 A slight shift, however, is perceivable in his declaration that 
all alcoholic date/grape drinks are unlawful, including naqı‘ and nabıdh.45 
Al-Sarakhsı justifies the change based on three competing opinions that 
he ascribes to al-Shaybanı, including one in favor of the complete prohi-
bition of this category of drinks.46 This contrasts with al-Tahawı’s claim 
that al-Shaybanı discouraged these drinks but did not prohibit them. A 
century later, al-Marghınanı (d. 593/1196–7) goes even further by con-
demning the consumption of (1) all grape/date-based intoxicants regard-
less of their base (water or juice) or their preparation (cooking reduction 
to half the volume), as well as (2) intoxicants produced from any other 
substance (grain, honey, etc).47 Remarkably, these restrictive views are 
once again traced to al-Shaybanı who, according to al-Marghınanı and 
in clear opposition to his own writings, believed that “all intoxicants” 
were prohibited.48

Even in the work of al-Marghınanı, however, the Hanafıs resisted 
extending the definition of khamr beyond wine fermented from uncooked 

42 Ibid., 4:215.
43 Ibid., 4:222.
44 Al-Sarakhsı’s extensive and detailed examination of khamr includes (1) a historical chro-

nology of the Qur’anic verses pertinent to prohibition; (2) an array of unique arguments 
centered on logic, rhetoric, and etymology; (3) and discussions about the nature of food 
and drink (al-Sarakhsı, al-Mabsut, 24:2–39). See also al-Qudurı, Mukhtasar, 204.

45 Contrast this with Abu H anıfa, who considered such drinks permissible, and al-Tahawı, 
who deemed them reprehensible (makruh).

46 al-Sarakhsı, al-Mabsut, 24:15.
47 al-Marghınanı, al-Hidaya, 4:1527–32.
48 Ibid., 4:1531.
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grape juice49 and continued to argue for the permissibility of some intoxi-
cating drinks.50 Still, the building blocks for a Hanafı embrace of general 
prohibition were now in place, rooted in a new set of opinions ascribed 
to Muhammad al-Shaybanı. Despite the gradual evolution in the school’s 
position, its ability to hold out against the combined opinion of every 
other major Sunnı and Shı‘ı law school for more than five hundred years 
is remarkable.51

The Malikıs

Malikı jurists endorse general prohibition through the application of 
analogical reasoning to Q5:90–1. Specifically, they identify khamr’s abil-
ity to cause enmity among Muslims and hinder remembrance of God as 
the operative cause (‘illa) of the Qur’anic prohibition and reinforce this 
view with etymological and textual evidence. As opposed to the Hanafıs, 
who construct a typology of drinks based on source and preparation, 
the Malikıs categorize drinks as either legal (not intoxicating) or illegal 
(intoxicating). The resulting juristic discourse contrasts sharply with the 
Hanafıs in both style and substance.

A representative example of Malikı discussions of intoxicants is pro-
vided by Ibn Abı Zayd in his Kitab al-nawadir wa’l-ziyadat.52 After 
relating the basic sequence of Qur’anic verses relevant to the subject 

49 In practical terms, this meant that an individual could only be punished for drinking non-
grape substances to the point of intoxication. By contrast, consuming even a single drop 
of khamr carried a Qur’anic punishment.

50 Drawing on the belief that khamr compels an individual to drink in excess, al-Marghınanı 
observes that muthallath is coarse, offers little pleasure, and is more akin to food than 
drink, thereby making it permissible despite its intoxicating power (al-Marghınanı, 
al-Hidaya, 4:1533).

51 al-Walwalijıya (d. 540/1145) (al-Fatawa, 5:502–6) adopts the same basic argument 
as al-Marghınanı, allowing for the consumption of alcoholic muthallath and depict-
ing al-Shaybanı as being opposed to all intoxicants. Al-Kasanı (d. 587/1191) (Bada’i‘, 
6:2944–6) also follows al-Marghınanı in permitting muthallath (as long as it is not con-
sumed to the point of intoxication) and interpreting “muskir” as “the final cup that 
directly causes intoxication.” Although I have not conducted an exhaustive survey of 
every Hanafı legal work, the first Hanafı jurist (I found) advocating for the complete 
prohibition of intoxicants was al-Mahbubı (d. 747/1346) (Mukhtasar, 2:224–8), who 
states that “the ruling in our time agrees with Muhammad’s [al-Shaybanı’s] doctrine” 
that all intoxicants are prohibited (Mukhtasar, 2:226). The jurists likely lagged behind 
popular Hanafı attitudes/practice on this issue. In other words, whereas most (non-Turk-
ish?) Hanafıs were probably conforming to a general prohibition much earlier than the 
5th/11th century, the jurists likely felt an obligation to defend the views of Abu Hanıfa, 
the eponymous founder of their law school, from the attacks of rivals.

52 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 14:282–95.
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(Q2:219,53 Q4:43, and Q5:90–1), Ibn Abı Zayd identifies intoxication 
rather than any physical quality (e.g., color, taste, smell) as the ‘illa for 
the prohibition of khamr.54 He claims that any drink with the capacity 
to intoxicate is khamr and therefore unlawful in all quantities.55 Unlike 
the Hanafıs, Ibn Abı Zayd does not attach any importance to the cooking 
of juice or water-based drinks outside of the fact that, once cooking has 
started, it must continue until the drink has been reduced to one-third of 
its original volume.56 The sole factor in determining the legal status of a 
drink is its intoxicating power. Thus, juice presses are forbidden because 
they accumulate residue known to ferment quickly,57 whereas the dregs 
of most drinks are rejected because fermentation begins at the bottom of 
a drinking vessel.58 As for evidence of fermentation, Ibn Abı Zayd rejects 
tests based on bubbling or fizzing because many nonintoxicating drinks 
exhibit these characteristics.59 The only physical evidence for intoxica-
tion is the “intensification” of a drink, usually accompanied by a loss of 
sweetness.60 Once again, the effect of a substance trumps all other char-
acteristics in determining its legal status.

53 This is universally regarded as the first verse revealed on the issue of alcohol. Q2:219 – 
“They question thee about strong drink and games of chance. Say: In both is great sin 
and some utility for men but the sin of them is greater than their usefulness. And they ask 
you what they ought to spend. Say: that which is superfluous. Thus Allah makes plain to 
you His signs so that you may reflect.”

54 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 14:283.
55 Ibid., 14:283. Ibn Abı Zayd also contends that the extension of prohibition from grapes 

to all other substances is strengthened by Q16:67, which implies that a wine/intoxicant 
(sakar) may be derived from dates as well as grapes.

56 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 14:292. As mentioned in the first section of this chapter, 
the issue here is the mixing of the bottom layer with the top by virtue of boiling which 
can initiate or accelerate the rate of fermentation. It was generally believed that when 
a drink had been reduced by two-thirds of its original volume, it was (theoretically) no 
longer an intoxicant. Sahnun affirms the need to cook to this point but adds that sub-
sequent fermentation would make the drink illegal. The early Hanafıs, by contrast, felt 
that the reduced substance was fundamentally different from uncooked grape juice so 
that the product of its subsequent fermentation could not be considered khamr (Sahnun, 
al-Mudawwana, 6:2460–1).

57 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 14:293.
58 Ibid., 14:289.
59 Ibid., 14:294.
60 Ibid., 14:285. Ibn Abı Zayd supports these opinions with five proof texts: an “all intoxi-

cants” tradition (see SIM, 4:74 – 3390 and 4:75 – 3391; SN III, 5:78 – 5087), a tradi-
tion that states that anything that is prohibited in large quantities must be prohibited in 
small quantities (see SKB, 8:514 – 17394 and 8:515–17395; ST, 3:442 – 1865), a mod-
ified “multiple sources” tradition on the authority of ‘Umar, which explicitly contains 
an expansive definition of khamr (see MAR, 9:144 – 17361; SN III, 5:73 – 5068; SB, 
1099 – 5581; SKB, 8:501 – 17346), an account in which Abu Musa returns from Yemen 
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In addition to laying out the general contours of the Malikı position, 
Ibn Abı Zayd offers a systematic refutation of the Hanafıs. He catego-
rizes arguments that favor narrow prohibition into two groups:61

1. Arguments that claim that the operative cause of prohibition is not 
the drinking of intoxicants but rather the state of intoxication. The 
implication of this view is that only the final cup of an intoxicant – 
which directly leads to intoxication – is prohibited.62

2. Arguments that draw an analogy between intoxicants and 
either medicine or food. They are permissible (and beneficial) 
in small amounts but lead to problems when consumed in large 
quantities.63

In response to the first, Ibn Abı Zayd concedes – on the basis of Q5:91 – 
that the cause for prohibition is intoxication that hinders a person from 
prayer and remembrance of God while sowing the seeds of enmity 
between Muslims.64 He disagrees, however, with the conclusion that 
Hanafıs draw from this statement. Specifically, he offers three reasons for 
rejecting the view that prohibition is limited to the final cup of a drink 
that directly produces intoxication. First, he notes that intoxicants by 
their nature compel individuals to drink greater amounts so that they 
invariably reach a state of intoxication.65 Thus, the nature of the sub-
stance in question demands total prohibition. Second, he argues that 
the Hanafı prohibition of only “the final cup” is problematic because 
of its inherent ambiguity. How can the point of intoxication be deter-
mined with any degree of accuracy? If smell is used as the standard, then 

and asks the Prophet about the permissibility of bit‘ only to receive a stern reprimand 
(a variant of MIAS, 5:66 – 23738, SN III, 5:80 – 5094; SM, 3:1586 – 70; SKB, 8:506 – 
17362), and an account of the original prohibition narrated by Anas b. Malik (a variant 
of SB, 1100 – 5583; SM, 3:1571 – 5).

61 In what follows, Ibn Abı Zayd articulates a series of logical critiques. One of the reasons 
for this may be the large gulf between the traditions invoked by the Hanafıs and those 
quoted by the other law schools, which made textual debate very difficult. Even though 
both sides offer a similar set of proof texts with small variations, even a slight modifi-
cation in content (sukr versus muskir) has profound legal consequences. The frustration 
over these differences is apparent in Ibn Abı Zayd’s use of a statement where the Prophet 
predicts the rise of a group of Muslims who will try to make intoxicants lawful by chang-
ing their names. For examples, see MIAS, 5:68 – 23759 and 5:70 – 23776; SIM, 4:72 – 
3384 and 3385; SKB, 8:512 – 17382.

62 Ibn Abı Zayd, al-Nawadir, 14:285.
63 Ibid., 14:284, 286.
64 Ibid., 14:285.
65 Ibid., 14:285.
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intoxication has to be discarded altogether, because there is no definite 
connection between smell and an individual being intoxicated. Any pos-
sible physical test is – by its very nature – arbitrary with results that will 
differ from individual to  individual.66 Third, he maintains that the impact 
of the final cup cannot be judged in a vacuum. Intoxication results from 
the cumulative effect of a series of cups, with each playing an equal role 
in the ultimate outcome. If the final cup is unlawful, then every cup must 
be equally unlawful.67

Turning to the second category of Hanafı arguments, Ibn Abı Zayd 
agrees that medicine is permissible in small quantities despite causing 
harm in large quantities. Attempts at drawing an analogy between medi-
cine and intoxicants, however, are flawed for three reasons. First, whereas 
medicine is unwillingly taken to preserve life, intoxicants are consumed 
on a whim, with the express desire to – at the very least – approach a state 
of inebriation. In addition, the intoxicated individual does not derive any 
health benefit from his altered state; rather he is more likely to ignore 
his sickness altogether. This argument takes a noble substance (medicine) 
and slanders it by association with something impure (alcohol).68 Second, 
intoxicants (unlike medicine) compel an individual to drink more by 
impairing judgment and breaking down internal resistance.69 Third, the 
logical extension of the analogy demands that people who take medicine 
to the point of impairing their mental capacity be subject to the punish-
ment for intoxication. This is not advocated by any known jurist.70

The Ma likı  school as a whole follows Ibn Abı  Zayd in (1) its primary 
concern with validating a broad inclusive prohibition of all intoxicating 
substances and (2) its rejection of the significance of methods of pro-
duction unless they have a direct bearing on the rate of fermentation71 
and thereby threaten to pollute an otherwise legal drink.72 In concrete 
terms, Ma likı  jurists draw on Q5:90–1 in combination with analogi-
cal, etymological, and tradition-based arguments to extend the scope of 

66 Ibid., 14:287.
67 Ibid., 14:286.
68 Ibid., 14:284 and 286.
69 Ibid., 14:286.
70 Ibid., 14:286.
71 This concern with rates of fermentation is evident in Ibn Abı Zayd’s strict rulings on 

issues outside the scope of this study, including mixtures (Ibid., 14:288–9), jars (Ibid., 
14:290–1), and dregs (Ibid., 14:289, 291).

72 Similar Malikı views are articulated by (1) Malik b. ‘Anas in his Muwatta’ (1951), 
2:845–7, with no substantive differences between competing versions including that of 
al-Shaybanı and (2) Sahnun in al-Mudawwana, 6:2459–61.
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the word “khamr” to any drink with intoxicating power.73 They iden-
tify “the ability to intoxicate” as the ‘illa of Q5:90–1 through which 
they generalize prohibition to all alcoholic drinks.74 The sole standard 
for determining the legal status of a drink is its potential to intoxi-
cate, regardless of source (dates/raisins or grain/honey) or preparation 
(cooked or uncooked).

The Shafi‘ıs

Shafi‘ı jurists are not as concerned as the Malikıs with determining the ‘illa 
of Q5:90–1 because they believe traditions offer a sufficient level of proof 
for the prohibition of all intoxicants. They also do not offer a detailed 
typology of drinks because their affirmation of general prohibition ren-
ders such a discussion legally irrelevant. The Shafi‘ıs counter Hanafı argu-
ments in a manner virtually indistinguishable from the Malikıs, with the 
two schools spearheading a Hijazı response to a (largely) Kufan espousal 
of narrow prohibition.

In al-H a wı  al-kabı r, al-Ma wardı  presents a typical Sha fi‘ı  dis-
cussion of intoxicants in an argumentative style reminiscent of the 
Ma likı s.75 He begins by affirming the unlawful status of khamr through 
a detailed exegesis of six verses (Q2:219, Q4:43, Q16:67, Q5:90–1, 
and Q7:3376),77 which both (1) discusses the historical circumstances 
of their  revelation78 and (2) relies heavily on juxtaposition.79 This is 

73 For a slightly different Malikı discussion of the issue rooted primarily (though not exclu-
sively) in Qur’anic arguments, see Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, al-Muqaddamat, 1:439–42. For 
a later Malikı engagement of the Hanafı position, see Ibn Rushd al-Hafıd, Bidayat, 
2:912–17, 919–21.

74 As will become more evident in the next section, the Shafi‘ıs reverse this process by 
using textual evidence to establish general prohibition that they then connect to khamr 
through Q5:90–1.

75 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 13:376–410. As mentioned previously, al-Hawı is a commentary 
on al-Muzanı’s Mukhtasar, which, in the case of intoxicants, draws on al-Shafi‘ı’s al-
Umm and concludes that “every drink which intoxicates in large quantities is also unlaw-
ful in small quantities” (al-Muzanı, Mukhtasar in al-Shafi‘ı, Mukhtasar, 9:280).

76 Q2:219 is juxtaposed with Q7:33. This is done by using the fact that Q2:219 associates 
khamr with a great sin (ithm) together with Q7:33 (“Say: My Lord forbids only indecen-
cies, such of them as are apparent and such as are within, and sin and wrongful oppres-
sion, and that you associate with Allah that for which no warrant has been revealed, and 
that you tell concerning Allah that which you know not.”) where sin (ithm) is explicitly 
forbidden. See also, Ibn Rushd al-Jadd, al-Muqaddamat, 440.

77 al-Mawardı, al-Hawı, 13:376–85.
78 Ibid., 13:377–8.
79 These arguments are virtually identical in tenor to those articulated by Ibn Rushd al-Jadd 

(see footnote 76 in this chapter and Ibid., 13:378). Al-Mawardı also addresses issues 
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supplemented by an inventory of traditions drawn primarily from 
al-Sha fi‘ı ’s Kita b al-umm.80 General prohibition is not addressed until 
al-Ma wardı  summarizes the legal differences between Iraqı  (linked with 
Ku fa and Bas ra) and H ija zı  (linked with Mecca and Medina) jurists. He 
claims that the former limit the definition of khamr to alcoholic drinks 
derived from uncooked grape juice and allow for the consumption of 
non-grape/date-based intoxicants.81 The latter, by contrast, maintain 
that any drink “which intoxicates in large amounts is unlawful in small 
amounts.”82

Al-Mawardı criticizes the Iraqıs for two of their claims: (1) that khamr 
is specific to grapes, and (2) that the word “muskir” in traditions nar-
rated from the Prophet refers to “the final cup that directly produces 
intoxication” rather than intoxicants as such. With respect to the first, he 
quotes a series of traditions, including one in which the Prophet utters the 
statement that “all intoxicants are khamr and all khamr is prohibited”83 
and variants of the “multiple sources” tradition.84 He vigorously rejects 
claims that these traditions are fabrications85 and quotes (yet another) 

that have a tangential bearing on this case study, such as Q5:93 (“There shall be no sin 
[imputed] unto those who believe and do good works for what they may have eaten 
[in the past]. So be mindful of your duty [to Allah], and believe, and do good works; 
and again: be mindful of your duty, and believe; and once again: be mindful of your 
duty, and do right. Allah loves those who do good.”), which was mistakenly held by 
one Companion, Qudama b. Maz‘un, to allow early Muslims to drink khamr. I am not 
discussing these verses because they lie outside the scope of this study. None of the legal 
schools argued over the prohibition of khamr. The issue was upheld by such an over-
whelming general consensus that any disagreement was considered an act of kufr (Ibid., 
13:384–5). For more on the story of Qudama b. Maz‘un, see footnotes 97 and 139 in this 
chapter.

80 Ibid., 13:383–5. For the traditions, see Malik b. Anas, Muwatta’ (1951), 2:845 – 9; 
ST, 3:441 – 1863; and SN III, 5:75 – 5075. For al-Shafi‘ıs discussion of intoxicants, 
see al-Shafi‘ı, al-Umm, 6:247–53, which privileges traditions over Qur’anic evidence in 
upholding general prohibition.

81 Ibid., 13:387.
82 Ibid., 13:387.
83 Ibid., 13:391. For identical texts, see SIM, 4:74 – 3390; SKB, 8:509 – 17374; and SM, 

3:1588 – 75. For the exact chain of transmission, see SN III, 5:74 – 5072; and SM, 
3:1587 – 74.

84 Ibid., 13:395–6. One of these traditions cites the Prophet (see SN III, 5:63 – 5036), but 
most draw on the authority of Companions including ‘Umar (see SB, 1099 – 5581; SKB, 
8:501 – 17346) and ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas (see SB, 1102 – 5598; SKB, 8:511 – 17378; SN 
III, 5:80 – 5096).

85 Ibid., 13:391. As an example of such claims, al-Mawardı quotes Yahya b. Ma‘ın’s state-
ment that the tradition “all intoxicants are khamr” was one of three lies attributed to the 
Prophet. Al-Mawardı notes that Ibn Hanbal accepted the veracity of this tradition and 
highlights its narration through reliable transmitters.
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account in which the Prophet anticipates a time when people will try to 
justify the consumption of khamr by changing its name.86

Al-Mawardı offers four logical counterarguments against the view that 
“muskir” signifies “the final cup that directly produces intoxication.”87 
First, he asserts that sukr (intoxication) is a physical characteristic spe-
cific to a category of substances as opposed to quantity. Second, he points 
to the legal ambiguity inherent in gradation. Specifically, if both the first 
and last sip of that final intoxicating drink are prohibited, then why 
should there be a difference between the first and final cup? The decision 
to frame the issue in terms of “cups” is arbitrary. Third, al-Mawardı notes 
the disparity in tolerance between various people, arguing that every 
amount of intoxicant has the capacity to intoxicate someone. Finally, he 
follows Ibn Abı Zayd in observing that intoxication results from a series 
or drinks rather than a single drink in isolation. Al-Mawardı concludes 
that narrow prohibition is untenable given the non-Hanafı juristic con-
sensus and the overwhelming mass of textual evidence favoring general 
prohibition.88

Although al-Mawardı’s refutation of the Hanafı position includes 
logical proofs, his central argument rests on a firm textual foundation. 
Subsequent Shafi‘ı jurists increasingly emphasized traditions that related 
the opinions of the Prophet and the Companions as opposed to logical 
arguments or Qur’anic exegesis.89 By the 6th/12th century, there was a 

86 Ibid., 13:392. For the tradition, see SAD, 3:329 – 3688.
87 For the arguments that follow, see Ibid., 13:392–3. In addition, al-Mawardı quotes a 

series of traditions that ostensibly state that all intoxicants are prohibited in all amounts 
(see al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 3:1333 – 2144; SN III, 5:81 – 5098).

88 In fairness to the H anafı s, it should be mentioned that al-Ma wardı  does not engage 
their logical arguments. He is aware of these arguments because he summarizes them 
among the Iraqı  proofs for narrow prohibition. Specifically, he ascribes the following 
three opinions to the H anafı s: (1) While khamr is rare in Medina because it must be 
imported from Syria, nabı dh is common. This being the case, we would expect nabı dh 
to be specified by name (in the Qur’a nic text) if it were forbidden. The fact that khamr 
was mentioned indicates a specific prohibition rather than a general one. (2) God rou-
tinely prohibits one item from a category while allowing benefit from another. Thus, 
we can see that cotton is permitted for men whereas silk is not; camel meat is lawful 
whereas pig meat is not. In the same manner, nabı dh is permitted but khamr is not. (3) 
Objects exist on earth that give us a taste of heaven. They are not identical but similar 
and intended to increase our desire for heaven. God has promised khamr in heaven, 
and the object that approximates it in this world is nabı dh (al-Ma wardı , al-H a wı , 
13:391).

89 In his Muhadhdhab (5:454–8), Abu Ishaq al-Shırazı follows the opinion of the school 
very closely in extending the definition of khamr to include all intoxicants. The argument 
is supported through Q5:90–1 and four traditions that include an “all intoxicants” tra-
dition (see SIM, 4:74 – 3390), a “multiple sources” tradition (see SAD, 3:326 – 3677) 
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distinct change in the tone of Shafi‘ı juristic discourse, suggesting that the 
issue may have lost its previous divisive connotations. In Abd al-Karım 
b. Muhammad al-Rafi‘ı’s (d. 623/1226) al-‘Azız90 (a commentary on 
al-Ghazalı’s Wajız), for example, Abu Hanıfa is identified as the primary 
proponent of narrow prohibition as opposed to previous works that had 
ascribed the view to either the Hanafı school (in general) or the Iraqıs.91 
Moreover, when al-Rafi‘ı describes the early Hanafıs who differentiated 
drinks on the basis of source (grape/date vs. everything else), preparation 
(cooked or uncooked, juice or water), and physical characteristics (bub-
bling or foam), he does so in a detached historical manner.92 By disrupt-
ing juristic consensus, the example of Abu H anıfa also enables al-Rafi‘ı 
to shield prominent early scholars (predominantly Iraqı H anafıs) who 
upheld narrow prohibition from accusation of kufr.93 Finally, al-Rafi‘ı 
does not relate the logical and textual arguments of earlier Shafi‘ıs (e.g., 
Mawardı) and Malikıs (e.g., Ibn Abı Zayd), intimating the issue’s trans-
formation into a matter of settled law.

Both the Ma likı s and the Sha fi‘ı s support general prohibition, but 
they differ in methodology. The Ma likı s primarily focus on establishing 
intoxication as the ‘illa of Q5:90–1, whereas the Sha fi‘ı s cite textual 
proofs that support an expansive interpretation of prohibition. Instead 
of the broad application of the principle that “all intoxicants are pro-
hibited” employed by Ma likı s jurists, the Sha fi‘ı s are concerned with 
finding individual texts to justify specific extensions of prohibition. 
Neither group constructs a typology of drinks or discusses the cooking 
of juice; once general prohibition is established, these matters are no 
longer relevant.

The Hanbalıs

The Hanbalıs are the first of three schools (along with the Imamıs and 
Zaydıs) whose legal works do not seem expressly concerned with the 
Hanafıs. They affirm general prohibition largely on the basis of traditions 
and devote most of their efforts to issues of punishment that lie outside 

and two variants of the “large/small” tradition (See al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 3:1333 – 
2144; SN III, 5:81 – 5098; and MIAS, 5:66 – 2374). A similar discussion is elaborated 
in al-Baghawı’s Sharh, which utilizes a range of traditions to attack the Hanafı position 
(6:532–44).

90 al-Rafi‘ı, al-‘Azız, 11:273–6.
91 Ibid., 11:275.
92 Ibid., 11:275.
93 Ibid., 11:274–5.
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the scope of this study. The Hanbalıs do not address or even mention 
any of the logical or etymological arguments characteristic of Hanafı, 
Malikı, and Shafi‘ı juristic works. Their legal discussions are marked by 
a literalist reading of the textual evidence, which, on occasion, leads to 
stipulations that cut against a logical application of the principle that “all 
intoxicants are prohibited.”

Ibn Qudama’s al-Mughnı (unsurprisingly) preserves the most compre-
hensive rendering of the Hanbalı position on intoxicants.94 As opposed 
to other Hanbalı juristic works,95 Ibn Qudama surveys the extended legal 
landscape and offers a detailed and systematic argument for general pro-
hibition. He starts by affirming the unlawfulness of khamr based on the 
Qur’an (Q5:90–1), the sunna of the Prophet,96 and the unanimous consen-
sus of the community.97 He then cites a tradition that states that any sub-
stance that intoxicates in large quantities is forbidden in small quantities 
(subsequently referred to as the “large/small tradition”),98 along with a 
myriad of opinions from Companions and Hijazı jurists (including Malik 

94 Mughnı I, 12:493–517.
95 For the earliest Hanbalı discussion of intoxicants, see Ibn Hanbal’s responses in Masa’il 

(1999), 1:157, 325 and Masa’il al-imam (Riyadh 2004), 2:379 and 382. Ibn Hanbal also 
authored a Kitab al-ashriba, which consists of 242 traditions dealing with intoxicants 
but which provides no legal commentary/discussion. See also al-Khiraqı, Mukhtasar, 196 
and Abu Ya‘la, al-Jami‘, 321. Early Hanbalı jurists were particularly interested in deter-
mining the moment (i.e., three days) at which a drink (with the potential for fermenta-
tion) became unlawful.

96 Mughnı I, 12:493. Ibn Qudama cites two traditions. The first is a popular variant of 
the “all intoxicants” tradition, which explicitly links intoxicants to khamr (SIM, 4:74 – 
3390; SKB, 8:509 – 17374; SM, 3:1588 – 75). The second states that God curses khamr 
along with individuals who aid its production in any capacity.

97 Ibid., 12:494. Ibn Qudama identifies two challenges to prohibition that were predicated 
on Q5:93 (for text of verse, see footnote 79 in this chapter). The first involved Qudama b. 
Maz‘un who argued that Q5:93 constituted permission for Emigrants (like himself) who 
took part in the battle of Badr to consume any food or drink of their choosing. ‘Umar 
solicited the general population of Medina for a refutatione of this claim but received no 
satisfactory answers. He then turned to ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas, who asserted that Q5:90 
abrogated Q5:93, and ‘Alı, who specified a punishment of eighty lashes. In another ver-
sion of the encounter, ‘Umar admonished Qudama to be fearful of God and avoid that 
which He has prohibited. A more detailed variant of this story is preserved in al-Hadı’s 
Ahkam (see footnote 139 in this chapter). The second challenge resulted from Yazıd b. 
Abı Sufyan’s encounter with a group of Syrians who openly drank khamr and justified 
their behavior on the basis of Q5:93. Yazıd wrote to ‘Umar informing him of the situa-
tion and sent the group to Medina so as to avoid any potential fitna. ‘Umar convened a 
council to deal with the issue during the course of which ‘Alı declared that these men had 
made laws without God’s permission. If they persisted in their claims that khamr was 
lawful, then they should be killed. If they repented, then they should be punished with 
eighty lashes for making false attributions to God.

98 Ibid., 12:495.
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and al-Shafi‘ı) that prohibit intoxicants in any quantity. The only oppo-
sition to this view is ascribed to Abu H anıfa (as opposed to the Hanafıs), 
who permitted grape muthallath, lightly cooked date/raisin naqı‘, and all 
intoxicants from non-grape/date sources based on a tradition (found in 
nearly every Hanafı discussion) wherein the Prophet distinctly condemns 
“khamr and intoxication from other drinks.”99 In addition to emphasiz-
ing this account’s dubious transmission history,100 Ibn Qudama offers five 
countertraditions101 in support of general prohibition on the authority of 
the Prophet and ‘Umar.102 He observes that these traditions do not permit 
a change in a substance’s legal status through cooking, as intoxication is 
independent of a drink’s manner of preparation.103 The section ends with 
an authorization to punish those who consume intoxicants regardless of 
whether they consider them legal or not.104

Ibn Qudama then turns to the issue of determining when a drink has 
acquired the capacity to intoxicate. He notes that most Hanbalı jurists 
set three days as a strict limit regardless of whether a juice drink has 
begun to bubble. The other law schools, by comparison, allow the con-
sumption of juice beyond three days as long as it does not exhibit clear 
signs of fermentation through either bubbling (e.g., the Hanafıs) or an 
intensification in taste (e.g., the Malikıs and Shafi‘ıs).105 On the basis of 
previously cited traditions,106 Ibn Qudama concludes that the common 
element for prohibition is fermentation rather than the passage of time. 
In light of this fact, he interprets accounts in which the Prophet or ‘Umar 
refrain from consuming drinks after three days as acts of precaution and 
not as evidence for legal prohibition.107 Thus three-day-old drinks with 

99 See SN III, 5:108 – 5174; al-Tahawı, Sharh, 4:214. Ibn Qudama does not mention any 
of the logic-based Hanafı arguments.

100 Mughnı I, 12:496–7. He observes that, in the canonical collections, the tradition only 
goes back to ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas as opposed to the Prophet.

101 These include (1) a variant of the “all intoxicants” tradition, which explicitly mentions 
khamr (see SIM, 4:74 – 3390; SKB, 8:509 – 17374; SM, 3:1588 – 75), (2) three groups of 
traditions that advocate punishment for all quantities of intoxicants (see ST, 3:442 – 1865 
and 3:443 – 1866; SIM, 4:76 – 3393; MIAS, 5:66 – 23741; SAD, 3:329 – 3687), and (3) a 
variant of the “multiple sources” tradition (see SAD, 3:324 – 3669; SKB, 8:501 – 17346).

102 Mughnı I, 12:496–7.
103 Ibid., 12:514.
104 Ibid., 12:497–8.
105 Ibid., 12:512–3.
106 For these traditions, see footnote 101 in this chapter.
107 Ibid., 12:512–3. He cites a tradition where the Prophet makes nabıdh and drinks it 

for three days (see SAD, 3:335–3713; SN III, 5:125 – 5229), a tradition in which the 
Prophet allows nonbubbling juice for three days (a variant of MIAS, 5:77 – 23857 
which is *not* Prophetic), and a tradition in which ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar specifies 
three days as the point at which the shaytan of a substance manifests itself (see MAR, 
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the potential for fermentation (e.g., nabıdh or naqı‘) but lacking clear 
physical signs of intoxicating capacity are deemed permissible.108

The Hanbalıs are not important players in the debate over intoxicants. 
Although they side with the Malikıs and Shafi‘ıs in affirming general pro-
hibition, they limit their proof to Q5:90–1 and a small number of author-
itative traditions. Hanbalı criticisms of the early Hanafıs are limited to 
the listing of a set of texts that are characterized as decisive, with little 
additional commentary.

The Imamıs

Similarly to the Hanbalıs, the Imamıs affirm general prohibition but 
exhibit little concern for debates between the Hanafıs and the Malikıs/
Shafi‘ıs. The school’s position – based primarily on textual proof (Qur’an 
and traditions) as opposed to analogical reasoning or etymology – dif-
ferentiates between khamr and other intoxicants but subjects both to the 
same legal constraints.109 A majority of Imamı jurists accept this position 
and focus instead on ancillary issues such as the production of vinegar, 
medicinal/cosmetic use, and cases of extreme thirst/hunger.

The first Imamı jurist to offer a systematic analysis of intoxicants 
is Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tusı.110 In al-Nihaya,111 he upholds the 

9:131 – 17302; MIAS, 5:78 – 23863). He actually projects this view backward, assert-
ing that Ibn Hanbal (in contradiction to his responses) considered three-day-old juice 
makruh due to the likelihood that it had fermented.

108 On the whole, Ibn Qudama urges caution in dealing with intoxicants but he does not 
hold to previous Hanbalı rulings (e.g., the three day time limit, a ban on all mixtures) 
that ignore intoxicating capacity. With respect to mixtures (outside the scope of this 
study), for example, Ibn Qudama explains that the Hanbalı prohibition is based on the 
tendency of mixed juices to speed up the fermentation process. Against the dominant 
school opinion, he asserts that mixtures are permissible until they acquire the capacity to 
intoxicate (Mughnı I, 12:515–17). In the case of thirst and hunger, he breaks with Abu 
Ya‘la and allows the consumption of intoxicants if they are diluted with water (given 
that pure alcohol does not alleviate thirst). He supports this view through an account 
in which the Companion ‘Abd Allah b. Hudhayfa is imprisoned by the Byzantines and 
offered only roast pork and diluted alcohol. He is compelled to eat the pork and drink 
the alcohol for fear of death, but does not accrue any sin in the process (Mughnı I, 
12:499–500).

109 This is apparent as early as al-Kulaynı’s al-Kafı, where sixty of ninety-one traditions ban 
intoxicants without linking them in anyway to khamr. The overwhelming majority of 
these accounts focus on cooked juice, nabıdh, or tila’ (KK, 6:392).

110 The topic is covered in similar terms (but with much less detail) by al-Shalmaghanı, Fiqh, 
1:280; Ibn Babawayh, Muqni‘, 450–5 and Faqıh, 4:55–60; Ibn Idrıs, Sara’ir, 3:128–35; and 
al-Muhaqqiq al-Hillı, Shara’i‘, 3:204–8, 4:172–6. A more limited discussion that focuses 
on a specific drink (fuqqa‘) is found in al-Sharıf al-Murtada, al-Intisar, 1:197–200.

111 al-Tusı, al-Nihaya, 3:108–14.
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general prohibition of all alcoholic drinks in any quantity but maintains 
a clear separation between khamr and other intoxicants.112 Rather than 
characterizing fuqqa‘ (or nabıdh) as khamr, he states that “the legal rul-
ing (hukm) for fuqqa‘ is [identical] to the legal ruling for khamr.”113 The 
importance of this distinction lies in the school’s general belief that khamr 
was prohibited by God whereas other intoxicants were made unlawful 
by the Prophet with God’s permission. In determining the permissibility 
of specific drinks, al-Tusı stresses the importance of natural bubbling/
fizzing (a strong indicator of intoxicating power).114 He notes that fire-
induced bubbling (e.g., boiling) accelerates fermentation by pushing the 
bottom layers to the top and must continue until two-thirds of a drink’s 
original volume has evaporated, the taste sweetens, and the pot becomes 
stained.115 Al-Tusı also identifies a number of substances that remain per-
missible even if they emit the odor of alcohol. These include drinks derived 
from mulberries (tut), pomegranates (rumman), quinces (safarjal), honey 
(sakanjabın),116 and rose water (julab), which – according to al-Tusı – do 
not “intoxicate in large amounts.”117 On the whole, al-Nihaya suggests a 
broad consensus among the Imamıs on general prohibition. The school’s 
primary internal rifts center on ritual purity (e.g., can an individual pray 
with khamr on his clothing?),118 punishment (e.g., is the death penalty 
applicable after the third or fourth violation?),119 and necessity (e.g., is 
khamr permissible in cases of extreme thirst/hunger?), all of which lie 
outside the scope of this study.120

In al-Mabsu t  fı  fiqh al-ima miyya,121 al-T u sı  offers additional proofs 
for the Ima mı  view while also addressing oppositional assertions/inter-
pretations – primarily H anafı  – that he finds particularly problematic. 
He begins with the claim that khamr is outlawed on the basis of the 
Qur’a n, the sunna of the Prophet and the Ima ms, and consensus.122 
This is followed by ten Qur’a nic arguments in favor of this opinion – 
drawing on Q2:219, Q7:33, and Q5:90–1 – none of which rest on 

112 Ibid., 3:108.
113 Ibid., 3:109.
114 Ibid., 3:109.
115 Ibid., 3:109.
116 Apparently this is a mixture of honey, water, vinegar, and spice, made into syrup and 

often used as an expectorant.
117 Ibid., 3:114.
118 Ibid., 3:111.
119 Ibid., 3:119.
120 Ibid., 3:111.
121 al-Tusı, al-Mabsut, 8:57–70.
122 Ibid., 8:57.
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analogy or juxtaposition.123 Al-Tusı then cites three traditions124 that 
link prohibition (but not the word khamr) to all alcoholic drinks.125 
In terms of consensus, he concedes the initial objection of Quda ma b. 
Maz ‘u n, a prominent early Companion, but emphasizes that he even-
tually realized the error of his ways and accepted the unlawfulness of 
khamr.126 As for the historical causes of prohibition, al-Tusı mentions 
recurring outbreaks of violence, ‘Umar’s beseeching of God to clarify 
the matter, and other stories that are “agreed upon by the consensus of 
the community.”127

Turning to non-grape-based intoxicants, al-Tusı declares that all alco-
holic drinks are governed by the same legal injunctions as khamr.128 
Rather than leave the issue here, however, he proceeds to explain Imamı 
reasoning in greater detail, observing that:

If it is established that every intoxicant is prohibited, then it is not – according to 
us – on the basis of an operative cause but rather on the basis of proof texts (nass) 
since we consider analogical reasoning invalid.129

The Sunnıs, he continues, are divided between one group (particularly 
Malikıs but also Shafi‘ıs) that outlaws alcohol by applying analogical 
reasoning to Q5:90–1 and another group (Hanafıs) that rejects this par-
ticular analogy but applies the same method to another text – the “two 
plants” tradition – to prohibit date drinks.130 This debate is pointless given 
the fact that general prohibition can easily be demonstrated through a 
literal reading of Qur’anic verses and a small sampling of traditions.131 

123 Ibid., 8:57–8.
124 The first is a version of the “all intoxicants” tradition (SKB, 8:509 – 17371 with close 

Imamı variants KK, 6:409 – 9; WS, 25:339–40 – 32069). The second speaks of the con-
sequences for drinking on the acceptance of an individual’s prayer (a variant of MIAS, 
5:78 – 23859, which stops at al-Baqir instead of extending back to the Prophet). The 
third advocates the cursing of those who drink khamr or aid in its dissemination in any 
capacity.

125 al-Tusı, al-Mabsut, 8:58.
126 Ibid., 8:58–9. The complete story of Qudama b. Maz‘un is cited by both Ibn Qudama 

(see footnote 97 in this chapter) and al-Hadı (see footnote 139 in this chapter).
127 Ibid., 8:58. This is one of the reasons why this chapter does not cover exegetical works. 

Even though the legal schools disagree over the historical circumstances surrounding the 
revelation of important prohibition verses (e.g., Q5:90–1, Q2:219), there is no differ-
ence of opinion regarding the necessary unlawfulness of khamr. Thus, the juristic debate 
dealing with intoxicants focuses on logical arguments and legal traditions as opposed to 
the interpretation of specific Qur’anic verses.

128 Ibid., 8:59.
129 Ibid., 8:59.
130 Ibid., 8:59.
131 Ibid., 8:59.
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The first outlaws khamr and the second prohibits a broader category of 
intoxicants that includes alcoholic drinks made from grain, honey, or any 
nongrape substance.132

In the following centuries, Imamı jurists largely accepted the distinction 
between khamr and other intoxicants articulated by al-Tusı. The situation 
appears to have changed fundamentally by the time of Ibn al-Mutahhar, 
however, who conflate these categories by expanding the definition of 
khamr to cover all alcoholic drinks.133 This shift is most apparent in the 
section of his Muntaha al-matlab, which deals with the contaminating 
effects of alcoholic drinks other than khamr.134 After affirming the impu-
rity of all intoxicants and paraphrasing ‘Umar’s opinion that nabıdh was 
ritually unclean, Ibn Mutahhar cites four Imamı traditions that support 
his opinion.135 The second and fourth of these shed particular light on 
the difference between Ibn al-Mutahhar’s conception of prohibition and 
that of previous Imamı jurists. In the second, the Prophet declares that 
“all intoxicants are prohibited and all intoxicants are khamr,”136 whereas 
the fourth quotes al-Kazim as saying “God did not prohibit khamr for 
its name, but rather prohibited it for its consequences.”137 Taken together, 
these accounts blur the distinction between khamr and other intoxicants 
at the core of earlier Imamı discussions of alcohol.

The Imamı stance on intoxicants agrees with a majority of the Sunnı 
(i.e., Malikı, Shafi‘ı, H anbalı) law schools in prohibiting all intoxicants 
and linking their legal status to that of khamr. The Imamıs are distin-
guished by their rejection of analogical reasoning and exclusive reliance 
on the Qur’an and other textual evidence. Specifically, the prohibition of 
khamr is a consequence of Q5:90–1, whereas other intoxicants are out-
lawed by Prophetic and Imamı traditions.

The Zaydıs

Much like the Hanbalıs and the Imamıs, the Zaydıs support general pro-
hibition without participating in the dispute between the Hanafıs and the 
Malikıs/Shafi‘ıs. This is made apparent by the lack of detailed discussions of 

132 For al-T u s ı ’s views on the debate among Sunnı  jurists and an attempt to place the 
Ima mı  position in the context of the broader legal landscape, see al-T u sı , Khila f, 
5:473–98.

133 He was not, however, the first Imamı jurist to broach the issue from this perspective. See, 
for example, the brief discussion of intoxicants in al-Halabı, al-Kafı, 279.

134 Ibn al-Mutahhar, Muntaha, 3:213–9.
135 Ibid., 3:218–9.
136 Ibid., 3:219. For the tradition, see KK, 6:408 – 3.
137 Ibid., 3:219. For the tradition, see KK, 6:412 – 1 and 2.
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general versus narrow prohibition in their legal works. Instead, a majority 
of Zaydı texts focus on marginal issues such as the permissibility of using 
alcohol in medicine or the criteria for classifying new drinks as intoxicants.

The basic parameters of the Zaydı approach to intoxicants (in gen-
eral) are articulated by al-Hadı in his Kitab al-ahkam and Kitab al- 
muntakhab.138 He starts by affirming the prohibition of khamr on the basis 
of Q5:90 and the overwhelming139 weight of juristic consensus.140 This is 
followed by an etymological argument (similar to that of Malikı jurists) 
that associates any drink that obscures the intellect (li-mukhamaratiha 
li-l-‘aql)141 with khamr regardless of its source or preparation.142 This 
conclusion finds further support in Q5:91, which attributes the prohi-
bition of khamr to its ability (1) to cause enmity and hatred and (2) to 
hinder Muslims from the remembrance of God and prayer.143 The section 
concludes with a series of supportive traditions that relate the opinions 
of distinctly Shı‘ı (and particularly Zaydı) authority figures including the 
Prophet,144 ‘Alı,145 and al-Qasim b. Ibrahım.146 Overall, al-Hadı’s stance 

138 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 1:263–6, 408–10; al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 1:120–1.
139 At this point, al-Hadı cites the most complete version of the Qudama b. Maz‘un story 

that I have found in any juristic work. According to al-Hadı, Abu Hurayra imposed the 
punishment for drinking khamr on Qudama b. Maz‘un in Bahrayn after which Qudama 
came to ‘Umar and lodged a complaint. ‘Umar summoned Abu Hurayra to Medina along 
with the witnesses to the crime. Qudama did not contest the testimony and instead argued 
that he was exempt from the prohibition of khamr on the basis of Q5:93, which allowed 
“those who believe and do good” to eat and drink without any conditions. ‘Umar had 
no response to this argument so he summoned ‘Alı, who explained that Q5:93 had been 
revealed in response to inquiries from Muslims after the enforcement of prohibition. 
Specifically, they were concerned about the status of deceased relatives who had consumed 
khamr and died before the descent of Q5:90–1. Q5:93 was intended to reassure Muslims 
that their relatives would not be punished for drinking khamr and had no bearing on the 
validity of Q5:90. For the entire episode, see al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 1:265–6.

140 Ibid., 1:263.
141 Ibid., 1:264. He also cites examples of names derived from fundamental aspects of an 

object’s nature, including insan (from nisyan) and jinn (from istijan).
142 al-Hadı, Ahkam, 1:264; al-Kufı, al-Muntakhab, 120. In the Muntakhab, al-Hadı states 

that khamr “is from grapes, raisins, dates, millet, barley, wheat and the entirety of sub-
stances … [The word originates] in the obscuring of the intellect.”

143 al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 1:264.
144 Ibid., 1:409, 410. He cites two variants of the “all intoxicants” tradition on the author-

ity of the Prophet (see AA, 3:1565 – 2608ff).
145 Ibid., 1:409, 410. He cites four traditions on the authority of ‘Alı. The first affirms pun-

ishment for drinking intoxicants (AA, 3:1569 – 2615). The second is a variant of the 
“all intoxicants” tradition (AA, 3:1569 – 2616). The third and fourth are variants of 
the “large/small” tradition, affirming punishment for the consumption of any amount of 
intoxicant (AA, 3:1569 – 2617 and 1618).

146 Two opinions are attributed to al-Qasim b. Ibrahım al-Rassı. In the first, he describes all 
intoxicants as khamr. In the second, he refuses to differentiate between substances on 
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is grounded in Qur’anic exegesis combined with a mixture of rational 
and textual proofs.147

Sharaf al-Dın Husayn b. Muhammad presents a dramatically differ-
ent argument in Shifa’ al-uwam, confirming general prohibition but in a 
manner reminiscent of Malikı or Shafi‘ı legal works.148 He first asserts the 
unlawfulness of khamr through (1) three interpretations149 of Q5:90–1 
juxtaposed with Q7:157 and Q26:60 and (2) an interpretation150 of 
Q2:219 juxtaposed with Q7:33.151 These Qur’anic proofs are reinforced 
by seven152 variants of the “all intoxicants” tradition and two153 vari-
ants of the “large/small” tradition, which draw on the authority of the 
Prophet. It is particularly striking that all but one154 of these accounts 
are taken from Sunnı rather than Zaydı collections and that the pertinent 
section includes no references to any ‘Alid jurists or Imams.

In the second part of his analysis, Sharaf al-Dın turns to the defini-
tion of khamr. In a manner reminiscent of al-Hadı, he argues that the 
term refers to any drink that obscures and corrupts the intellect/reason 

the basis of their origins or preparation and argues that a drink that intoxicates in any 
quantity is prohibited (al-Hadı, al-Ahkam, 1:409, 410).

147 Al-Hadı’s formulation of general prohibition informs the minimalist fiqh works of al-
Mu’ayyad bi-Allah Ahmad b. Husayn (al-Tajrıd, 347) and al-Natiq bi’l-Haqq (al-Tahrır, 
2:500).

148 Sharaf al-Dın, Shifa’, 1:178–82, 1:332–6.
149 Ibid., 1:178–9. The first interpretation focuses on the link between khamr and rijs (foul 

impurity) in Q5:90, which is juxtaposed with Q7:157 (“Those who follow the messen-
ger, the Prophet who can neither read nor write, whom they will find described in the 
Torah and the Gospel [which are] with them. He will enjoin on them that which is right 
and forbid them that which is wrong. He will make lawful for them all good things and 
prohibit for them only the foul; and he will relieve them of their burden and the fetters 
that they used to wear. Then those who believe in him, and honor him, and help him, 
and follow the light which is sent down with him: they are the successful.”) to affirm 
prohibition. The second draws on the characterization of khamr as “Satan’s work,” 
which is juxtaposed with Q36:60 (“Did I not enjoin on you, O ye Children of Adam, 
that you should not worship Satan; for that he was to you an enemy avowed?”). Serving 
Satan is prohibited, and so are any actions that serve his ends, such as drinking khamr. 
The third and final interpretation focuses on the use of the phrase “avoid it” (ijtanibuh), 
which is interpreted as a clear divine command.

150 Ibid., 1:179–80. For the juxtaposition, see footnote 76 in this chapter. He also quotes 
a famous poetic couplet (often mentioned in Sunnı texts) that equates drinking khamr 
with sin.

151 All of these arguments are also found in al-Tusı, Mabsut, 8:57–8.
152 Sharaf al-Dın, Shifa’, 1:178. For the traditions, see SAD, 3:329 – 3686 and MIAS, 

5:67 – 23746; SN III, 5:77 – 5083; SAD, 3:327 – 3680, 3:328 – 3682 and 3684; ST, 
3:441 – 1864; a variant text in SN III, 5:75 – 5083; SIM, 4:73 – 3388.

153 Ibid., 1:178. For the traditions, see AA, 3:1562 – 2599.
154 Ibid., 3:178.
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by means of its intoxicating powers.155 He then cites a tradition156 that 
unambiguously declares that “all intoxicants are khamr” alongside two157 
variants of the “multiple sources” tradition, which expand the definition 
of khamr beyond simply grapes and dates. Whereas the etymological 
aspect of this argument may be linked to al-Hadı, the textual support is 
(once again) drawn from Sunnı sources.

The natural question to ask at this point is why does Sharaf al-Dın quote 
Sunnı as opposed to Zaydı arguments and traditions? To answer this ques-
tion, it is necessary to expand the scope of our analysis. In his discussion 
of punishment for the consumption of intoxicants, for example, Sharaf 
al-Dın relies exclusively on traditions preserved in Zaydı collections.158 He 
outlines differences of opinion among Zaydı Imams and explicitly searches 
for the consensus view of the Family of the Prophet.159 Even the historical 
anecdotes he narrates are distinctly Zaydı and bear little resemblance to 
those found in Sunnı or Imamı legal tracts.160 Sharaf al-Dın apparently 
felt comfortable citing Sunnı evidence for general prohibition because of 
the overwhelming consensus on the issue; even the Hanafıs had changed 
their minds by the late 7th/14th century. In the case of punishment, by 
contrast, there remained significant disputes both among the Zaydı 
jurists themselves and between different law schools. It is in these divisive  
areas that Sharaf al-Dın’s work assumes a notably Zaydı character.

Zaydı juristic discourse surrounding intoxicants is characterized by 
a broad affirmation of general prohibition. Early jurists (e.g., al-Hadı) 
advance arguments centered on Q5:90–1 along with etymological claims 
that associate khamr with the ability to “obscure and corrupt the intel-
lect.” The school’s position remains steadfast throughout the centuries, 
but there is a subtle shift in method of argumentation, exemplified by 
a growth in the importance of analogical reasoning. Later Zaydı jurists 
identify the operative cause for Q5:90–1 as intoxication in line with the 
Malikıs and (to a lesser extent) the Shafi‘ıs. The overall consensus of the 
school, however, renders the issue largely irrelevant as jurists concentrate 
on areas of internal dispute such as the use of intoxicants in medicines/
cosmetics or commercial transactions.161

155 Ibid., 1:180.
156 Ibid., 1:180. For the tradition, see AA, 3:1561 – 2597; SIM, 4:74 – 3390.
157 Ibid., 1:180. For the traditions, see AA, 3:1562 – 2598; SKB, 8:502 – 17347.
158 Ibid., 1:332–6.
159 Ibid., 1:333.
160 Ibid., 1:333–5.
161 See, for example, Ibn al-Murtada, al-Bahr, 2:348–52, 6:191–6 and Ibn Miftah, Sharh, 

9:204–6, 10:113–9. Both focus on the rehabilitation of early Hanafıs, who were 
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The Legal Landscape

Table 5.1 provides a summary of the views and legal arguments utilized 
by different law schools in their treatment of intoxicants.162 The early 
H anafı s are distinguished by their belief in a narrow prohibition lim-
ited to drinks produced from grapes and dates. Other alcoholic drinks 
are deemed permissible as long as they are not consumed to the point 
of intoxication. With this in mind, early H anafı  jurists consider the 
final cup that pushes a person over the edge of sobriety as particularly 
problematic. Punishment is limited to cases where an individual drinks 
khamr (in any quantity) or water-based grape/date intoxicants (naqı ‘, 
nabı dh) to the point of inebriation. There is no penalty for drinking 
intoxicants such as beer (mizr) or mead (bit‘). The strongest opposition 
to the early H anafı  position comes from the Ma likı s and the Sha fi‘ı s, 
who favor general prohibition of all intoxicants. The Ma likı  stance 
is grounded in an analogical analysis of Q5:90–1 that links khamr 
to every kind of alcoholic drink, whereas the Sha fi‘ı  view draws on a 

vulnerable to the accusation of kufr for their conspicuous permitting of non-date/grape 
intoxicants.

162 Three legal schools not covered in this chapter – the Ẓahirıs, the Isma‘ılıs, and the 
Ibadıs – also uphold general prohibition. While the Ẓahirıs agree with the Hanafıs in 
narrowly interpreting Q5:90, they draw on a wide range of traditions (primarily those 
mentioned in Shafi‘ı legal texts) to extend prohibition to all intoxicants. In other words, 
they craft an argument similar to that of the Imamıs, which differentiates between a 
Qur’anic prohibition of khamr and a tradition-based prohibition of other alcoholic 
drinks. For a detailed treatment of the Ẓahirı stance, see Ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla, 6:176. 
The Isma‘ılı position, as represented by Qadı Nu‘man, emphasizes the unlawfulness 
of all intoxicants, links fermentation to bubbling and fizzing, and permits fresh grape/
date drinks. Support for this view is rooted primarily in traditions on the authority of 
al-Sadiq (Qadı Nu‘man, Da‘a’im, 125–7, 129–32). The Ibadı literature is frustratingly 
silent on the issue, but general prohibition appears to have been the norm. In al-Jami‘ 
al-sahıh (246–48), Rabı‘ b. Habıb cites many of the same traditions used by opponents 
of the Hanafıs, including an account in which the Prophet predicts the emergence of a 
group that would call khamr by another name, an “all intoxicants” tradition in which 
the Prophet emphasizes that all intoxicants are khamr, and a narrative relating the cir-
cumstances of the initial ban of intoxicants in Medina. The issue is discussed with more 
detailed textual evidence but similar ends in Bishr b. Ghanim, al-Mudawwana al-kubra, 
2:227–40. Whereas al-Shammakhı does not mention the issue at all, Yahya b. Sa‘ıd 
permits the destruction of jars containing nabıdh, strongly suggesting its prohibition. 
He does not, however, offer a systematic analysis of the issue. See Yahya b. Sa‘ıd, Kitab 
al-ıdah, 4:78 (for the allusion to intoxicants) and 4:258 (for the section on drinking). 
Finally, the Kufan school of Sufyan al-Thawrı also seems to support general prohibition. 
Ibn Qudama explicitly singles out Abu H anıfa and his companions as advocating nar-
row prohibition and implicitly (by exclusion) places Sufyan al-Thawrı in the opposing 
camp (Mughnı I, 12:495).
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series of traditions that unambiguously support a broad definition of 
khamr. This is not to say that the Ma likı s ignore traditions or that the 
Sha fi‘ı s ignore analogy. They simply emphasize different aspects of the 
same evidence.

The three remaining law schools do not participate in this debate 
with any degree of regularity. Hanbalı jurists affirm general prohibition 
through Qur’anic proofs and traditions but – rather than taking an active 
role in the dispute – concentrate on issues that arise from a literal reading 
of the evidence. Specifically, early Hanbalı legal tracts focus on whether 
juice may be consumed after three days even if it is clearly not alco-
holic. Given that they reject analogical reasoning as a source of law, early 
Imamı jurists actually agree with the Hanafıs in limiting the definition 
of khamr to fermented uncooked grape juice. Other alcoholic drinks are 
prohibited on the basis of traditions as opposed to rationalist arguments. 
The Zaydıs combine etymological arguments with traditions and analog-
ical reasoning to forward a broad interpretation of Q5:90–1 in favor of 
general prohibition.

comparing the kufan traditions

Juristic discussions of intoxicants from each of the major law schools 
routinely invoke traditions either to restrict or expand the definition of 
khamr. As shown in Chapter 2, these accounts can be tied to particular 
cities in the 2nd/8th-century Muslim world where they likely preserved 
echoes of local ritual practice. Similarly to Chapters 3 and 4, the second 
part of this chapter subjects Kufan traditions that address the issue of 
alcohol to a comparative analysis in an attempt to test the veracity of sec-
tarian narratives drawn primarily from the heresiographical sources.

The Kufan Traditions – An Overview

As in previous chapters, we begin with a broad overview of the legal 
landscape of Kufa, in this case focusing on permissible and prohibited 
drinks. Table 5.2 utilizes 363 Kufan traditions163 taken from a larger cor-
pus of 695 pertinent accounts preserved in the primary (canonical and 

163 As in Chapters 3 and 4, Table 5.2 assigns each Kufan tradition a number based on the 
death date of authority figures. In such a scheme, a low number (e.g., 001) represents a 
tradition that cites an early authority (e.g., the Prophet). The Kufan traditions are not 
numbered sequentially because they were drawn from a larger overall pool of 469 tradi-
tions. For the original sources of these texts, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia
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noncanonical) Sunnı, Imamı, and Zaydı collections. Before turning to the 
analysis, it is important (as in Chapter 4) to acknowledge the numerical 
discrepancy between the Kufan contributions of each sect. The Sunnıs 
dominate Kufan intoxicant traditions and provide 63 percent (229/363) 
of the total, followed by the Imamıs who contribute a not-insignificant 
31 percent (114/363). The Zaydıs supply only 6 percent (20/363) of the 
Kufan accounts, raising potentially serious concerns about the integrity of 
our results. If the present case study was the sole basis for the arguments 
advanced in this study, then such criticism would undoubtedly be valid. 
The comparisons that follow, however, come on the heels of two other 
cases that yielded parallel results. Specifically, they both (1) supported 
the presence of an independent Imamı identity in the early 2nd/8th cen-
tury and (2) cast doubt on the origin narrative of Zaydism. The utility 
of this third case study lies in its potential to reinforce these conclusions. 
Phrased differently, we are particularly interested in demonstrating that 
the intoxicant case study does not directly contradict the first two com-
parisons. With such an objective in mind, numerical equivalence is not 
nearly as critical as it was in previous chapters.

Recall that one of central issues of debate among the Sunnı schools of 
law concerned the definition of khamr, a substance whose prohibition 
was accepted by all Muslims. The early Hanafıs severely restricted the 
scope of the term and allowed for the consumption of alcoholic drinks 
as long as an individual did not become intoxicated. The other Sunnı 
law schools extended the definition to include all intoxicants. In drafting 
Table 5.2, it was necessary to make a number of decisions about the inten-
tions of a given text. In some cases, there was no ambiguity as a tradition 
might state that “all intoxicants are prohibited” or identify a permitted 
drink made from grain or honey. With others, however, permissibility was 
predicated on a passage of time (e.g., prohibited after three days) or prep-
aration (e.g., cooking until the loss of one-third or two-thirds of volume). 
For Table 5.2, temporal conditions are generally interpreted as support-
ing prohibition as they imply that, prior to the elapse of a specified time, a 
drink does not become intoxicating. Preparation conditions, by contrast, 
imply that altering a substance (usually grape juice) is sufficient to make a 
drink legal even if it subsequently acquires the power to intoxicate. These 
traditions are considered as permitting intoxicants.

Table 5.2 reflects a broad consensus for general prohibition among 
Zaydı and Imamı traditions in line with the formal legal position of each 
school. The Sunnı accounts, by contrast, are markedly divided among 
those that reject intoxicants regardless of source (69 percent) and those 
that make allowances for certain drinks based on preparation or source 
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(31 percent). Although it is true that most opposing traditions are clus-
tered around grape-based drinks, and there is an apparent agreement on 
the prohibition of grain and honey drinks, this conclusion is misleading. 
The Hanafıs felt that the burden of proof for the prohibition of these 
(nongrape) beverages was on their opponents, who wanted to expand 
the scope of the definition of khamr. Thus, most traditions regarding 
grain/honey drinks were circulated and preserved by non-Hanafıs who 
categorically condemned their consumption. The relatively small number 
(as well as the uniformity) of such accounts indicates that legal debates 
among Sunnıs in 2nd/8th-century Kufa centered overwhelmingly on the 
status of the grape.

The final point to note about Table 5.2 concerns the striking overlap in 
the distribution of Sunnı and Imamı accounts. A nearly identical percent-
age of each corpus addresses drinks made from unspecified sources (49 
percent of Sunnı vs. 41 percent of Imamı), grapes (48 percent of Sunnı vs. 
46 percent of Imamı), grain (8 percent of Sunnı vs. 16 percent of Imamı), 
and honey (4 percent of both). This similarity embodies a common Kufan 
sentiment in opposition to the early Hanafıs and strongly indicates that 
the traditions of both sects emerged from a common legal milieu. As 
such, the comparative analysis that follows is of particular significance. 
In the previous case studies, there were clear ritual differences between 
the Imamıs and the Sunnıs, which – it could be argued – may have con-
tributed to the apparent uniqueness of the former’s traditions. In other 
words, the Imamıs were the only sect to advocate the audible recitation of 
the basmala at the start of prayer and the performance of the qunut in all 
of the daily prayers. Perhaps later Imamı jurists jettisoned contradictory 
texts that disagreed with the school’s official position, thereby skewing 
the data to suggest a false independence. In the case of prohibition, how-
ever, the Imamı traditions align with a majority of Sunnı traditions and 
even reproduce their topical distribution. Here, it is a Sunnı law school 
(the early Hanafıs) that stands in clear and distinct opposition to all other 
groups. Given this fact, a recurrence of the same patterns in authorities, 
transmitters, and narrative style would substantially reinforce the results 
of previous chapters that supported the presence of a distinct Imamı iden-
tity in early 2nd/8th-century Kufa.

Authorities

As with Chapters 3 and 4, we first turn to a comparison of the author-
ities cited in the traditions of each sect. This information is conveyed 
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in Table 5.3, which adopts the same conventions utilized in previous 
case studies: (1) the number of accounts that invoke a given author-
ity are indicated prior to each name in parenthesis, and (2) texts that 
cite the Prophet or the first four caliphs are counted twice.164 We are 
primarily interested in evidence that either supports or contradicts the 
classical narratives for the birth of Ima mı  and Zaydı  sectarian identity. 
As explained in Chapter 2, shared authorities indicate overlap and a 
blurring of boundaries between groups whereas distinctive authorities 
intimate independence.

The table suggests four conclusions that reinforce our earlier find-
ings. First, there is no significant overlap between the Imamıs and the 
Sunnıs. They have five authorities in common: Muhammad, ‘Alı, Nu‘man 
b. Bashır (d. 64/683), al-Sajjad, and al-Baqir. The importance of the first 
two (Muhammad and ‘Alı) is minimal because they command near-uni-
versal respect as the Messenger of God and either the first Imamı Imam 
or the fourth of the “rightly guided” caliphs. As for the last two figures, 
al-Sajjad is mentioned in less that 1 percent of the Sunnı (2/229) and 
Imamı (1/114) traditions, reducing his significance as a bridge between 
the two sectarian communities. Al-Baqir appears in four Sunnı and twen-
ty-two Imamı accounts, which corresponds to only 2 percent of all Sunnı 
traditions as compared with 17 percent of the Imamı total. The single 
remaining shared authority is Nu‘man b. Bashır, hailed by the Sunnıs as 
an early Companion of the Prophet and lauded by the Imamıs for his 
opposition to (and death at the hands of) the Umayyads.165 As a whole, 
however, there are only one or two commonalities from a pool of sixty-
eight Sunnı and twelve Imamı authorities.

Second, there is no substantive overlap between the Imamıs and the 
Zaydıs in the 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th century. The two groups share 
four figures: Muhammad, ‘Alı, Nu‘man b. Bashır, and al-Sadiq. The 
significance of the first two is (once again) minimized because of their 
importance for nearly all Muslims. Nu‘man b. Bashır may represent a 
true intersection between the Imamıs and the Zaydıs but the fact that he 
is also cited by Sunnı traditions suggests a universality that reduces his 

164 The first time with respect to their primary authority (e.g., Abu Bakr) and the second 
time with respect to their first transmitters. As discussed in Chapter 3, this is done 
because Prophetic and caliphal traditions contain significant contradictions, which dis-
appear when analysis is extended to first transmitters. Note that in some traditions, the 
opinions of early transmitters are preserved alongside their recollections of authorities 
such as the Prophet or Abu Bakr.

165 al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 29:411.
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overall value. There is a striking disparity in the use of the final shared 
authority (al-Sadiq) by each community, Specifically, he serves as the pri-
mary authority for 64 percent of all Imamı accounts whereas he is only 
mentioned in a single Zaydı text. This likely reflects the late Zaydı view 
that legal authority/knowledge was equally diffused among all ‘Alids as 
opposed to representing a genuine early overlap between the two sectar-
ian groups.

Third, early Zaydı authorities are (again) drawn exclusively from 
within the bounds of Kufan proto-Sunnism. The Zaydı and Sunnı tradi-
tions share ten authority figures, six of whom (i.e., Umar al-Khattab, 
Abu Burda – d. 41/661, ‘Ā’isha, Nu‘man b. Bashır, ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar) 
are early Companions mentioned in a wide range of proto-Sunnı Kufan 
accounts. A few make it into Imamı traditions (see Nu‘man b. Bashır), 
but most are condemned by the Imamıs for their opposition or hostility 
to the claims of the Prophet’s family. The remaining four (i.e., Mujahid b. 
Jabr, ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl – d. 107/725, Tawus b. Kaysan, and ‘Ata’ b. Abı 
Rabah) are influential jurists of the late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th century, 
who routinely appear in Sunnı hadıth collections and other legal works. 
With the sole exception of ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl, these individuals are rarely 
(if ever) mentioned by the Imamıs.

Fourth, the connection between the Zaydıs and the Sunnıs breaks 
down in the early to mid-2nd/8th century as the Zaydıs begin relying on 
the legal opinions of Medinan and Kufan ‘Alids. The Zaydıs do not share 
a single common authority with the Sunnıs after the year 115/733 (the 
death of ‘Ata’ b. Abı Rabah). This change, however, does not bring the 
Zaydıs any closer to the Imamıs. Whereas the Imamıs exclusively quote 
a specific set of legal authorities (i.e., al-Baqir, al-Sadiq, etc.), the Zaydıs 
subsume these figures under the general heading of the “Family of the 
Prophet” wherein every member has an equal standing. In other words, 
they place al-Sadiq’s opinion on par with that of other post-115/733 
‘Alids such as Zayd b. ‘Alı, Muhammad b. al-Munkadir b. ‘Abd Allah (d. 
130/748), and ‘Abd Allah b. Hasan b. Hasan b. ‘Alı (d. 145/763).

Overall, the data supports the early existence of an Imamı identity. 
The authorities cited in their accounts do not (significantly) overlap with 
those of the Sunnı, and only intersect with those of the Zaydıs in the case 
of one historically important ‘Alid. The data also falls short of support-
ing the classical narrative of early Zaydism, as we do not find a combi-
nation of Batrı (Companions, jurists, and non-‘Alids) and Jarudı (‘Alid 
or Imamı) authorities represented in the Zaydı traditions. Instead, early 
Zaydı texts exclusively cite Companions and jurists hailed by proto-Sunnı 
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Kufans. The dynamic changes in the course of the 2nd/8th century, with a 
shift toward ‘Alid authority figures. Rather than a movement forged from 
the merging of Batrıs and Jarudıs, Zaydism seems to transform rather 
dramatically from a Batrı to a Jarudı orientation over the course of the 
2nd/8th century.

Chains and Transmitters

The second set of comparisons focuses on shared transmitters, both in 
isolation and as part of larger shared links. Here, we are specifically 
interested in the degree to which sects relied on similar sets of individu-
als to transmit information. Shared links hold a particular significance 
as they suggest a consensus on an individual’s scholarly and (by exten-
sion) communal associations. Tables 5.4a and 5.4b highlight both types 
of links.

Two conclusions may be drawn from these tables. First, as in the case 
of the basmala and (to a lesser extent) the qunut, the Imamı traditions 
exhibit a striking independence. The Imamıs share only two common 
Kufan transmitters (i.e., Sarı b. Isma‘ıl – d. 107/725?, Sa‘d b. Tarıf – d. 
after 148/766) with the Zaydıs and only one (i.e., Sulayman al-A‘mash) 
with the Sunnıs; all three sects rely on the narrations of ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl. 
Four shared transmitters might seem significant, but it is important 
to note that they are not distributed throughout the Imamı traditions. 
Specifically, the use of these transmitters is limited to just 4 (i.e., 159, 
568, 569, 615) of 114 total Imamı traditions. Their importance is fur-
ther reduced by the fact that the Imamıs share only a single shared link 
(i.e., Muhammad – Nu‘man b. Bashır) with the other sectarian groups 
through a single tradition (i.e., 159). Put simply, the Imamıs utilize the 
four shared figures in a singular manner, transmitting to and from a larger 
pool of individuals distinct from that of both the Zaydıs and the Sunnıs. 
If we further consider that all four of these men were depicted in ambig-
uous and contradictory ways in Imamı and Sunnı biographical works, 
the end result is an affirmation of the independence of the Imamı tradi-
tions. At most, the data suggests that some Kufans, lacking solid sectarian 
loyalties, were free to navigate between communities whose boundaries 
remained somewhat fluid.

Second, the tables suggest a clear connection between the Sunnı s 
and the Zaydı s through eight shared links and eight common transmit-
ters that persist well into the 2nd/8th century. Half of the shared links 
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Table 5.4a. Single Transmitters (Prohibition)

 Transmitters in Isolation Traditions

Sunnı/Zaydı ‘Amr b. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Alı  
(‘Ubayd) (d. 127/745)*

12 Sunnı  
(010, 013, 019a, 020, 021,  
021a, 021b, 177, 249, 328,  
331, 348)

1 Zaydı (308)

Layth b. Abı Sulaym (Ayman)  
(d. 133 or 143/751 or 761)*

3 Sunnı (410, 426, 427)
1 Zaydı (097)

Sallam b. Sulaym  
(d. 179/795)*

6 Sunnı (034, 035, 417, 502)
1 Zaydı (308)

‘Ā’idh b. Habıb b. Mallah  
(d. 190/807)

5 Sunnı  
(214, 325, 338, 366, 425)

4 Zaydı (102, 202, 270, 540)

‘Abd Allah b. Idrıs b. Yazıd b.  
‘Abd al-Rahman (d. 192/808)*

3 Sunnı (338, 366, 425)
3 Zaydı (102, 202, 270)

Muhammad b. Fudayl b. Ghazwan  
(d. 194–5/809–10)

13 Sunnı  
(023, 137, 138, 139, 367,  
383, 412, 419, 447, 454,  
464, 494, 531)

4 Zaydı (096, 152, 463, 526)

Zaydı/Imamı Sarı b. Isma‘ıl  
(d. 107/725?)

1 Zaydı (152)
1 Imamı (159)

‘Āmir b. Sharahıl  
(d. 106 or 107/724 or 725)

1 Zaydı (152)
1 Imamı (159)

Sa‘d b. Tarıf  
(d. mid to late 2nd/8th c)

2 Zaydı (368)
1 Imamı (568, 569)

Sunnı/Imamı ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl  
(d. 106 or 107/724 or 725)

5 Sunnı  
(154, 155, 156, 157, 158)

1 Imamı (159)

  
 
 
 
 

Sulayman b. Mihran  
al-A‘mash (d. 148/765) 
 
 
 

20 Sunnı  
(178, 179, 180, 181, 306a,  
312, 356, 385, 398, 412,  
414, 419, 428, 429, 445,  
517, 518, 519, 523, 524)

1 Imamı (615)

*  See also Shared Links in Table 5.4b. For complete references corresponding to each 
 numbered tradition, see www.najamhaider.com/originsoftheshia
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originate with the Prophet, whereas the other half center on figures 
that lived in the late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th century, including the 
ubiquitous ‘Āmir b. Shara h ı l and the Meccan juristic trio of Muja hid b. 
Jabr, T awu s b. Kaysa n, and At a ’ b. Abı  Raba h . In the first four shared 
links, the intersection is limited to the 1st/7th and early to mid-2nd/8th 
century, terminating (in the longest of these chains) with Layth b. Abı  
Sulaym (d. 133/751). The other shared links extend well into the 2nd/8th 
century, with the last culminating in ‘Abd al-Rah ma n b. Muh ammad b. 
Ziya d (d. 195/812).

The eight common transmitters provide further support for an over-
lap between the Sunnıs and the Zaydıs. These include four figures who 
died in the early 2nd/8th century (i.e., Abu Burda, ‘Ā’isha, ‘Amr b. ‘Abd 
Allah, and Layth b. Abı Sulaym) and four who died in the latter part of 
the 2nd/8th century (i.e., Sallam b. Sulaym – d. 179/795, ‘Ā’idh b. Habıb 
b. Mallah – d. 190/807, ‘Abd Allah b. Idrıs b. Yazıd – d. 192/808, and 
Muhammad b. Fudayl b. Ghazwan – d. 194–5/809–10). In total, shared 
links and common transmitters between the Sunnıs and Zaydıs span sev-
enteen individuals spread over 50 percent (10/20) of all Zaydı and 27 
percent (61/229) of all Sunnı traditions. These numbers offer strong evi-
dence for an intersection between the two communities stretching well 
into the second half of the 2nd/8th century. It should be noted, however, 
that these links are limited to those Zaydı traditions that cite the opinions 
of either the Prophet or jurists held in high regard by Kufan traditionists; 
not a single Zaydı account preserving the opinion of an ‘Alid from the 
2nd/8th century includes a transmitter common to either the Sunnıs or 
the Imamıs.

The results of this second layer of comparisons (as in the previous 
two case studies) support two propositions: (1) the Imamıs functioned as 
an independent legal entity in the early 2nd/8th century; and (2) there is 
minimal support for the origin narrative of early Zaydism. With regards 
to the first, the Imamı traditions show no significant commonalities with 
the Sunnıs, consisting of only two common transmitters and one shared 
link that terminates in 64/683. There is an equally insignificant overlap 
between the Imamıs and the Zaydıs embodied by the same shared link 
and only three common transmitters. As for the second, although the 
early Zaydı traditions include the expected Batrı (proto-Sunnı) elements, 
they do not preserve a single link that can be characterized as Jarudı 
(Imamı). Even ‘Alı’s opinions are related through chains shared with 
Sunnı traditions.
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Narrative Style

As in previous chapters, we conclude with a comparison of the primary 
narrative forms employed by each group. In examining Table 5.5, recall 
that we are looking for overlaps and differences as indicators for the 
development of independent sectarian identity.

We have already mentioned the numerical disparity between the con-
tributions from the three sectarian groups, but let us recall that – as in 
the second case study – we overcome this obstacle by examining the dis-
tribution of narrative forms. Percentages of a community’s traditions that 
employ a particular style are more significant than the actual number of 
such accounts.

The information in Table 5.5 (once more) reinforces assertions of the 
presence of a distinct Imamı communal identity in the early 2nd/8th cen-
tury. The most common method of preserving information in the Imamı 
traditions is the question-and-answer form (36 percent), in contrast to the 
Sunnı and Zaydı reliance on direct quotes (Sunnı – 37 percent, Zaydı – 
75 percent) and exemplary statements (Sunnı – 21 percent, Zaydı – 10 
percent). Moreover, the Imamı accounts utilize written correspondence 
(7 percent) and exegesis (9 percent), which are rarely found in Sunnı and 
Zaydı traditions. Finally, the Imamıs are unique in their use of traditions 
that link alcohol/prohibition to Biblical figures (3 percent).

Interpreting the Zaydı  texts is more difficult because of their small 
numbers. Even with a limited sampling, however, it is clear that the 
few Zaydı  traditions that convey the opinions of mid- to late-2nd/8th-
century ‘Alid authorities (e.g., traditions 582 and 643) diverge from the 
direct-quote style (dominant among Sunnı  traditions) and align with 
the question-and-answer form (characteristic of Ima mı  traditions). In 
the absence of additional evidence, however, it is likely that the sim-
ilarities between the Ima mı s and the Zaydı s result from a shared sty-
listic convention common to the preservation of ‘Alid legal opinions 
in Ku fa. When quoting non-‘Alids from the 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th 
century, the Zaydı  closely resemble the Sunnı s in their (1) reliance on 
direct quotes, (2) minimizing of exegetical accounts, and (3) dismissal 
of written correspondence and Biblical proofs. Whereas the results of 
this section regarding the Zaydı s are somewhat tenuous and ambig-
uous, the broader comparative context must be kept in mind. If this 
singular comparison was our only basis for determining the relation-
ship between the Zaydı s and other sectarian communities, it would be 
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virtually impossible to offer any reasonable conclusions. As it stands, 
however, we have two previous comparisons that depict a similar align-
ment of early Zaydı  and Sunnı  accounts. This final case, although not 
sufficient on its own, reinforces our earlier results by not explicitly con-
tradicting them.

Overall, the results of this section generally agree with those of pre-
vious sections. On the one hand, we find support for the presence of 
an independent Imamı identity in the early 2nd/8th century embodied 
in distinctive choices for the presentation and preservation of informa-
tion. On the other hand, we must question the validity of the view that 
Zaydism crystallized around the merging of a Batrism closely associated 
with proto-Sunnı Kufan traditionism and a Jarudism reflecting a more 
Imamı Shı‘ı perspective. Rather than a hybrid combination of both ten-
dencies, the early Zaydı traditions seem to align primarily (if not exclu-
sively) with those preserved in Sunnı collections. Where does that leave 
the narrative of the origins of Zaydism? Where are the Jarudıs at the start 
of the movement and where are the Batrıs at the end?

conclusion

As in Chapters 3 and 4, this chapter focuses on the juristic literature 
and traditions surrounding a controversial legal issue (i.e., the status of 
alcoholic drinks). Our specific goal was to test the validity of the classi-
cal narratives for the emergence of Imamı and Zaydı Shı‘ism outlined 
in Chapter 1 through an approach developed in Chapter 2. We began 
with a survey of the legal literature of six Islamic law schools designed 
to provide context regarding the broader issue of prohibition. This was 
followed by structural comparisons of the authorities, chains of transmis-
sion, and narrative styles of 363 Kufan traditions drawn from the most 
important Sunnı, Imamı, and Zaydı collections.

The results largely affirmed those of Chapters 3 and 4. Specifically, 
we found that Imamı traditions exhibit a strong independence in the 
individuals they accord authority, the transmitters they deem trustwor-
thy, and the narrative forms they utilize to preserve information. This 
supports the contention that the Imamıs had developed an independent 
communal identity by the early 2nd/8th century. In contrast, we found 
significant reasons for doubting the view that Zaydism crystallized in 
122/740 with the merging of Batrism and Jarudism. Early Zaydı tradi-
tions exhibit characteristics that are overwhelmingly Batrı (proto-Sunnı) 

  



Case Studies186

whereas Jarudı (Shı‘ı) elements only appear near the middle or end of 
the 2nd/8th century. The implications of these results will be further 
developed in Chapters 6 through 8. Chapter 6 offers a revisionist history 
of early Zaydism that better aligns with the results of our case studies, 
whereas Chapters 7 and 8 examine the mechanisms through which an 
Imamı identity emerged in 2nd/8th-century Kufa.



PART three

THE EMERGENCE OF SHĪ‘ISM
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The case studies in Chapters 3 through 5 offer us a substantive basis for 
evaluating the validity of the sectarian narratives identified in Chapter 1.  
Recall that the classical view of the origins of Shı‘ı identity which is largely 
drawn from the heresiographical sources (1) assumes the emergence of an 
Imamı identity in the early 2nd/8th century and (2) asserts that Zaydism 
resulted from the union of two strains of Kufan Shı‘ism (Batrism and 
Jarudism) around the 122/740 revolt of Zayd b. ‘Alı.

a broad assessment

The results of all three of our comparisons support the first claim, as 
the Imamıs exhibit a notable independence with respect to authorities, 
transmitters, and narrative forms. In the limited instances where they 
share a transmitter with one of the other sects (e.g., Habıb b. Qays cited 
by both the Imamıs and the Sunnıs), each group utilizes the given trans-
mitter in considerably different chains of transmission.1 Even in cases 
where the Imamıs hold views similar to those of the Sunnıs and Zaydıs 
(e.g., the general prohibition of khamr), they still quote their own author-
ities through distinct transmitters in unique narrative styles.2 If an Imamı 

6

Dating Sectarianism

Early Zaydism and the Politics  
of Perpetual Revolution

1 In other words, the students associated with al-Baqir and al-Sadiq by the biographical lit-
erature narrate their opinions in very distinctive chains of transmission. A similar pattern 
(shared authority/independent chain of transmission) obtains with respect to other shared 
authorities/transmitters (e.g., Sarı b. Isma‘ıl, Sa‘d b. Tarıf).

2 There was a minor overlap in narrative style between ‘Alid traditions quoted by the 
Imamıs and the Zaydıs, but this was limited to texts from the mid- to late 2nd/8th cen-
tury. Although this might intimate a common style of ‘Alid citation, it does not support 
an intersection between the two groups in the early part of the century contemporaneous 
with the birth of Zaydism.
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identity only crystallized in the mid- or late 2nd/8th century, we would 
expect the group’s literature to include a substantial number of early 
overlaps with other groups. This is not the case.

It may be possible to argue that the Imamıs did, in fact, emerge in the 
mid- or even late 2nd/8th century and then purged problematic tradi-
tions, creating the impression that they had differentiated from the larger 
Kufan population in a much earlier period. This process, however, would 
either (1) require a broad consensus on early-2nd/8th-century transmit-
ters who could unambiguously be appropriated by the Imamıs without 
opposition from other groups or (2) produce a significant category of 
transmitters claimed by rival communities. In the first case, the process 
would have to wait a number of generations for communal boundaries 
to become clear; back-sifting could not really start until the beginning of 
the 3rd/9th century. In such a situation, we would expect some remnants 
or traces of the process to survive in either the Imamı literature or – if the 
purge was extremely efficient – in the Sunnı literature. There is no sub-
stantive evidence for this hypothesis. In the second scenario, we would 
likely encounter numerous individuals who were claimed by different 
communities as one of their own. The actual number of such contested 
transmitters, however, is minimal. The Imamıs share only 9 transmitters 
with the Sunnıs3 and 6 with the Zaydıs4 out of a grand total of the more 
than 1,400 transmitters distributed over 1,388 traditions.5 The simplest 
and most logical explanation of the data is that the Imamıs were an insu-
lar and distinctive community at the start of the 2nd/8th century.6

3 These include (in chronological order of death date) Nu‘man b. Bashır (d. 64/683), 
‘Abd Allah b. Ma‘qil b. Muqarrin (d. 80/699), Sa‘ıd b. al-Musayyab (d. 94/713), ‘Abd 
al-Rahman b. Aswad b. Yazıd (d. 100/718), ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl (d. 107/725), Jabir b. Yazıd 
al-Ju‘fı (d. 128/746), Habıb b. Qays b. Dınar (d. 122/740), Ibrahım b. ‘Abd al-‘Ala’ (d. 
120/738), and Sulayman b. Mihran al-A‘mash (d. 148/765).

4 These include (in chronological order of death date) Nu‘man b. Bashır (d. 64/683), Sarı 
b. Isma‘ıl (d. 107/725?), ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl (d. 107/725), Sa‘d b. Tarıf (d. mid 2nd/8th cen-
tury), ‘Amr b. Shimr (d. 157/774), and Sulayman b. Mihran al-A‘mash (d. 148/765).

5 There are three transmitters found in the collections of all three sectarian groups – Nu‘man 
b. Bashır (d. 64/683), ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl (d. 107/725), and Sulayman b. Mihran al-A‘mash 
(d.148/765). The first was a universally revered early Companion from a time before the 
demarcation of sectarian boundaries for which we have no extant written texts. The latter 
two, by contrast, lived during the period associated with early sectarianism. A closer look 
at their lives (and the representations of their lives) may provide interesting insights into 
the dynamics of allocating sectarian identity. For a closer examination of al-A‘mash, see 
Chapter 7 in this volume.

6 Whether the Imamı community coalesced earlier (e.g., the late 1st/7th century during the 
lifetime of al-Sajjad) cannot be answered with any degree of certainty. There are only a 
handful of traditions that cite authorities predating al-Baqir.
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In contrast to Imamism, the case studies offer far less support for the 
origin narrative of Zaydism. Had the sect formed through a merger of 
Batrism and Jarudism, we would expect early Zaydı texts to embody 
the discordant tendencies of both communities. The Batrıs, despite their 
belief in the rightful succession of ‘Alı, were part and parcel of a general 
Kufan traditionism that was eventually incorporated into Sunnism and 
revered the early Companions as transmitters. The Jarudıs aligned with 
more sectarian Shı‘ı communities (i.e., the Imamıs) that rejected the pro-
bity of Companions who had fought or opposed ‘Alı. As a general rule, 
Batrı texts should resemble Sunnı traditions while Jarudı texts should 
approximate those of the Imamıs. The origin narrative further maintains 
that these two segments of Zaydism vied for control of the movement 
through the 2nd/8th and (especially) 3rd/9th centuries, a struggle in 
which the Jarudıs ultimately triumphed. The impact of this internal con-
flict on the Zaydı traditions should be significant. We might, for exam-
ple, expect victorious Jarudıs to eliminate those traditions transmitted by 
their opponents, thereby skewing the surviving Zaydı accounts toward 
a Jarudı orientation.7 In general, if the classical origin narrative of early 
Zaydism is correct, our data should reflect one of the following:

1. A pattern in which Zaydı traditions include equal (or relatively 
equal) distributions of texts that share features with those of 
the Sunnıs (the Batrı component) and the Imamıs (the Jarudı 
component).

2. A corpus of Zaydı traditions dominated by a Jarudı tendency as 
reflected in significant intersections with Imamı texts and minimal 
similarities with Sunnı accounts.

Our results, however, are not indicative of either of these hypotheticals. 
Rather, we find that the earliest layer of Zaydı traditions are overwhelm-
ingly Batrı in that they resemble Sunnı accounts in their use of authorities, 
transmitters, and style. In fact, there is a near-complete lack of traditions 
of a Jarudı mold in the early 2nd/8th century. It is only in the course of 
the mid- to late 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th centuries that Jarudı accounts 
begin to appear concurrent with a precipitous decline in Batrı traditions. 

7 The primary Zaydı collection used in this study was compiled by Ahmad b. ‘Īsa, a Jarudı 
and a potential ‘Alid candidate for the Imamate. If there had been an internal struggle for 
power between the Batrıs and the Jarudıs in the 2nd/8th century, we would have expected 
Ahmad b. ‘Īsa to expunge Batrı texts in an effort to eliminate all vestiges of their influence. 
The fact that he did not is telling.
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This supports neither (1) an initial division between Batrıs and Jarudıs 
nor (2) the removal of Batrı traditions by a victorious Jarudism.8

Given the suspect nature of the classical narrative, it may be fruitful 
to approach the source materials anew with an eye toward constructing 
a revised chronology for the origins of Zaydism that finds support in 
the three case studies. The remainder of this chapter offers such a new 
framework drawing primarily on historical chronicles as opposed to the 
heresiographies that have shaped much of the secondary literature.

the case for evolution

Let us begin by proposing an alternate narrative for early Zaydism. In 
contrast to the classic account that depicts an initially bifurcated Zaydı 
community consisting of Batrıs and Jarudıs, the data suggests that the 
early community was largely Batrı. This meant that when Zayd b. ‘Alı 
revolted in 122/740, his followers (as Batrıs) were only distinguished 
from the larger proto-Sunnı Kufan population by virtue of their avid 
enthusiasm for ‘Alid political claims. Through the course of the 2nd/8th 
century, the Zaydıs grew more militant and adopted legal doctrines that 
brought them closer to the Imamıs. In other words, they became increas-
ingly Jarudı so that by the mid-3rd/9th century, the sect had shed much of 
its initial Batrı characteristics. This process finds support in a general lack 
of Jarudı elements in early Zaydı traditions and their increase through 
the middle and late decades of the 2nd/8th century. Put simply, Zaydism 
gradually evolved from one orientation (Batrı) to another (Jarudı). The 
terms “Batrı” and “Jarudı” were utilized by scholars (mostly heresiogra-
phers) to help explain this dramatic change.

The primary benefit of this reformulation lies in its agreement with 
the results of the three case studies. In the absence of additional evidence, 
however, this correlation does not constitute definitive proof. Data can 
be manipulated to tell many different stories, all of which may be equally 
conjectural. With this in mind, let us turn to the primary sources (mainly 
historical chronicles) to ascertain the extent to which they align with and 
support our revised narrative.9

8 See footnote 122 in this chapter.
9 The following discussion relies largely on well-known historical chronicles. The pri-

mary Zaydı historical sources are al-Isbahanı’s Maqatil al-talibiyyın, al-Natiq bi’l-Haqq’s 
al-Ifada, and Ahmad b. Ibrahım and ‘Alı b. Bilal, al-Masabı h. The Masabı h was originally 
authored by Ahmad b. Ibrahım (d. 353/864) and then supplemented by ‘Alı b. Bilal (fl. 
5th/11th century) beginning with (or after) the entry on Yahya b. Zayd b. ‘Alı. In future 
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Contesting the Revolt of Zayd b. ‘Alı (122/740)

Any discussion of early Zaydism must begin with the revolt of its appar-
ent founder, Zayd b. ‘Alı, in Kufa in 122/740. This event is generally 
acknowledged as the catalyst for the formation of the sect and a critical 
turning point in the broader history of Shı‘ism.

We have previously discussed the manner in which heresiographies 
interpreted this rebellion (see Chapter 1) as a rallying point around which 
Batrıs and Jarudıs coalesced to create a new movement. In the present 
chapter, we are more interested in their portrayal of the historical circum-
stances surrounding the revolt. The earliest heresiographies rarely com-
ment on specifics and provide little in the way of detailed information. 
Pseudo-al-Nashi’ al-Akbar’s (d. 293/906) Masa’il al-imama is exclusively 
concerned with the differences between the Jarudıs and the Batrıs regard-
ing (1) the nature of ‘Alı’s designation as successor and (2) the sources 
for authoritative religious knowledge.10 Historical context is limited to 
a single statement – in the course of a discussion on Jarudism – which 
notes that “this sect rose up in rebellion with Zayd b. ‘Alı b. al-Husayn 
and the Shı‘a named them the Zaydiyya.”11 Al-Nawbakhtı’s (d. after 
309/922) Firaq al-shı ‘a and al-Qummı’s (d. 301/914) Kitab al-maqalat12 
recount the Zaydı belief that an Imam who “sits in his house in the ease 
of his bed” is an “idolatrous non-believer on the wrong path as [are] his 
followers.”13 They then identify two primary Zaydı subdivisions – termed 
Jarudıs and “weak” Zaydıs (later equated with Batrıs) – and discuss their 
distinctive theological doctrines.14 Both authors apply the term “Zaydı” 
to those groups who agreed that ‘Alı was the most virtuous of people 

citations, Masabı h I will be used to denote the section of the text authored by Ahmad 
b. Ibrahım and Masabı h II will be used in reference to the continuation of ‘Alı b. Bilal. 
These works were accessed by van Arendonk (Les débuts de l’imamat zaidite au Yémen) 
and Madelung (Der Imam al-Qasim). The former, however, based much of his narrative 
on al-Tabarı’s Tarı kh, while the latter – in line with the objectives of his study – utilized 
many texts that were primarily theological in focus. Sunnı historical sources are men-
tioned in the course of the footnotes for comparative purposes.

10 MIm, 42–5.
11 Ibid., 42.
12 Madelung has posited that al-Nawbakhtı’s text – the earlier of the two – may pre-

serve large sections of Hisham b. al-Hakam’s lost Kitab al-ikhtilaf al-nas fi’l-imama 
(“Remarks,” 152–63). Modarressi has challenged this claim with two alternate source 
possibilities: (1) Hisham b. al-Hakam’s Kitab al-mı zan or (2) an earlier unidentified 
Sunnı text (Modarressi, Tradition, 266).

13 KM 71–2; FS, 54–5.
14 KM, 72; FS, 55. In his discussion of the difference between the two groups, Madelung 

primarily follows al-Nawbakhtı’s narrative (DIQ, 47–51).
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after the Prophet and supported Zayd b. ‘Alı’s revolt in Kufa.15 Finally, 
Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘arı (d. 324/935–6), in his Maqalat al-islamiyyı n, 
summarizes the doctrinal differences between six different Zaydı subdivi-
sions without addressing their historical origins.16

The later works of al-Shahrista nı  (d. 549/1154) (al-Milal wa’l-nih al) 
and Ibn T a hir al-Baghda dı  (d. 429/1037) (al-Farq bayn al-firaq) include 
theological descriptions similar to those mentioned in previous her-
esiographies. Each identifies the Ja ru dı s and the Batrı s as the initial 
constituents of Zaydism and details their doctrinal beliefs in a typical 
manner.17 These works, however, are distinguished by their exploration 
of the events surrounding Zayd’s initial revolt and, in particular, a crit-
ical encounter that immediately preceded his final battle against the 
Umayyad army.

Al-Shahristanı’s account begins by mentioning Zayd’s education at 
the hands of the famous Mu‘tazilı, Wasil b. ‘Ata’ (d. 130/748). This tute-
lage led him to accept (1) the legitimacy of a “less worthy” Imam and 
(2) the belief that there was no means for allocating blame in the con-
flict between Alı and his opponents in the first civil war. The mere act of 
studying under Wasil precipitated a falling-out between Zayd and his 
half-brother al-Baqir who accused him of “acquiring knowledge from 
one who allowed for the possibility that his ancestor [‘Alı] has committed 
a mistake in fighting the perfidious, the unjust, and the apostates.”18

This argument ultimately had fatal consequences for Zayd as he pre-
pared for battle outside Kufa in 122/740. Both al-Shahristanı and Ibn 
Tahir al-Baghdadı note an angry exchange between Zayd and a number 
of his followers prior to the outbreak of hostilities.19 The relevant passage 
in al-Shahristanı’s al-Milal starts abruptly with Zayd addressing potential 
supporters who had asked for a clarification of his stance on the early 
Companions. This speech is worth quoting in its entirety:

‘Alı b. Abı Talib – God be pleased with him – was the best of the Companions 
but the Caliphate was delegated to Abu Bakr for the soundness of his judgment 
and the religious basis of his stewardship in quelling the fire of civil strife and 
easing the hearts of the general masses. The era of wars which raged in the days 
of Prophethood was recent. The blood of the Qurashı polytheists and others on 
the sword of the Commander of the Faithful ‘Alı had not yet dried, and the ran-
cor in their chests for revenge remained. Hearts would not incline towards him 

15 KM, 72; FS, 55.
16 MIs, 1:144–5.
17 See the discussion of the Batrıs and Jarudıs in Chapter 1.
18 MN, 155–6.
19 The same story is found in Débuts, 30–1.
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and necks would not submit to him. It was in the public benefit (maslaha) that 
the leader in this situation should be someone known for being gentle, malleable, 
old, an early convert, and close to the Messenger of God, prayers of God and 
peace upon him. Consider the fact that when he [Abu Bakr] was stricken with the 
sickness from which he would die and appointed ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, the people 
cried, “You have appointed a coarse harshness over us!” They were not pleased 
with the Commander of the Faithful ‘Umar b. al-Khattab for his strictness, his 
rigidity, his religious harshness, and his coarse stubbornness against enemies until 
Abu Bakr silenced them by saying, “If my Lord asks me, I will say, ‘I appointed 
over them one better than me.’” Therefore it is permitted for the less worthy 
(mafdul) to be Imam and have recourse to the more worthy (afdal) in the imple-
mentation of legal judgments (ahkam).20

Al-Shahristanı continues:

When the Shı‘a of Kufa heard these doctrinal ideas (maqalat) from him and real-
ized that he did not disavow the two shaykhs [Abu Bakr and ‘Umar], they refused 
him (rafaduhu) until he died (lit: his fate came upon him). They were named the 
rafida.21

Ibn Tahir al-Baghdadı relates the same encounter, laying out the situation 
in greater detail but summarizing the contents of Zayd’s speech:

Zayd b. ‘Alı took the oath of allegiance as Imam from 1500 Kufan men who 
rebelled with him against Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik’s governor of Iraq, Yusuf b. 
‘Umar al-Thaqafı.

When fighting broke out between him and [Yusuf b.] ‘Umar al-Thaqafı, they [the 
Kufans] said, “We will help you against your enemies after you tell us your opin-
ion regarding Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and those who oppressed your forefather ‘Alı b. 
Abı Talib.”

Zayd said, “I only have good things to say about them. I never heard my father 
say anything but good about them. I only rebelled against the Banu Umayya who 
killed my grandfather al-Husayn, plundered Medina on the day of al-harra, and 
destroyed the House of God with rocks and fire launched by siege-machines.”

They [the Kufans] distanced themselves from him because of that [opinion] and 
he labeled them, “Those who refused me.” From that day on, they were known 
as the rafida.

Nasr b. Khuzayma al-‘Absı,22 Mu‘awiya b. Ishaq b. Yazıd b. Haritha, and approx-
imately 200 men remained with him [Zayd], fighting the army of Yusuf b. ‘Umar 
al-Thaqafı until every last one of them was killed including Zayd whose body 
was exhumed, crucified, and burned.23

20 MN, 155.
21 Ibid., 155.
22 The text here appears corrupt with the name given as Nadr b. Khuzayma al-‘Ansı [sic].
23 FBF, 44–5.
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According to both versions, Zayd’s refusal to condemn the first two 
caliphs for usurping ‘Alı’s rightful political claims precipitated the with-
drawal of most of his Kufan followers and resulted in his death.

As a whole, the heresiographies leave us with two contradictory prop-
ositions. On the one hand, they assert that early Zaydism consisted of 
distinct streams of Jarudism and Batrism defined on the basis of theology 
and brought together in the revolt of Zayd b. ‘Alı. On the other hand, 
they recount Zayd’s explicit refusal to condemn the early Companions 
and his education under a non-‘Alid religious authority (i.e., Wasil b. 
‘Ata’), positions that align with Batrism and fundamentally contradict 
Jarudism. Furthermore, they expressly identify a number of Kufans who 
(1) withdrew on the verge of battle and (2) were theologically Jarudı 
in their demand that Zayd explicitly denounce Abu Bakr and ‘Umar. In 
other words, the narrative preserved by al-Shahristanı and Ibn Tahir 
al-Baghdadı allocates responsibility for Zayd’s death to a group virtu-
ally indistinguishable from the Jarudıs (although they are never named). 
It is hard to imagine that these “refusers” would have continued to call 
themselves Zaydıs after abandoning their Imam on the battlefield. Even 
if they did, they would have hardly held any credibility in the eyes of 
those Zaydıs who supported Zayd till the bitter end. Only one of the her-
esiographers, al-Shahristanı, mentions this paradox, observing that Abu 
al-Jarud’s followers opposed their own Imam on a number of fundamen-
tal theological issues.24 He offers no further commentary on the matter.

If we accept the validity of Zayd’s exchange with his followers (and 
there is no real reason to doubt it), this seems to undermine the claim 
that Zaydism initially consisted of Batrı and Jarudı subdivisions.25 It 
does, however, support our revised narrative that (1) most (if not all) of 
Zayd’s initial followers were Batrıs,26 and (2) the Jarudıs emerged over 

24 MN, 158. Van Arendonk also points out the apparent disjuncture in these accounts 
(Débuts, 32–3).

25 Crone offers a different perspective (drawing on a version of the revolt transmitted 
through Abu Mikhnaf) by classifying the Jarudıs as “Rafidı Zaydıs” who were much 
closer to – if not indistinguishable from – the Imamıs. They were eventually drawn into 
Zaydism as a result of their political activism. This still leaves open the puzzling question 
of how the Jarudıs could have been accepted within Zaydı circles if they (1) existed as 
defined group at the time of Zayd’s revolt but (2) abandoned the cause at a critical junc-
ture (Crone, God’s Rule, 100).

26 If we adopt this approach, then the events could be explained as follows: Zayd b. ‘Alı led a 
group of (moderate) Batrı Shı‘a united in their refusal to condemn the early Companions. 
Initially, he also garnered the support of other (possibly even early Imamı) Shı‘a who left 
after the battlefield incident. The term “rafida” was applied to this group and persisted as 
a pejorative condemnation of their last-minute rejection of Zayd. For more on this term 
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the next few decades as Zaydism underwent a internal transformation. 
This allows us to avoid the improbable assertion that the Jarudıs aban-
doned the founder of their faith to certain death and then proceeded to 
seize control of his movement.

As opposed to the heresiographical literature, the Zaydı  historical 
sources present a narrative of the revolt that is both internally consis-
tent and strikingly devoid of theological complications. A representative 
example is Abu  al-Faraj al-Isbaha nı ’s (d. 356/967) Maqa til al-t alibiyyı n, 
a work organized around T a libid struggles to wrest political power from 
the Umayyads and ‘Abba sids.27 Al-Isbaha nı  does not mention theolog-
ical disputes over the status of the first two caliphs and offers no indi-
cation of tensions among Zayd’s core supporters. The account begins 
with Zayd b. ‘Alı ’s arrival in Iraq and details his efforts toward build-
ing a covert missionary infrastructure designed to secure military and 
political support. He was especially successful in the traditional Shı ‘ı  
stronghold of Ku fa and the outlying provinces of Khura sa n, Jurja n, 
and Rayy.28 In the face of growing pressure from Hisha m’s governor 
of Iraq (Yu suf b. ‘Umar al-Thaqafı ), Zayd was forced to rebel prior 
to completing his preparations and before he was able to muster his 
full strength.29 Once the revolt was public, Yu suf b. ‘Umar al-Thaqafı  
intimidated Zayd’s Ku fan followers by rounding them up in the Friday 
mosque and threatening to kill anyone who ventured out.30 They buck-
led under pressure and refused to respond to Zayd’s call to arms, leaving 
him with an army of only 218 men.31 Zayd was categorically unsympa-
thetic toward these Ku fans and accused them of treachery.32 The charge 

and its varied usage, see Kohlberg, “Rafida,” 677–9, and Jarrar, “Aspects,” 213–4. Jarrar’s 
piece is an English adaptation of one part of a larger study of Zaydı dogmatic epistles 
entitled “Arba‘u rasa’il Zaydiyya mubakkira.”

27 Al-Isbahanı covers the biography of every prominent Talibid (descendant of Abu Talib) 
who died in the course of a rebellion or by order of a caliph through the 3rd/9th cen-
tury. In the period between Zayd b. ‘Alı’s initial rebellion in 122/740 and the end of the 
2nd/8th century, al-Isbahanı recounts the biographies of no less than fifty-five ‘Alids. 
Although bearing a symbolic importance, many of these figures exerted only a limited 
influence on the overall evolution of Zaydism. The remainder of this chapter concen-
trates on the handful of ‘Alids whose lives were especially pivotal in the sect’s transfor-
mation from a Batrı moderation to a Jarudı radicalism, drawing on al-Isbahanı’s text for 
the basic historical framework and supplementing it with al-Natiq bi’l-Haqq’s al-Ifada 
and Ahmad b. Ibrahım and ‘Alı b. Bilal’s al-Masabı h

28 Maqatil, 130–2.
29 Ibid., 132.
30 Ibid., 132–3.
31 Ibid., 134.
32 Ibid., 134.
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was further justified after Zayd’s small force stormed into the city, took 
control of the mosque, and cleared the way for the besieged Ku fans to 
fulfill their oaths. Even the removal of the immediate threat, however, 
failed to spur them into action, prompting one of Zayd’s companions to 
exclaim, “Rise up from lowliness to honor and from this world to your 
religion!”33 The end came swiftly as the Umayyad forces systematically 
struck down many of Zayd’s closest supporters (e.g., Nasr b. Khuzayma 
and Mu‘a wiya b. Ish a q al-Ansa rı ) and finally killed him with a poisoned 
arrow to the head.34

Some Zaydı historical sources identify additional causes for Zayd’s 
loss of support. In al-Masabı h, a work covering the lives of Zaydı Imams 
through the mid-4th/10th century, Ahmad b. Ibrahım (d. 353/864) records 
a number of encounters between Zayd and the Kufans in which the latter 
attempt to circumvent their oath of allegiance.35 Their complaints range 
from the assertion that al-Sadiq was the rightful Imam to pleas of finan-
cial hardship, prompting Zayd to label them rawafid. The account then 
describes the round-up of many Kufans in the Friday mosque and the 
Umayyad threats that cow them into breaking their oaths. It is signifi-
cant to note that neither Ahmad b. Ibrahım nor any other Zaydı author 
mentions the battlefield theological exchange over the status of the first 
two caliphs.

As a whole, Zaydı historical chronicles frame the rebellion as a 
strictly political act. Although they mention prominent Batrı tradition-
ists (e.g., Salama b. Kuhayl – d. 122/740 and Harun b. Sa‘d al-‘Ijlı – d. 
145/763)36 and important early Jarudıs (e.g., Fudayl b. al-Zubayr37 and 
Abu al-Jarud38) among Zayd’s partisans, they offer conspicuously little 
information regarding their theological views. The sole factor uniting 
Zayd’s supporters appears to be a shared belief in ‘Alid political claims 
against the Umayyads. Of particular interest in this regard is al-Isbahanı’s 
depiction of Abu al-Jarud as a prototypical young Kufan who preferred 
Zayd b. ‘Alı’s call to arms over the political pacifism of other prominent 

33 Ibid., 135.
34 Ibid., 137.
35 Masabı h I, 390–2. A similar version of the revolt is preserved by two non-Zaydı Shı‘ı 

scholars: al-Ya‘qubı (Tarı kh, 2:325–6) includes a summary of important events but 
suggests that Zayd was never given the chance to network with his Kufan supporters. 
Al-Mas‘udı covers the rebellion but does not offer an explanation for its failure in either 
the Muruj (3:206–7) or Kitab al-tanbıh wa al-ishraf (323).

36 Ifada, 63.
37 Ibn al-Murtada, Tabaqat, 2:204.
38 Maqatil, 133.
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‘Alids (i.e., al-Baqir and – in particular – al-Sadiq).39 Even in the case of 
the eponymous founder of Jarudism, however, al-Isbahanı offers no hint 
of his adherence to what would eventually become ‘Jarudı’ theological 
doctrines.40

The Sunnı historical chronicles preserve a hybrid account combining 
the theological encounter detailed in the heresiographies with the political 
chronology of the Zaydı sources.41 The theological controversy is placed 
well before the actual rebellion and explained as a ploy devised by cer-
tain elements of Zayd’s supporters to renege on their oaths. This was not 
a critical blow to Zayd’s hopes, which ultimately failed (as in the Zaydı 
sources) because of the cowardice of the Kufans barricaded in the central 
mosque. Once again, the Jarudıs are notably absent in the rebellion. The 
only group ascribed seemingly Jarudı beliefs abandons Zayd well before 
the start of hostilities, whereas the bulk of his supporters seem perfectly 
comfortable with his adherence to an unambiguous Batrism.

It is significant to note that all three sets of sources discussed in this sec-
tion support our revised narrative for the origins of Zaydism rather than 
its classical analogue.42 Both the heresiographies and the Sunnı sources 
place Zayd (and his followers) firmly within the boundaries of Batrı 
Zaydism; any Jarudıs would have abandoned the cause after his refusal 
to condemn Abu Bakr and ‘Umar. The Zaydı chronicles are devoid of any 
theological discussions and intimate unanimity among his followers. This 
does not necessarily mean that there were no theological factions within 
Zaydism, but it is difficult to find any evidence for the existence of a dis-
cernible and relevant Jarudı component. We are left with the impression 
of a Zaydism dominated by a perspective best characterized as Batrı.

39 Modarressi, Tradition, 121.
40 For an analysis of some of the purported theological views of Abu al-Jarud that differ 

from the Batrıs, see Jarrar, “Tafsı r,” 37–9.
41 See al-Tabarı, Tarı kh, 5:497–503; Ibn al-Jawzı, al-Muntazam, 7:210–1; al-Nuwayrı, 

Nihayat, 24:401. These accounts integrate the heresiographical narrative into the his-
torical narrative. Al-Baladhurı does not include the theological exchange between Zayd 
and his followers, but the issue is discussed indirectly (Ansab, 2:520–41 and especially 
528–9). It is worth noting that al-Baladhurı employs the term “Zaydı” (in one instance) 
to refer to those of Zayd’s followers who agreed with him regarding Abu Bakr and ‘Umar 
(Ansab, 2:529). This is likely an anachronistic label rather than evidence for the existence 
of a distinct Zaydı community.

42 Al-Isbahanı’s account seems the most persuasive, offering reasons for Zayd’s failure that 
extend beyond a battlefield theological debate. The Umayyad army had a reputation for 
invincibility in the 2nd/8th-century Muslim world, which could intimidate supporters of 
potential rebels. It seems far more likely that Zayd b. ‘Alı’s abandonment resulted from a 
frightened populace than from a public finally deciding to ask Zayd his opinion of Abu 
Bakr on the eve of battle.
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The Consolidation of Batrı Zaydism (122–45/740–63)

After Zayd’s death, his eldest son Yahya attempted (unsuccessfully) to 
rally the remnants of his forces, drawing on the remorse of those who 
had abandoned the cause.43 He fled to Khurasan where he solicited the 
military support of a number of local leaders sympathetic to ‘Alid polit-
ical aspirations.44 The region, however, had been thoroughly infiltrated 
by the Hashimı movement led by Bukayr b. Mahan (d. after 127/744–5) 
and Abu Muslim (d. after 136/753–4) that would eventually bring the 
‘Abbasids to power.45 After a series of run-ins with both Hashimı and 
government agents, Yahya reached Balkh where he found shelter with 
al-Harısh b. ‘Amr b. Dawud al-Shaybanı (d. mid-2nd/8th century),46 a 
prominent local with Shı‘ı sympathies.

When Yahya persisted in his efforts at organizing an armed rebel-
lion, the Umayyads redoubled their pursuit. The governor of the prov-
ince, Nasr b. Sayyar (d. 131/748), had al-Harısh arrested and tortured to 
the brink of death, prompting his son, Quraysh, to reveal Yahya’s loca-
tion.47 When news of the ‘Alid’s capture reached the Umayyad caliph, 
Walıd II b. Yazıd, in 125/743, he granted Yahya a conditional pardon and 
ordered Nasr to monitor his movements in Khurasan.48 Yahya managed 
to slip away (again) and raised a small military force of no more than 
seventy Khurasanı supporters near the eastern frontier. He rebelled late 
in 125/743 and was quickly defeated and killed by a small provincial 
army.49 Van Arendonk observes that Yahya’s death left “a deep impres-
sion among those in Khurasan,”50 but its impact in Kufa appears to have 
been marginal at best. There are no indications of widespread Kufan or 

43 For similar accounts of Yahya’s movements, see al-Baladhurı, Ansab, 2:542–7; al-Ya‘qubı, 
Tarı kh, 2:262–3; al-Tabarı, Tarıkh, 5:536–8; and Débuts, 33–4. A shortened version is 
preserved in Mas‘udı, Muruj, 3:212–3.

44 Maqatil, 145–50.
45 EI2, s.v. Yahya b. Zayd (Madelung).
46 This is the correct name as mentioned by al-Tabarı, Tarıkh, 5:536 as opposed to 

al-Isbahanı who identifies him as al-Harısh b. ‘Abd al-Rahman.
47 Maqatil, 146–47.
48 Ibid., 248.
49 Ibid., 149–50.
50 Van Arendonk examines the manner in which the ‘Abbasids manipulated Yahya’s death 

to mobilize support in Khurasan (Débuts, 41–2). Al-Mas‘udı claims that all male chil-
dren born in 125/743 were named either Yahya or Zayd (Muruj, 3:213). See also EI2, s.v. 
Yahya b. Zayd (Madelung).
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Zaydı support for the young ‘Alid. Al-Isbahanı notes that he was only 
able to garner ten supporters in all of Iraq.51

A more serious ‘Alid revolt was organized by two of Yah ya ’s distant 
cousins, al-Nafs al-Zakiyya Muh ammad b. ‘Abd Alla h and his brother, 
Ibra hı m, in 145/763. The sources claim that al-Nafs al-Zakiyya was 
groomed for the caliphate from an early age so that many ‘Alids referred 
to him by the title “al-Mahdı .”52 After Yah ya  b. Zayd’s death and Walı d 
II’s murder in 125/744, ‘Abd Alla h b. al-H asan called a council of the 
family of the Prophet for the express purpose of securing a consensus in 
favor of his son’s candidacy for the caliphate.53 Most of those present – 
with the exception of al-S a diq and his followers54 – pledged their alle-
giance to al-Nafs al-Zakiyya, who began building a missionary network 
that stretched as far east as India. After the ‘Abba sid revolution, al-Nafs 
al-Zakiyya and Ibra hı m went underground and continued their prepa-
rations for rebellion. Al-Mansu r’s drive to find the brothers bordered 
on the maniacal, as he imprisoned and murdered numerous prominent 
‘Alids including their father, ‘Abd Alla h.55 In 145/763, under consider-
able pressure from al-Mansu r and against the advice of his brother, al-
Nafs al-Zakiyya emerged from hiding, declared himself the legitimate 
Ima m, and took control of Medina.56 Ibra hı m simultaneously rebelled 
in Basra and quickly gained control of the city with the aid of a sympa-
thetic governor and broad military support from the garrison towns.57 
Al-Mansu r was ecstatic at the unorganized and ill-advised rebellion. In 
a matter of months, he was able to crush al-Nafs al-Zakiyya’s forces in 
Medina and turn his attention to the more formidable military chal-
lenge posed by Ibra hı m in Basra.58 By the end of the year, the brothers 

51 Maqatil, 146.
52 For use of this title, see Maqatil, 206–7, 210–17 and Débuts, 46, 50. For an alternate 

view that casts al-Nafs al-Zakiyya as a well-intentioned but doomed martyr in the mold 
of al-Husayn b. ‘Alı, see Maqatil, 217–27.

53 Maqatil, 184–7; Masabı h II, 427–8; Débuts, 46–8
54 For the Husaynid opposition voiced by Ja‘far al-Sadiq, see Maqatil, 186–7.
55 See Maqatil, 178–83 where he offers a long list of ‘Alids imprisoned by al-Mansur. 

Beginning on page 184, he recounts the direct causes of ‘Abd Allah’s imprisonment, 
emphasizing his efforts at securing support for his two sons. See also, al-Ya‘qubı, Ta rı kh, 
2:307–8 and Débuts, 49–50.

56 Maqatil, 230.
57 For specifics of the brothers’ movements, see Débuts, 49.
58 For a detailed narrative of the rebellion, see Maqatil, 229–44; al-Baladhurı, Ansab, 

2:417–26 and 437–48; al-Ya‘qubı, Tarı kh, 2:315–19; al-Tabarı, Tarı kh, 6:183–95, 
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were dead and ‘Abba sid power had been consolidated in both the H ija z 
and Iraq.

In their accounts of Ibrahım’s revolt,59 the historical sources offer 
strong indications of a distinctive Zaydı identity,60 explicitly referring to a 
segment of his supporters – led by Harun b. Sa‘d al-‘Ijlı61 – as “Zaydıs.”62 
These men were noted for their religious tenacity63 and their propensity 
to question (and confront) Ibrahım on a wide range of practical and reli-
gious matters.64 Al-Isbahanı preserves a series of such encounters that 
center on the allocation of funds,65 the proper method for performing 
the funeral prayer,66 and battlefield tactics.67 They eventually pressured 
Ibrahım to name their favorite candidate, ‘I sa b. Zayd, as his political and 
religious successor.68 Tensions were also apparent in Ibrahım’s ambigu-
ous attitude toward their leader, Harun b. Sa‘d, whom he refused to meet 
in the early stages of the rebellion.69 A dispute even erupted over the use 

199–230, and 250–63; and Débuts, 50–60. A shorter account of the conflict is preserved 
in Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 4:438–42.

59 After al-Nafs al-Zakiyya’s defeat, the Zaydıs considered Ibrahım the legitimate Imam. 
See al-Ya‘qubı, Tarıkh, 2:318.

60 The earliest testimony for a distinct group of Zaydı s in the Sunnı  historical chroni-
cles occurs in al-T abarı ’s Ta rı kh with respect to the 127/744 rebellion of ‘Abd Alla h b. 
Mu‘a wiya. See Ta rı kh, 5:599–604 for the revolt and 5:600 and 603 for explicit mention 
of the Zaydı s. This contrasts with the Zaydı  sources that either ignore this rebellion 
altogether (e.g., ‘Alı  b. Bila l’s al-Masa bı h  II or al-Na t iq bi’l-H aqq’s al-Ifa da) or cast 
it in a highly negative light without noting any explicit Zaydı  involvement (Maqa til, 
152–9).

61 Yahya b. al-Husayn emphasizes the traditionist credentials of Harun b. Sa‘d. He is 
depicted as a prominent jurist with a reputation for good works and piety who transmit-
ted traditions from Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı and ‘Āmir b. Sharahıl (Ifada, 85). Al-Baladhurı 
refers to Harun b. Sa‘d as a Shı‘a and quotes some of his verse (Ansab, 2:442–3). 

62 The Zaydıs are a clearly demarcated segment of Ibrahım’s supporters in Maqatil, 289, 
296, 299, 308; al-Baladhurı, Ansab, 2:440–41; al-Ya‘qubı, Tarıkh, 2:318; al-Tabarı, 
Tarıkh, 6:262; and Débuts, 57–8.

63 They are characterized as crude (kathıf) and appear to have functioned as an indepen-
dent military force (Maqatil, 308 and al-Ya‘qubı, Tarıkh, 2:318). This suggests that they 
constituted a preexisting community.

64 In addition to the Zaydıs, the brothers were able to secure the support of Abu H anıfa 
(Ifada, 84; Débuts, 58 and 315; DIQ, 74), Malik b. Anas (Ifada, 77; Débuts, 50; DIQ, 74) 
and a number of unaffiliated Shı‘a of dubious allegiances, such as Sulayman b. Mihran 
al-A‘mash (Ifada, 86–7; Débuts, 315–6; DIQ, 74). For a broad list of the companions of 
each of the prominent ‘Alid rebels, see Débuts, 307–19 (Appendix 1).

65 Maqatil, 288.
66 Ibid., 288–9.
67 Ibid., 296–9.
68 Ibid., 289, 342–3 and 345.
69 Ibid., 286 and 309; See also al-Tabarı, Tarıkh, 6:253–4.
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of the term “Zaydı.” When Ibrahım observed them chanting “We are the 
Zaydıs and the sons of Zaydıs,” he exclaimed, “God have mercy on you! 
Is this word [Zaydı] better than the word Islam? Say we are Muslims and 
the sons of Muslims!”70 Despite these tensions, the Zaydıs continued sup-
porting Ibrahım to the end and mourned his death in a very vocal public 
display of grief.71

As a whole, these disagreements embodied a striking difference in 
perspective between the H asanid Ima ms and the early Zaydı s who – in 
the words of Veccia Vaglieri – “formed what was in effect a political 
party”72 and were clearly advocates of a proto-Sunnı  Ku fan tradition-
ism. If Ibra hı m performed the funeral prayer in an idiosyncratic style or 
allocated funds in a manner at odds with their traditions, they would – 
and did – object vociferously. This made them Batrı s (though the term is 
not used in the sources) in that they subordinated the religious authority 
of their ‘Alid Imam to the transmitted knowledge of the Companions 
and early jurists. There are no indications that a sizable contingent of al-
Nafs al-Zakiyya or Ibra hı m’s supporters held views that could be char-
acterized as legally (or theologically) Ja ru dı . If Abu  al-Ja ru d was still 
alive (likely) and took part in the rebellion (unclear), he does not appear 
to have played a role of even marginal importance in the larger Zaydı  
movement.

At this point, it may be useful to take a step back and consider the 
historical situation. The revolt of al-Nafs al-Zakiyya was especially 
significant because it included one of the earliest references to a dis-
tinct group of Zaydı s. These Zaydı s were most likely the same contin-
gent of Ku fans that had supported (or regretted not supporting) Zayd 
b. ‘Alı  twenty years earlier. That initial revolt had united them based 
on a common commitment to the ‘Alid political cause. In every other 
way, however, they continued adhering to a legal methodology and reli-
gious orthopraxy consistent with the proto-Sunnı  Ku fan legal milieu. 
The next twenty years provided adequate time for them to construct an 
independent identity, undoubtedly aided by the missionary networks of 
al-Nafs al-Zakiyya and other ‘Alids. When the brothers finally revolted, 
these partisans constituted a distinct faction that the historical literature 
labeled Zaydı s but which the heresiographers (eventually) identified as 

70 Masabıh II, 451; Débuts, 58.
71 Masabıh II, 451.
72 EI2, s.v. Ibrahım b. ‘Abd Allah (L. Veccia Vaglieri).
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Batrı  Zaydı s. The problem with speaking of Batrı  Zaydı s in 145/763 is 
that the term is redundant as it is likely that being a Zaydı  at this time 
meant being a Batrı .

The Tipping Point (145–68/763–85)

The first signs of a change in Zaydism materialized in the twenty years 
following al-Nafs al-Zakiyya’s death. The ‘Abba sids instituted a mas-
sive wave of repressive measures that forced the Zaydı s underground. 
In this period, the titular head of the movement in Iraq was Zayd’s 
eldest living son, ‘Isa ,73 who spent the last few decades of his life (fol-
lowing Ibra hı m’s defeat in 145/763) under the protection of his Ku fan 
followers. ‘I sa  had commanded the right flank of al-Nafs al- Zakiyya’s 
army in his final stand against al-Mansu r74 before fleeing to Basra 
where he became one of Ibra hı m’s closest political and military advi-
sors.75 As mentioned earlier, he was held in high regard by the Ku fan 
Zaydı s who regretted their complicity in the violent deaths of both his 
father (Zayd b. ‘Alı ) and his brother (Yah ya  b. ‘Zayd).76 By 156/773, 
‘Īsa  had received the Zaydı  oath of allegiance and was in the early 
stages of planning a rebellion that never came to fruition.77 Al-Mansu r 
and al-Mahdı  (rl. 158–69/775–85) pursued him with tenacity, offer-
ing large monetary rewards for information and making (probably 
insincere) offers of amnesty during the H ajj seasons.78 The accounts 
in the Maqa til and the Masa bı h  differ regarding ‘Isa ’s movements, 
with the former observing that he was unable to garner any significant  

73 For his succession to leadership, see Débuts, 61; DIQ, 52.
74 Maqatil, 344; Masabıh II, 487.
75 Masabıh II, 487–8.
76 There are strong indications that the Kufan Zaydıs preferred ‘Īsa b. Zayd to Ibrahım b. 

‘Abd Allah after observing the latter perform the prayer in an unfamiliar manner. There 
are even reports that al-Mansur promised ‘Isa a large sum of money if he would con-
vince the Zaydıs to abandon Ibrahım. Aware of al-Mansur’s reputation for betrayal, ‘I sa 
rejected the proposal in the harshest of terms (Maqatil, 343–4; Débuts, 61).

77 Ahmad b. Ibrahım reports that Ibrahım was succeeded by his son, al-Hasan, who failed 
to live up to expectations (Masabıh II, 488; Débuts, 59–60). Al-Isbahanı, by contrast, 
strongly asserts that the Zaydı elements in Ibrahım’s forces were intent on ‘I sa’s succes-
sion. He even offers an account in which Ibrahım formally designates ‘I sa b. Zayd as his 
heir apparent (Maqatil, 342–3 and, especially, 345).

78 See Masabıh II, 488 and Maqatil, 343–53, with numerous examples of the search for ‘I sa 
b. Zayd and other prominent ‘Alids. Multiple versions of the Hajj episode are presented 
on pages 350–1 of the Maqatil.

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Dating Sectarianism 205

support79 and the latter asserting that he was about to rebel when he 
was poisoned by ‘Abba sid agents.80

From 145/763 to his death in 168/785, ‘I sa lived covertly in the house-
hold of the famous Batrı al-Hasan b. Salih b. Hayy (d. 168/785) and met 
frequently with a number of prominent Zaydıs, including Isra’ıl b. Yunus 
(d. 160 or 162/776 or 778) and Sabbah al-Za‘faranı (d. mid-2nd/8th 
century).81 The sources suggest that the community grew impatient with 
‘Isa’s careful and cautious style, a style likely aggravated by the relentless 
pressures of governmental pursuit and the memory of the deaths of his 
father and brother.82 Al-Isbahanı depicts an exchange in which several 
Zaydıs urged ‘I sa to revolt with the claim that they had the backing of 
10,000 men in Iraq and the Hijaz. The Imam replied that he would gladly 
rebel “before the day has dawned” if he could count on even 300 of these 
supporters “to expend their lives” against the enemies of God.83 Although 
the encounter successfully silenced the Zaydıs in the short term, they con-
tinued to agitate for a fight.

The repeated and growing calls for a military uprising did not produce 
any change in the dominant Batrism of the early Zaydıs. This was appar-
ent in a dispute over an episode from the Prophet’s sı ra that broke out 
between Hasan b. Salih and ‘I sa b. Zayd during the Hajj.84 The matter 
was only settled when the two parties covertly approached the famous 
traditionist Sufyan al-Thawrı for his opinion.85 The episode suggests that 
the Zaydıs continued to adhere to the Batrı view that denied an ‘Alid 
Imam any special status vis-à-vis non-‘Alid Muslim scholars.

The strains of living underground under the constant watch of the 
‘Abbasid authorities pushed many Zaydıs to the breaking point, and 
some began clamoring for an accommodation with governmental power. 
These internal divisions remained hidden during ‘I sa’s lifetime but erupted 
immediately after his death in an argument over the fate of his sons, 

79 Maqatil, 353.
80 Masabıh II, 388–9.
81 Maqatil, 345–51; Débuts, 62; DIQ, 51. For a historiographical analysis of this period in 

‘Īsa’s life, see Haider, “Contested.”
82 Maqatil, 345–6.
83 Ibid., 353.
84 Although the text does not explicitly identify the contentious issue, it likely involved 

the succession to the Prophet with implications for the political legitimacy of non-‘Alid 
rulers.

85 Ibid., 350–1.
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Zayd and Ahmad, between Sabbah al-Za‘faranı86 and al-Hasan b. Salih.87 
Sabbah was blunt in his appraisal of the situation:

Consider the fact that the pain and struggle we have endured has been without 
meaning. ‘Īsa b. Zayd has died and gone [lit: gone on his way]. We are only per-
secuted because of [‘Abbasid] fears of him. If it is known that he has died, they 
[the ‘Abbasids] will feel safe from him and will leave us alone. Let me seek out 
this man – meaning al-Mahdı – and inform him of his [‘I sa’s] death so that he will 
stop searching for us and we will stop fearing him.88

Al-Hasan refused to go along with the plan, declaring, “By God, do not 
bring joy to the enemy of God by informing him of the death of the 
friend (walı ) of God and the descendant of the Prophet of God. . . . His 
[al-Mahdı] spending a night in fear of him [‘Isa’] is better to me than a 
year of fighting and worship.”89 The matter resolved itself when al-Hasan 
b. Salih died a few months later and Sabbah proceeded to al-Mahdı’s 
court where he announced ‘Īsa’s death and shamed the caliph into caring 
for the children of the dead ‘Alid.90

The Kufan Zaydıs were faced with two alternatives: renounce the rev-
olutionary struggle in exchange for material security, or continue it under 
intense governmental pressure. Those Zaydıs (e.g., Sabbah al-Za‘faranı) 
who chose to make peace with the ‘Abbasids returned to their Kufan tra-
ditionist roots and assimilated into a community that would eventually 
coalesce into Sunnism. The choice of continued revolution, by contrast, 
had consequences that extended beyond the political sphere (see further 
discussion).91 Subsequent Zaydı Imams embraced “Jarudı” positions, 

86 al-Tustarı very briefly mentions Sabbah as a companion of al-Sadiq (Qamus, 5:479). He 
is not found in al-Mizzı’s Tahdhıb.

87 For this exchange, see Maqatil, 354–61.
88 Ibid., 355.
89 Ibid., 355.
90 For more on ‘I sa b. Zayd’s eldest son, Ahmad, see footnote 122 in this chapter.
91 This framework of an accommodationist/revolutionary divide is indebted to Marshall 

Hodgson’s analysis of a “piety-minded” movement that included a wide array of reli-
gious groups opposed to the Umayyads. After the ‘Abbasid revolution, many of these 
groups accommodated the new regime. Specifically, they accepted its political legitimacy 
but claimed a scholarly monopoly on legal and religious matters. Hodgson contends 
that the formal break between Proto-Sunnıs and the Shı‘a can be traced to this fateful 
decision. The Zaydıs were faced with the same choice. Those that accommodated were 
eventually integrated into Sunnism, whereas those that sought revolutionary change were 
forced to elaborate independent positions, which – in the legal sphere – often resembled 
those of the Imamıs. This point becomes more evident over the next few decades in the 
build-up to the battle at Fakhkh and the dispersal of rebellion to the Muslim East and 
West (Hodgson, Venture, 1:272–9). See also Chapter 1.
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which brought them closer to the Imamıs in law and theology. In fact, 
after ‘Isa’s death, the sources rarely mention disputes between Zaydıs and 
their Imams on facets of ritual law, and there is a dramatic diminishing of 
reverence for traditionist figures such as Sufyan al-Thawrı.

The Emergence of Jarudı Zaydism (169/786)

The next major Zaydı military rebellion erupted in Medina in 169/786 
under the leadership of Sahib Fakhkh al-Husayn b. ‘Alı b. al-Hasan b. 
al-Hasan b. al-Hasan b. ‘Alı b. Abı Talib (d. 169/786).92 During the reign 
of al-Mahdı, al-Husayn had enjoyed a degree of influence and prestige as 
the caliph routinely granted him large sums of money and even acceded 
to his amnesty requests for prominent imprisoned ‘Alids.93 The politi-
cal landscape changed dramatically in 168/785 with the deaths of both 
‘Īsa b. Zayd and al-Mahdı. The new caliph, al-Hadı (rl. 169–70/785–6), 
was much more aggressive in his dealing with the ‘Alids, and the Iraqı 
Zaydıs were spoiling for a fight after a long period of political quiescence. 
When al-Hadı heard whispers of a possible Kufan insurrection, he ordered 
al-Husayn b. ‘Alı and other prominent ‘Alids residing in Iraq to Medina, 
where they could be kept under the watchful eye of the newly appointed 
governor of the Hijaz, ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Azız b. ‘Abd Allah al-‘Umarı (d. 
after 169/786).94

The sources are unanimous in ascribing the subsequent revolt to a 
series of repressive measures instituted by al-‘Umarı. The ‘Alids were par-
ticularly enraged by the imposition of a daily roll call.95 If any descendant 
of the Prophet failed to appear when his name was called, his relatives 
were held accountable and threatened with physical and fiscal sanctions. 
A few months into the policy, al-Hasan b. Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. 
al-Hasan b. al-Hasan b. ‘Alı b. Abı Talib disappeared, prompting a partic-
ularly harsh exchange between al-‘Umarı and al-Husayn b. ‘Alı that cul-
minated in the former threatening the latter with physical violence.96 The 

92 A parallel but slightly different version of the revolt is found in al-Ya‘qubı, Tarıkh, 
2:348–9.

93 Débuts, 62–3; EI2, s.v. al-Husayn b. ‘Alı Sahib Fakhkh (L. Veccia Vaglieri). The Zaydı 
sources contend that this relationship was a façade for a covert rebellion brewing in Kufa 
(Masabıh II, 466–7).

94 Maqatil, 371; Masabıh II, 465 and 468; Ifada, 93–4; Akhbar, 132 and, for more on this 
important source, Jarrar. “Arba‘u,” 267–8; Débuts, 62.

95 Ifada, 94; Débuts, 63.
96 Veccia Vaglieri’s account is based almost entirely on al-Tabarı (Tarıkh, 6:410–6 and 

417–20), depicting the rebels as arrogant and selfish. The impetus for their hostility is 
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‘Alids (and Talibids) in Medina were furious at the governor and con-
vened an emergency meeting where they gave the oath of allegiance to 
al-Husayn b. ‘Alı and decided (in a rather short-sighted manner) to revolt 
the next day.97

The rebellion was dominated by the hot-headed and charismatic 
Yah ya  b. ‘Abd Alla h b. al-H asan b. al-H asan b. ‘Alı  b. Abı  T a lib (d. 
189/805) and his brother Idrı s (d. 175/791), who were placed in charge 
of al-H usayn’s military affairs. On the morning of the uprising, before 
the fajr prayer, the brothers led a small force that seized control of the 
Prophet’s mosque.98 But when al-H usayn b. ‘Alı  took the pulpit and 
appealed for support against the ‘Abba sids, he found the Medinans 
wholly unenthusiastic. In fact, many locals immediately returned to 
their homes in anticipation of the ‘Abba sid military response.99 The 
Zaydı  historical sources claim that the decision to rebel in Medina was 
rash and ill-conceived because a revolt had been meticulously planned 
for Mecca following the H ajj with the pledged support of 30,000 pil-
grims.100 If the ‘Alids had just waited a month and declared their inten-
tions in Mecca, they could have posed a serious threat to ‘Abba sid 
power. In Medina, however, al-H usayn b. ‘Alı  was isolated with a lim-
ited support base (no more than 300 men)101 drawn primarily from his 
own family. The only viable option was to flee to Mecca where the bulk 
of the pilgrims (unaware of the events in Medina) were gathered (alleg-
edly) in eager anticipation of a rebellion. When the ‘Abba sids learned 
of the uprising, however, they were able to raise a patchwork army 
and intercepted the ‘Alids at Fakhkh (six miles outside of Mecca).102 
Al-H usayn b. ‘Alı  and more than a hundred of his ‘Alid supporters lost 

traced back to al-‘Umarı’s decision to punish al-Hasan b. Muhammad (who later disap-
peared) for drinking wine. This version of the revolt also notes that the ‘Alids who seized 
the Prophet’s mosque left it in a scandalous state of impurity. In the larger chronology, 
however, Veccia Vaglieri aligns with the Zaydı historical chronicles (Veccia Vaglieri, 
“al-Husayn b. ‘Alı,” 3:615–17). For parallel Zaydı accounts, see Maqatil, 373–5; 
Masabıh II, 471; Ifada, 94; Akhbar, 133–4; Débuts, 63–4.

97 The sources identify al-Kazim and al-Hasan b. Ja‘far b. al-Hasan b. al-Hasan b. ‘Alı 
b. Abı T alib as the only ‘Alids who refused to take the oath or support the rebellion 
(Maqatil, 375–6; Ifada, 94).

98 The brothers play a central role in almost every account of the rebellion with Yahya hold-
ing (an apparent) seniority over Idrıs (Masabıh II, 472–5; Ifada, 94–5; Akhbar, 140).

99 Ahmad b. Ibrahım, al-Masabıh, 472 and 474–8; Ifada, 95.
100 Akhbar, 142 and 146.
101 Maqatil, 377; Ifada, 95.
102 Ifada, 95–6; Débuts, 64.
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their lives in the subsequent battle.103 Many of the survivors (including 
Yah ya  and Idrı s) fled to Mecca where they escaped pursuit by dispers-
ing among the crowds of pilgrims.

Al-H usayn b. ‘Alı ’s revolt offers significant evidence for the emer-
gence of a Ja ru dı  Zaydism. First, the native Medinan population soundly 
rejected the ‘Alid call to arms and withdrew to their homes104 to await the 
end of the conflict.105 More significantly, there was no indication of the 
slightest traditionist (or proto-Sunnı ) support for the rebellion. This was 
a striking change from previous ‘Alid revolts, which garnered the tacit 
(if not explicit) support of local scholars including Abu  H anı fa, Ma lik b. 
Anas, and Sufya n al-Thawrı .106 By 169/786, however, most traditionist 
scholars had adopted an accommodating (as opposed to a revolution-
ary) stance toward ‘Abba sid power. The withdrawal of this support was 
critical in the reduction of Batrı  influence within Zaydism. Second, there 
was a marked increase in ritual practices that were clearly Ja ru dı  in fla-
vor. The very first act of the rebellion was the seizure of the Prophet’s 
mosque and the demand (made vociferously by Yah ya  and Idrı s b. ‘Abd 
Alla h) that the call to prayer be performed in a distinctly Shı ‘ı  manner, 
with the inclusion of the phrase, “Hurry to the best of works.” When the 
mu’adhdhin hesitated, the brothers drew their swords and threatened his 
life.107 This was a clear public declaration that (at least some important) 
Zaydı  ‘Alids had embraced ritual law positions that differed significantly 
from those of proto-Sunnı  Ku fan (and by association Batrı ) scholars.

After the ‘Abbasid revolution and the failed revolt of al-Nafs al- Zakiyya 
and Ibrahım b. ‘Abd Allah, the Zaydıs endured a period of intense oppres-
sion that exacted a heavy toll. Like many other segments of the popula-
tion, they were forced to choose between accommodating ‘Abbasid power 
or continuing the revolutionary struggle. Most groups – including the 

103 Maqatil, 378–81; Ifada, 96; Akhbar, 152–5; EI2, s.v. al-Husayn b. ‘Alı S ahib Fakhkh  
(L. Veccia Vaglieri).

104 Masabıh II, 470–1 and especially 476.
105 Ibid., 474–5.
106 Abu H anıfa is reported to have backed the rebellions of Zayd b. Alı and the brothers, 

al-Nafs al-Zakiyya and Ibrahım b. ‘Abd Allah. Malik b. ‘Anas and Sufyan al-Thawrı 
are also counted among the followers of al-Nafs al-Zakiyya, with the latter showing 
extreme deference to ‘Īsa b. Zayd. See also footnote 64 in this chapter.

107 Masabıh II, 474; Ifada, 94. Al-Isbahanı (Maqatil, 375) and Ahmad b. Sahl al-Razı 
(Akhbar, 138) preserve the incident but do not portray the brothers as voicing the 
demand. These details are not mentioned by al-Tabarı despite his depiction of Yahya as 
one of the leading voices in the revolt. For the call to prayer, see footnote 68 in Chapter 
8 of this volume.
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various streams of Kufan traditionism and the ahl al-ra’y – chose accom-
modation. They renounced the legality of armed rebellion while asserting 
their monopoly over religious matters and ritual law. This change made 
life very difficult for those Zaydıs identified as Batrı because their loyal-
ties were drawn in contradictory directions. If they disavowed revolution, 
they could no longer consider themselves Zaydı in any real sense as they 
would lose the very element that differentiated them from Kufan proto-
Sunnism. If they rejected their links to a Kufan proto-Sunnism that was 
moving toward accommodation, then how would they define themselves 
in terms of law and practice? There were no easy answers to this dilemma. 
The most obvious solution might have been for the Zaydıs to maintain 
their proto-Sunnı positions independent of the larger Kufan community. 
Most Zaydıs, however, chose a different path, adopting a “Jarudism” that 
incorporated many elements of Imamı ritual practice and legal methodol-
ogy. The driving forces behind this transformation were the brothers who 
played such a pivotal role in al-Husayn b. ‘Alı’s rebellion, namely Yahya 
and Idrıs b. ‘Abd Allah.

Marginality and the Triumph of Jarudı Zaydism (170–89/787–805)

The failure of the rebellion at Fakhkh triggered a Zaydı migration to the 
physical (and intellectual) margins of the Islamic world.108 This was best 
embodied by Yahya b. ‘Abd Allah who had lent support to al-Husayn b. 
‘Alı despite his own apparent seniority among the Hasanids. His actions 
in the course of the revolt reflected his devotion to a religious ideal that 
can only be characterized as Jarudı (e.g., the demand for a Shı‘ı call to 
prayer). This was hardly surprising given that Yahya was brought up 
and educated in the home of al-Sadiq in Medina.109 After the defeat at 
Fakhkh, Yahya made his way to Daylam, where he led a small military 
rebellion in 176/792 that ended with his acceptance of an offer of secu-
rity from al-Rashıd.110 The sources attribute his failure to the lukewarm 

108 See al-Baladhurı, 2:449–53; al-Tabarı, Tarıkh, 6:416–7; and Débuts, 65.
109 Madelung attributes Yahya’s adoption of practices that may be characterized as Jarudı 

to the influence of al-Sadiq. Specifically, he states that “[Yahya] followed [al-Sadiq] in his 
ritual practice and transmitted from him. He appears in Imamı works as a transmitter 
from Ja‘far” (EI2, s.v. Yahya b. ‘Abd Allah (Madelung); idem, DIQ, 51).

110 For a detailed itinerary of his travels, see Débuts, 65–6. Ibn Sa‘d offers a brief entry 
on Yahya that notes his participation in the battle at Fakhkh and al-Rashıd’s pardon 
but does not mention the revolt in Daylam (al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 5:442). For simi-
larly bare accounts of Yahya’s fate after the rebellion, see al-Baladhurı, Ansab, 2:449 
and al-Ya‘qubı, Tarıkh, 2:353. The latter condenses events to the extent that it appears 
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support of his Kufan followers, in particular the (unnamed) son of the 
famous Batrı Zaydı, al-Hasan b. Salih.111 The problems between the two 
parties stemmed from Yahya’s adherence to a Jarudı ritual orthopraxy 
heavily influenced by Imamism.112 He repeatedly (and unsuccessfully) 
tried to convince the Kufans to abandon the “wiping” of leather socks 
in the ablution and the drinking of date wine (an ahl al-ra’y practice). 
The relationship became so strained that Yahya ultimately refused to 
lead them in group prayer, which understandably provoked a scathing 
response from the Kufans.113

The Ku fan Zaydı s were still clinging to a proto-Sunnı  Batrism, which 
put them at odds with their new Ja ru dı  Ima m. This disconnect – ten 
years removed from the death of ‘Īsa  b. Zayd – strongly intimated the 
direction Zaydism was heading in the mid- to late 2nd/8th century. 
The primary engine in the transition was Yah ya , who survived for two 
decades as the focal point for Zaydı  hopes in both the Muslim heart-
lands and the frontiers. His influence increased greatly when he returned 
to Medina after the caliphal pardon and provided financial support for 
‘Alid families who had lost relatives in the Battle of Fakhkh.114 In Yah ya , 
the Zaydı s finally had an Ima m-in-waiting with the ability to move 
freely between Iraq and the H ija z, the influence to secure the release 
of imprisoned ‘Alids, and access to large sums of money. These condi-
tions (set in writing in the document of security) enraged al-Rashı d who 
searched desperately for a legal means of circumventing his oath.115 
Eventually, in 189/805, he managed to imprison and kill Yah ya , but 
twenty years of the ‘Alid’s political machinations and proselytizing had 

al-Rashıd broke his agreement immediately and threw Yahya in jail for what would 
amount to thirteen years! Al-Tabarı mentions Yahya’s rebellion and emphasizes the 
erratic nature of the relationship between the ‘Alid and al-Rashıd (Tarıkh, 6:450–7 and 
485–7). There is no discussion of Yahya’s interactions with his followers or indication of 
his degree of freedom. In general, al-Tabarı’s depiction of Yahya centers on his repeated 
imprisonments and releases interspersed with the bestowing of large sums of money.

111 Maqatil, 391–3; Jarrar, “Imamı,” 210; This is one of the last revolts that won proto-
Sunnı support, with Ahmad b. Ibrahım and Ahmad b. Sahl al-Razı counting al-Shafi‘ı 
among Yahya’s supporters (Masabıh II, 491; Akhbar, 197; Débuts, 318; DIQ, 74; 
Jarrar, “Aspects,” 205–6). See also footnote 64 in this chapter.

112 Jarrar makes a similar point (“Aspects,” 210).
113 For these examples and the Batrı reactions, see Maqatil, 392–3; Masabıh II, 494; Ifada, 

101. The tensions are also discussed in EI2, s.v. Yahya b. ‘Abd Allah (Madelung).
114 Maqatil, 394–400. For more on the agreement between al-Rashıd and Yahya, see 

Débuts, 68–70.
115 In fact, many biographies of Yahya are devoted almost entirely to al-Rashıd’s relent-

less efforts to revoke the security guarantee (Maqatil, 393–400; Masabıh II, 494–500; 
Débuts, 67).
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left a permanent mark on Zaydism with a precipitous decline in the 
influence of Batrism.116

The tensions that accompanied this transition from a Batrı  to a Ja ru dı  
Zaydism erupted in a dramatic way in North Africa, where Yah ya  had 
sent his brother Idrı s.117 Recall that Idrı s had been at his brother’s side 
when al-H usayn b. ‘Alı ’s supporters seized control of the Prophet’s 
mosque and demanded the Shı ‘ı  call to prayer. Idrı s was also depicted in 
the sources as one of the main firebrands of the uprising and a military 
leader in many of the initial battles in Medina.118 In the Maghrib and 
Ifrı qiyya, Idrı s began proselytizing among the Berber tribes and build-
ing an army that eventually became the foundation for an independent 
local dynasty.119 When news of Idrı s’ movements reached al-Rashı d, 
he dispatched an agent who infiltrated the ‘Alid’s entourage and poi-
soned him in 175/791. The identity of the assassin remains in doubt, 
but two possible suspects are mentioned in all the historical sources: a 
client of al-Mahdı  known as al-Shamma kh al-Yama mı  and Sulayma n 
b. Jarı r.120 Little information survives about the former, but the lat-
ter was none other than the eponymous founder of the Sulayma niyya 
branch of Zaydism, which agreed in substance with most Batrı  (Ku fan 
Proto-Sunnı ) legal and theological positions.121 The mere possibility of 
Sulayma n’s involvement speaks volumes about the state of Zaydism at 

116 Jarrar’s analysis of four epistles ascribed to either Yahya or Idrıs allows for a similar 
conclusion. He notes that at least two of the texts bear signs of potential authenticity 
thereby dating the proliferation of Jarudı ideas to their lifetimes. See Jarrar, “Aspects,” 
217 and the more expansive conclusions of idem, “Arba‘u,” 288–90.

117 Other ‘Alids alleged to have headed to the Maghrib included another of Idrıs’ brothers, 
Ibrahım, and the senior member of the group, Muhammad b. Ja‘far b. Yahya b. ‘Abd 
Allah b. al-Hasan b. ‘Alı b. Abı T alib (Maqatil, 408; Akhbar, 164). For a heavily textual 
discussion of the murder of Idrıs and its broader implications for Zaydism, see Haider, 
“Community,” 459–76, and the sources mentioned therein. For the text and analysis 
of an epistle sent by Yahya with Idrıs, which conveyed a distinctive Jarudı message, see 
Jarrar, “Aspects,” 201–19 and idem, “Arba‘u,” 269–77.

118 Masabıh II, 474–5; Akhbar, 140.
119 The most thorough account of his movements is found in Akhbar, 171–89, with a less 

detailed version preserved in Maqatil, 407.
120 See Maqatil, 407 and EI2, s.v. Idrıs I al-Akbar (D. Eustache). Ahmad b. Sahl al-Razı 

(Akhbar, 171–2) names al-Shammakh without any further commentary, whereas Alı 
b. Bilal (al-Masabıh II, 511–12) offers both possibilities before citing an opinion from 
Ahmad b. ‘I sa, which exonerates Sulayman b. Jarır. The skepticism in ‘Alı b. Bilal’s 
account, however, is palpable. Van Arendonk mentions Sulayman’s possible role in the 
poisoning without assessing its historicity (Débuts, 81; DIQ, 62).

121 al-Isbahanı describes him as “one of the leading theologians of the Zaydı Batrıs” 
(Maqatil, 407). For more on the Sulaymaniyya, see Chapter 1.
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the time as Ja ru dı  Ima ms were pressuring doctrinal Batrı s to declare 
their loyalties.122

zaydism reinterpreted

This chapter began by questioning the view (derived primarily from the 
heresiographical sources) that Zaydism was created through the merger 
of two early Shı‘ı groups, namely the Batrıs and the Jarudıs. The results 
of the three case studies did not support this account of the origins of 
Zaydism. In its place, we proposed a revised narrative in which early 
Zaydism was overwhelmingly Batrı and only acquired a Jarudı character 
in the course of the 2nd/8th century. This alternative chronology implied 
that the terms “Batrı” and “Jarudı” were heresiographical constructs uti-
lized to explain the group’s gradual transformation from one orientation 
to the other. The revision found strong support in the comparative anal-
yses of traditions conducted in Chapters 3 through 5.

In the second part of the chapter, we examined the historical sources 
for evidence for our reformulated narrative. We found significant indica-
tions that the supporters of Zayd b. ‘Alı (and his son Yahya) were primar-
ily Batrı in that they (1) were Kufan traditionists (a movement associated 
with proto-Sunnism) and (2) supported the political claims and legal-
ity of ‘Alid military uprisings.123 The lack of a significant Jarudı pres-
ence persisted through the revolt of al-Nafs al-Zakiyya, with even Abu 
al-Jarud appearing unconcerned with (or unaware of) Zayd’s opinion 
of the status of the early Companions. The first indications of a change 

122 This Jarudization of Zaydism finds further support in the life of ‘Īsa b. Zayd’s eldest son 
Ahmad who, after his father’s death, was raised in Baghdad under the watchful eye of 
al-Mahdı and al-Hadı before being sent to Medina by al-Rashıd (Maqatil, 355, 358–61). 
Ahmad went underground and managed to evade the authorities for a number of years 
(Maqatil, 496–8). At one point, he was arrested along with his cousin, Qasim b. ‘Alı b. 
‘Umar b. ‘Alı b. al-Husayn, but managed to escape with the help of Zaydıs who laced 
his guard’s food with banj, a strong narcotic (Maqatil, 492–3). Ahmad then fled to Iraq 
where he divided his time between Kufa and Basra, eluding al-Rashıd’s forces that – at 
one point – searched the home of every Medinan known to harbor any pro-Shı’ı sympa-
thies (Maqatil, 494). Even though Ahmad b. ‘Isa never rose up in rebellion, he was hailed 
as one of the most promising Zaydı candidates for the Imamate. He maintained close 
ties to a number of prominent ‘Alids including the aforementioned Yahya and Idrıs, the 
sons of ‘Abd Allah b. al-Hasan b. al-Hasan (Maqatil, 497). Ahmad b. ‘Īsa is best known 
for his Amalı, the most important Zaydı hadıth collection and the primary source for 
the majority of Zaydı traditions cited in this study.

123 It can even be argued that the revolutionary beliefs of these Batrıs were in accord with 
a particular strain of traditionism that originally included Malik b. Anas and Sufyan 
al-Thawrı.
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materialized around al-Mansur’s consolidation of ‘Abbasid power, when 
many prominent ‘Alids and their followers were forced underground and 
most proto-Sunnı groups adopted an accommodationist stance toward 
political power. The conjunction of these historical forces left the Zaydıs 
in a difficult position, caught between a nascent Sunnı traditionism that 
rejected rebellion and a strident political activism that defined their 
larger movement. It was Yahya and Idrıs b. ‘Abd Allah who facilitated the 
“Jarudization” of Zaydism through (1) their staunch preservation of its 
revolutionary character and (2) their introduction of ritual positions and 
theological tenets drawn from Imamı Shı‘ism.124

124 These conclusions must be qualified by two important observations: (1) It is necessary 
to approach some of our historical chronicles with a degree of caution as they derive 
from a branch of literature known as maqatil, characterized by the recurrence of a par-
ticular set of literary topoi (Gunther, “Maqatil,” 192–212). It should be noted, however, 
that I am not using these sources to construct a new historical narrative, but rather to 
test a narrative derived from independent sources (i.e., ritual law traditions) uninter-
ested in perpetuating a specific historical narrative. Utilized in this limited manner, the 
historical sources offer a valuable tool for assessing the accuracy of a revised version 
of early Zaydism. (2) The general paucity of Zaydı traditions in Chapters 3 through 5 
should temper any broad overarching claims. Even though I am arguing that Zaydism 
evolved from a Batrı to Jarudı orientation, this does not mean that the change happened 
with great suddenness and rapidity or that there were no figures who defied this classifi-
cation. It is possible that there were individuals who self-identified at Zaydıs in the early 
2nd/8th century but held views similar to the “Jarudıs.” This study, however, suggests 
that they were exceptionally rare.
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7

The Problem of the Ambiguous Transmitter

Ritual and the Allocation of Identity

In Chapters 3 through 5, ritual law texts were used to evaluate the 
hypothesis that Shı‘ı sectarian identities first coalesced in Kufa during the 
early 2nd/8th century. Chapter 6 presented a revised chronology for early 
Zaydism that aligned with the results of the three case studies. The final 
two chapters of this book shift from the question of when sectarian groups 
emerged to the equally important question of how they demarcated them-
selves from broader Kufan society. Most modern studies emphasize the 
role of theological doctrines in this process, but such an approach has a 
number of drawbacks. Firstly, there are no extant theological works (i.e., 
heresiographies) contemporaneous with the beginnings of Shı‘ı identity in 
the early 2nd/8th century. Secondly, later heresiographical works ascribe 
sects with coherent and mature doctrines, thereby eliding the gradual and 
piecemeal process by which theological positions develop. This does not 
necessarily mean that theological explanations are incorrect. After all, 
they proved quite reliable in dating the birth of Imamı identity. It does, 
however, highlight the need for exploring avenues for the study of early 
sectarianism grounded in nontheological sources.

This chapter offers one such alternative, focusing on visible differences 
in ritual practice.1 Kufa in the 2nd/8th century was home to a myriad 
of rival groups that advocated often contradictory positions on basic 
aspects of ritual law. The most famous of these differences concerned the 
status of alcoholic beverages derived from substances other than grapes 
or dates (Chapter 5) with a number of prominent authorities (e.g., Abu 

1 Ritual, in the context of this chapter, refers to the basic acts of worship in Islam (ibadat) 
including the daily prayer, purity rules, dietary restrictions, dress codes, and so on.
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Hanıfa and Muhammad al-Shaybanı) allowing limited consumption.2 
Others involved the structure of the daily prayer such as the recitation of 
the basmala (Chapter 3) and the performance of the qunut (Chapter 4). 
It is possible that individuals were initially free to choose from a range 
of practices without being criticized or accused of innovation. At some 
point, however, adherence to a particular ritual form appears to have 
acquired a material significance – a change that had profound implica-
tions for the development of communal identity.

The central argument of this chapter is that ritual form functioned as a 
visible marker for sectarian identity in early 2nd/8th-century Kufa. There 
may have been rare instances in which a single practice sufficed to establish 
an individual’s standing in a particular community.3 In most cases, however, 
the process was complicated and multifaceted, requiring the examination 
of a set of rituals. The Imamıs, for example, agreed with most proto-Sunnı 
groups on the general prohibition of alcohol but were unique in combining 
this position with the recitation of an audible basmala and the insertion of 
the qunut into the second cycle of each prayer.4 The sum of these acts con-
stituted the performance of an Imamı identity and amounted to a public 
declaration of communal membership. The potency of ritual practice in 
allocating identity is evident in (1) discussions of transmitter veracity in the 
premodern biographical literature and (2) judgments regarding the loyal-
ties of figures on the boundaries between communities.

the examination of men

The first three Islamic centuries saw the birth and gradual victory of 
traditionism embodied by the production of large voluminous hadı th 
 collections.5 Over time, regional variations in practice were justified on 
the basis of accounts ascribed to either early legal authorities or, in some 
cases, to the Prophet himself. As the importance of traditions increased, 
considerable effort was devoted to evaluating their veracity, with a par-
ticular emphasis on chains of transmission. It was assumed that the 
reliability of a given text was largely predicated on the quality and rep-
utation of its individual transmitters. The 3rd/9th century witnessed the 

2 KAS II, 1:182–6.
3 The ahl al-ra’y (representing the early Hanafıs) were singular in asserting the legality of 

some alcoholic drinks.
4 Lalani dates the use of these rituals as identity markers to the lifetimes of either al-Baqir 

or al-Sadiq (Early Shı ‘ı  Thought, 122–5).
5 This process is documented in Lucas, Constructive, and Brown, Canonization.
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proliferation of complicated categorizations of transmitters that could 
include up to thirty different gradations ranging from trustworthy (thiqa) 
to worthless (laysa bi-shay’).6 These frameworks were the finished prod-
ucts of a process that began generations earlier with scholars scrutiniz-
ing figures central to the preservation and transfer of traditions. In most 
cases, conclusions about an individual’s veracity were listed without a 
detailed explanation of standards. This section is interested in interrogat-
ing the processes involved in the evaluation of a transmitter. Specifically, 
what qualities were most important in determining reliability? Did theo-
logical positions or sectarian loyalties matter, or was a general reputation 
for honesty sufficient?

Even though some scholars identify suspect figures and craft guide-
lines for the use of their traditions, it is rare to find a detailed discussion 
of the criteria necessary for assessing general reliability.7 A notable excep-
tion to this rule is the Samarqandı scholar ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al-Rahman 
al-Darimı (d. 255/869) who, in the preface to his Sunan, offers important 
details about the means by which earlier scholars ascertained transmitter 
veracity. He begins with a series of narrations that emphasize the cen-
tral role of traditions (hadı th) in the articulation of proper “religion” 
(dı n).8 There is a danger that, in the absence of sound textual guidance, 
an individual may fail to perform rituals correctly or adhere to deviant 
beliefs, with dire consequences in the afterlife. With the stakes so high, 
it is incumbent upon the Muslim community to develop a systematic 
method for testing the men and women who transmit religious know-
ledge. Al-Darimı notes that the Basran scholar Muhammad b. Sırın  
(d. 110/728)9 advocated “examining men” before utilizing their traditions 
(and opinions) as proof texts in questions of religion.10 Other sources 

6 Lucas, Constructive, 287–326, but especially 291, 298–9, and 303, where he examines 
the categorizations of three 3rd/9th-century scholars.

7 Muslim offers one of the earliest discussions of traditionist methodology in the introduc-
tion to his Sahı h (3–35).

8 al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 1:397 – 433 and 1:398–9 – 438. Muslim quotes a similar 
tradition with two chains of transmission, substituting the term “science (of rijal)” for  
“hadı th” (SM, 1:14).

9 A Basran traditionist of high reputation famed for his interpretation of dreams. See EI2, 
s.v. Ibn Sırın (T. Fahd).

10 al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 1:397–8 – 438. Variants of this tradition include: one account 
in SM, 1:14; four accounts in Ibn Abı Hatim, Jarh, 2:15–6; two accounts in Ibn ‘Abd al-
Barr, al-Tamhı d, 1:46–7; and one account in Sulayman b. Khalaf al-Bajı, al-Ta‘dı l, 1:267. 
These texts are implicitly referencing Q49:6 [“O you who believe, if an evil-doer comes 
to you with a report, look carefully (tabayyanu) into it, lest you harm a people in igno-
rance, then be sorry for what you have done”].
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ascribe similar views to Muhammad b. Sırın’s brother, Anas (d. 120/738) 
in Basra,11 al-D ahhak b. Muzahim (d. 105/724) in Khurasan,12 Ibrahım 
al-Nakha‘ı in Kufa,13 and Malik b. Anas in Medina.14 The regional distri-
bution of these calls for examination strongly suggests that this sentiment 
was common to traditionist circles across the Muslim world.

Despite their broad agreement on the need for examination, the sources 
offer little in the way of details. Later works enumerate a wide set of rele-
vant factors that should be considered in the evaluation process, including 
(1) the power and reliability of a transmitter’s memory, (2) the transmit-
ter’s willingness to collaborate with government, (3) the transmitter’s pro-
pensity to eliminate intermediate links from chains of transmission, (4) 
the itineraries of individual transmitters’ travels, and even (5) personal 
attributes like piety or generosity. Al-Darimı, by contrast, conceives of 
the examination in a fundamentally different manner, as exemplified by 
a series of reports that document the investigative efforts of late 1st/7th 
and early 2nd/8th-century religious scholars and students. In one such 
account, Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı recalls that “if they [previous generations] 
wanted to narrate [traditions] from a man, then they would follow him, 
examining his prayer, his practice (sunna), and his appearance. [Only 
then] would they transmit from him.”15 Other sources relate variants of 
this tradition that substitute the word “sima” (form) for “sunna,” empha-
sizing the particular importance accorded to the form of an individual’s 
prayer.16 A view virtually identical to that of Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı in Kufa 
is ascribed to al-Hasan al-Basrı (d. 110/728)17 in Basra indicating that this 

11 Ibn Abı H atim, Jarh, 2:15–6. Anas b. Sırın was a prominent Basran traditionist. For his 
life, see al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 3:346.

12 Ibn Abı H atim, Jarh, 2:15. Like Anas and Muhammad b. Sırın, al-D ahhak b. Muzahim 
enjoyed a high standing in traditionist circles. For his life, see al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b,  
13:291.

13 Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Tamhı d, 1:47. Ibrahım b. Yazıd b. Qays al-Nakha‘ı was a prominent 
Kufan jurist from the late 1st/7th century. For his life, see al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 2:233 and 
EI2, s.v. al-Nakha‘ı (Lecomte).

14 Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Tamhı d, 1:47. For his life, see also al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 27:91 and EI2, s.v. 
Malik b. Anas (Schacht).

15 al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 1:397 – 435.
16 For variants of this tradition, which include the term sima, see: Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Tamhı d,  

1:47; Sulayman b. Khalaf al-Bajı, al-Ta‘dı l, 1:268; al-Khatıb al-Baghdadı in both (1) 
al-Kifaya, 157 and (2) al-Jami‘, 1:128. A number of variants are also cited by Ibn Abı 
Hatim (Jarh, 2:16), including a hybrid that combines the words sunna and sima in a sin-
gle formula. A similar text is quoted in the biographical entry on Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı by 
Abu Nu‘aym (Hilyat, 2:224). The use of “appearance” in these texts may refer to disputes 
over the permissibility of praying in certain types of clothing.

17 al-Mizzı, 6:95; EI2, s.v. Hasan al-Basrı (H. Ritter).
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attitude (similarly to the previously mentioned call for examination) was 
widespread among traditionists in important Muslim urban centers.18

One of the clearest and most unambiguous affirmations of the central-
ity of ritual is found in the following tradition, which quotes the Basran 
scholar, Abu al-‘A  liya Rufay‘ b. Mihran (d. 90/708):19

We would follow the man from whom we wanted to transmit [traditions] to 
observe him when he prayed. If he knew how to perform [the prayer] expertly, 
we would sit down with him and say, “He must be correct in other matters.” But 
if he performed [the prayer] incorrectly, we would move away from him and say, 
“He is wrong in other matters.”20

Here, the prayer functions as a decisive shorthand for determining the 
reliability of a transmitter. This is not surprising given the fact that nearly 
every step of the prayer is subject to some form of controversy, from the 
basmala and the qunut to the placement of the hands while standing, 
the raising of the hands when reciting the phrase “God is the greatest”  
(takbı r), and even the selection of Qur’anic verses for the formal recita-
tion.21 In Abu al-‘A liya’s account, the ritual prayer serves as an effective 
means for quickly identifying an individual’s communal loyalties.

Overall, the sources suggest that ritual practice was one of the cen-
tral standards employed by scholars in the late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th 
centuries to establish transmitter probity.22 Rather than sitting with 

18 al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 1:398 – 436.
19 al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 9:214.
20 al-Darimı, Sunan (2000), 1:398 – 437.
21 There are a number of similar controversies surrounding the ablution prior to the ritual 

prayer, which include the proper method for washing the face (see Tusı, Khilaf, 1:76–7 
and Mughnı  I, 1:161–6), the washing versus rubbing of the feet (Tusı, Khilaf, 1:89–92 
and Mughnı  I, 1:184–9), and the passing the hand over slippers (mash ‘ala al-khuffayn) 
(Tusı, Khilaf, 1:97 and Mughnı  I, 1:360ff). For the controversy over mash, see Jarrar, 
“Ibn Abı Yahya.”

22 In addition to its utility in assessing an individual’s veracity, ritual law steadily acquired 
a political significance. The following anecdote from Muhammad b Yusuf al-Kindı (d. 
349/961) emphasizes the importance of enforcing a specific ritual regimen in the 3rd/9th-
century Muslim world:

During his appointment as chief of the police (shurta), Azjur prohibited women from 
the bath houses, cemeteries, female prisons, and loud weeping [for the dead]. He also 
prohibited the audible recitation of the basmala in prayers at the Friday Mosque (al-
masjid al-Jami‘). He ordered al-Hasan b. al-Rabı‘, the Imam of the Friday Mosque, to 
abandon it [i.e., the audible basmala]. That was in Rajab of the year 253. The people 
of Misr had continually recited [the basmala] audibly in the Friday Mosque since the 
coming of Islam until its prohibition by Azjur. The people in the Friday Mosque were 
forced to complete rows [in the prayers, a task] for which he sent a foreign man with the 
kunya of Abu Dawuh (?). He would push people forward from the back of the mosque 
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individuals and questioning them on theological issues such as God’s jus-
tice or the institution of the Imamate, they could simply follow them 
into mosques and observe them pray.23 This would provide the necessary 
insight to identify a figure’s communal identity and thereby ascertain his 
reliability as a conveyer of religious knowledge. Such accounts confirm 
that ritual was important, but they do not help in determining the rela-
tive value of practice as compared to theology. It may be that ritual was 
little more than an indicator of theological beliefs and – quite simply – a 
less confrontational way of gauging loyalties than a full-blown debate 
over, for example, the status of sinners. To further explore this dimension 
of the ritual-theology dynamic, let us turn to a category of figures who 
 hovered at the edges of multiple sectarian communities.

the loyalties of the ambiguous

The issue of communal identity for individuals with relatively clear theo-
logical positions and a concurrent ritual practice is rather straightforward. 

with a whip and order those [lit: the people] in study circles to orient their faces to the 
qibla before the iqama [the second call announcing the immediate start of prayer] of the 
prayer. . . . He [also] ordered that the tarawı h prayers [supererogatory prayers performed 
by Sunnıs exclusively in Ramadan] in the month of Ramadan be performed in five sets. 
The people of Misr had continually prayed six sets of tarawı h until Azjur made it five 
in the month of Ramadan of the year 253. Azjur [also] ordered the recitation of the  
tathwı b [the phrase ‘prayer is better than sleep’] in the [morning] call to prayer and had 
the call to prayer performed at the rear of the mosque. (Wulat Misr, 238)

By this point, ritual practice in Egypt (the setting for the account) was an important arena 
for conflict between the Malikı and the Shafi‘ı schools of law. The measures above appear 
directed against the Shafi‘ıs, forcefully denying them the latitude to perform (in public) 
distinctive Shafi‘ı practices such as the audible recitation of the basmala in audible prayer 
cycles. Thanks to Lennart Sundelin for this reference.

23 This is not to say that theological views were irrelevant, but rather to suggest that in the 
late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th centuries, ritual practice was useful shorthand in ascertain-
ing an individual’s communal self-identification. This dynamic changed in later centuries, 
with a decline in anecdotes of scholars being followed to the mosque and a rise in sys-
tematic norms for evaluating transmitter veracity. In the comprehensive rijal works that 
began emerging in the 3rd/9th century, Sunnı traditionists were classified into one of 
three groups. The first allowed transmission by any figure with a reputation for honesty 
regardless of his/her theological beliefs so long as these did not include proselytizing or 
“extremism.” The second accepted traditions narrated by individuals with problematic 
beliefs as long as they did not consider lying permissible. The third required indepen-
dent verification of any and all traditions related by transmitters who held suspect views 
or were known “innovators.” This framework can be found in (among other works) 
al-Dhahabı’s Mı zan (1:29–30), where the author differentiates between “extremist” and 
“non-extremist” Shı‘a based on their cursing of early Companions. Muslim adopts a sim-
ilar approach in the introduction to his Sahı h (3–35, but especially 4–9 and 12–16). For 
an annotated translation of Muslim’s discussion, see Juynboll, “Introduction,” 263–311.
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But what about those who performed rituals associated with one group 
while championing theological views characteristic of a different group? 
Where would they fit in the social geography of 2nd/8th-century Kufa, 
where identities were still in the process of crystallization and boundaries 
remained highly permeable and fluid? The sources do, in fact, mention a 
number of such ambiguous figures, and the process by which their loyal-
ties were determined provides considerable insight into the role of ritual 
practice in the allocation of sectarian identity.

To demonstrate this process, let us examine the case of Sulayman b. 
Mihran al-A‘mash, an early Kufan transmitter generally acknowledged 
by the later sources as an important Sunnı authority. According to most 
reports, al-A‘mash was either born in a village near Rayy in the Iranian 
province of Jibal or in Kufa where his family eventually moved and set-
tled.24 Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/845) and Ahmad b. ‘Abd Allah al-‘Ijlı (d. 261/875) 
date his birth to ‘A shura’ of 61/680, the same day that al-Husayn and 
his family were killed at Karbala’.25 Shortly after his arrival in Kufa, al-
A‘mash was purchased by an Asadı clansman and given his freedom. He 
spent the remainder of his life living as a client of the Kahilı branch of the 
Asad tribe in their quarter of the city.26 He earned a reputation as one of 
the city’s most prominent traditionist scholars of his generation and was 
greatly mourned at his death in either 147/764 or 148/765.27

The Sunnı sources depict al-A‘mash as a dominant intellectual figure 
with a wide ranging breadth of knowledge. He was particularly renown 
for his expertise in the Qur’an, especially his mastery of the variant read-
ing of ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ud (d. 32/652), which retained a particular pop-
ularity in Kufa. People would reportedly gather once a year (often in 
the month of Sha‘ban) to hear him recite the entire Qur’an and correct 
transcription mistakes in their own texts.28 His fame as a Qur’an scholar 
even extended beyond the confines of Kufa as he was considered elev-
enth among the fourteen most prominent readers (qurra’) in the greater 
Muslim world.29

Al-A‘mash’s reputation as a hadı th transmitter was generally positive, 
albeit with some notes of caution and concern. Ibn Sa‘d praises him as 

24 al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 12:76.
25 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 6:332 and al-‘Ijlı, Tarı kh, 206. The Shı‘ı sources place it 

to two years earlier, in 58/677–8 (al-Tustarı, Qamus, 5:299).
26 al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 12:76.
27 Ibid., Tahdhı b, 12:90.
28 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 6:331.
29 EIr, s.v. A‘mash (Kohlberg).
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possessing an expertise in hadı th that even impressed the Medinan jurist 
Muhammad b. Muslim al-Zuhrı (d. 124/742), a man notably skeptical 
of all Iraqı transmitters.30 Al-‘Ijlı recounts that al-A‘mash transmitted 
the most Prophetic traditions among his generational contemporaries.31 
Both al-Dhahabı (d. 748/1347) and al-Mizzı (d. 746/1345) offer similar 
appraisals of al-A‘mash’s knowledge of the Qur’an and the hadı th but 
intimate his tendency to (1) change wording32 and (2) ascribe accounts 
to individuals who were not necessarily his direct source. In particu-
lar, his claims of transmitting traditions from Anas b. Malik are heavily 
disputed,33 as are some of his reports from Mujahid b. Jabr.34 Ibn Hanbal 
strongly condemns his traditions as “confused.”35 Overall, however, al-
A‘mash is portrayed in a positive light,36 with al-Mizzı relating anecdotes 
in which he is consulted as an authority in the science of rijal and passes 
judgment on the veracity of his contemporaries.37

In addition to the Qur’an and traditions, al-A‘mash was praised for 
his legal expertise. Both early38 and later39 biographical works charac-
terize him as the premier Kufan authority in inheritance (fara’id) after 
the death of Ibrahım al-Nakha‘ı. He is also noted for his knowledge of 
ritual law, particularly in the realms of purity,40 prayer,41 and fasting.42 
In these areas, the sources emphasize his reliance on and narration of 
traditions as opposed to the issuing of personal legal rulings. Overall, 
al-A‘mash appears to have supported practices that aligned with those 
of the Kufan traditionists. Were this not the case, we would expect to 
find clear indications of his idiosyncrasies in the biographical sources 
given their propensity to highlight problematic legal positions. They do, 

30 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 6:332.
31 al-‘Ijlı, Thiqat, 205.
32 al-Dhahabı, al-Jarh, 1:211.
33 al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 12:83–4; Ibn Abı Hatim, Jarh, 2:146–7 and particularly al-Dhahabı, 

Tarıkh, 141–60:167.
34 Ibn Ma‘ın, Kalam, 43.
35 al-Dhahabı, Tarıkh, 141–60:164. For a similar modern assessment, see Lucas, 

Constructive, 345–6.
36 al-Dhahabı, Tarıkh, 141–60:162 and Jarh, 1:210; al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb,12:89, al-‘Ijlı, 

Thiqat, 204; and Ibn Abı Hatim, Jarh, 2:146–7.
37 al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 12:88–89 with similar echoes in Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 

6:331–2.
38 al-‘Ijlı, Thiqat, 8:205.
39 al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 12:85; al-Dhahabı, Tarıkh, 141–60:162.
40 Ibid., 141–60:164.
41 Ibid., 141–60:162 and 166. This is indirectly alluded to by al-Mizzı when he notes a 

prayer tradition that was falsely ascribed to Anas b. Malik (Tahdhıb, 12:83).
42 Ibid., 141–60:164.
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in fact, repeatedly and consistently condemn al-A‘mash’s opinion that the 
pre-fast meal (suhur) may be eaten after the fajr prayer. The lack of any 
other objections, especially with regard to inheritance or ritual, suggests a 
broad traditionist approval of his legal views.43 This sentiment is further 
reflected in an array of positive assessments by al-A‘mash’s colleagues 
and students. Al-Mughıra b. Miqsam (d. 132/750), for example, notes 
that “we frequented al-A‘mash regarding inheritance,”44 whereas Wakı‘ 
b. Jarrah (d. 196/811) recalls that al-A‘mash never failed to perform a 
prayer at the proper time.45 It is also conveyed by later biographers such 
as al-Dhahabı, who resoundingly praises al-A‘mash’s understanding of 
jurisprudence (fiqh).46

In light of his positive scholarly reputation among traditionists, it is 
not surprising to find al-A‘mash widely hailed as an important member 
of the early Sunnı community. He is listed as one of a myriad of figures 
who provided guidance in matters of inheritance and ritual (despite the 
occasional irregular opinion), while transmitting generally sound tradi-
tions (albeit with a few problematic chains of transmission). The refer-
ence to inheritance is of particular importance, given the fact that it was 
(and remains) one of the central points of contention between Sunnı and 
Shı‘ı jurists.47 That his rulings in law were deemed reliable and his status 
as a traditionist upheld by his pupils (i.e., Sufyan al-Thawrı, Wakı‘ b. 
Jarrah) speaks strongly for his Sunnı credentials.48

The discussion to this point has focused on matters of law as opposed 
to theology, and it is on this basis that Sunnı biographers appear to 
have approved of (and ultimately appropriated) al-A‘mash. There are, 
however, strong indications in the Sunnı sources of his Shı‘ı theological 
inclinations. The earliest and most commonly cited passage comes from 
al-‘Ijlı who states that al-A‘mash “harbored Shı‘ism.”49 Specifically, he 
advocated rebellion against the ‘Abbasids, a view common among the 

43 In other words, the fact that al-A‘mash is strongly condemned for his opinion regarding 
the pre-fast meal suggests that the biographical sources were not shy in highlighting legal 
views that they considered incorrect. Therefore, their silence with respect to the other 
fields in which al-A‘mash is accorded authority (e.g., inheritance law) implies a broad 
approval of his rulings.

44 Al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 12:85.
45 Ibid., 12:86.
46 al-Dhahabı, Jarh 1:211.
47 For heirs other than those listed in the Quran, the Shı‘a tend to favor matrilineal inheri-

tance whereas the Sunnıs tend to favor patrilineal inheritance.
48 In his detailed analysis of Sunnı biographical literature, Lucas depicts al-A‘mash as a typ-

ical Sunnı transmitter from early 2nd/8th-century Kufa (Constructive, 65–6 and 345–7).
49 al-‘Ijlı, Thiqat, 205.
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Kufan Shı‘a and ascribed, most prominently, to the Batrı Zaydı, Hasan 
b. Salih.50 When al-Nafs al-Zakiyya and Ibrahım rebelled in 145/762–3, 
al-A‘mash, who was too old to fight himself, endorsed their cause and 
offered moral support.51 This approval of insurrection complicated the 
appraisals of early authorities to a certain extent. In spite of their reserva-
tions, however, few went so far as to label him a Shı‘a.52

In general, early Sunnı  biographers did not seem overly troubled by 
the disjuncture between al-A‘mash’s legal opinions and his apparent 
theological inclinations. By contrast, later biographers struggled with 
this perceived contradiction and strongly de-emphasized his potential 
Shı ‘ı  associations. Al-Dhahabı , in particular, expresses genuine confu-
sion at the earlier characterizations. In the Ta rı kh, he quotes al-‘Ijlı ’s 
claim regarding al-A‘mash’s Shı ‘ism but follows it with the statement 
that “this is what he [al-‘Ijlı ] said but it certainly is not correct as he  
[al-A‘mash] was a champion (sa h ib) of the sunna.”53 In Kita b al-jarh , he 
notes that “al-A‘mash was accused of a little Shı ‘ism but I do not know 
(for certain).”54 When al-Mizzı  cites al-‘Ijlı ’s opinion in the Tahdhı b, 
he adds no personal commentary and simply concludes with an affir-
mation of al-A‘mash’s truthfulness.55The reasons for such a conscious 
dismissal of problematic theological beliefs are difficult to identify with 
any degree of certainty. Perhaps it was the collective weight of centu-
ries of communal appropriation that produced a general assumption 
that al-A‘mash was a Sunnı  authority? After all, according to the Sunnı  
biographical literature, he played a seminal role in the development of 
traditionism.56 In the end, it seems that al-A‘mash’s early acceptance as 
a Sunnı  despite contrary theological views proved somewhat unsettling 
for later scholars.

At this point, it is necessary to take a step back and examine the mean-
ing of statements such as “he harbored Shı‘ism” (kana fı hi tashayyu‘). In 
general, such phrases are interpreted as referring to a nebulous “Shı‘ism” 
that consisted of backing the political claims of ‘Alid rebels and elevating 

50 Ibid., 205.
51 EIr, s.v. A‘mash (Kohlberg).
52 Ibn Qutayba, by contrast, includes al-A‘mash in a long list of Kufan Shı‘a (Ma‘arif, 624). 

This is not typical of most early Sunnı biographers.
53 al-Dhahabı, Tarıkh, 141–60:163.
54 al-Dhahabı, Jarh, 1:210.
55 al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 12:87.
56 This point is emphasized repeatedly by Lucas in his analysis of the generations preceding 

the compilers of the canonical Sunnı collections. See, for example, Constructive, 345–7.
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‘Alı and his family above the other Companions. Melchert explicitly asso-
ciates usage of the term Shı‘a in the Sunnı sources with the Zaydıs57 and 
explains it as a preference for ‘Alı over ‘Uthman without a rejection of 
Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.58 By contrast, the term “rafidı  ” describes individuals 
who unequivocally rejected (and even apostatized) Abu Bakr and ‘Umar. 
Evidence for the importance of these labels in assessing the reliability of 
transmitters in the 2nd/8th century is minimal. In his study of transmit-
ters in the six Sunnı canonical collections, for example, Melchert identi-
fies sixty from the 2nd/8th-century who were characterized as possessing 
“tashayyu” and another forty-one considered rafidı s.59 The fact that they 
were unproblematically included in the most authoritative of the Sunnı 
traditionist works speaks to the secondary import of sectarian theologi-
cal affiliations in ascertaining transmitter probity for the first two Islamic 
centuries.60

Returning to the case of al-A‘mash, we might hypothesize that 
early Sunnı biographers initially considered him a mild Shı‘a (of the 
Batrı variety) before eventually claiming him as one of their own. 
After all, his Shı‘ism was apparently limited to a subtle endorsement 
of ‘Alı and an inclination toward rebellion, views that might be over-
looked given his stature as a traditionist scholar and his articulation of 
legal positions that aligned with the broader proto-Sunnı community. 
In such a scenario, his theology would have been subordinated to his 
stance on issues like inheritance (and ritual). Before decisively embrac-
ing this conclusion, however, we should examine the manner in which  
he is described in the Imamı biographical literature.

The Ima mı  depiction of al-A‘mash generally aligns with that of the 
Sunnı s. It praises him for his theological views while rejecting him both 
as a transmitter of traditions and a legal authority. Although Kohlberg 
takes al-A‘mash’s inclusion among the students of al-S a diq as evidence 
that he was claimed by the Ima mı  Shı ‘a, this view does not appear to 
have garnered broad support.61 The modern Ima mı  scholar al-Tustarı , 
for example, consciously avoids characterizing al-A‘mash as an Ima mı  
in his comprehensive compilation of the sect’s most important rija l 

57 For more on this point, see later discussion in this chapter.
58 Melchert, “Sectaries,” 291.
59 Melchert, “Sectaries,” 290–2. These figures disappear almost completely at the start of 

the 3rd/9th century.
60 Lucas reaches a similar conclusion (Constructive, 323).
61 EIr, s.v. A‘mash (Kohlberg).
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works. This is in spite of al-Tustarı ’s affirmation of al-A‘mash’s connec-
tion to al-S a diq62 and his knowledge of numerous anecdotes that sug-
gest he held views similar to those prevalent among the Ku fan Shı ‘a. In 
one such account, al-A‘mash stands up to the Umayyad caliph Hisha m 
b. ‘Abd al-Malik and refuses to praise ‘Uthma n at the expense of ‘Alı .63 
In another, he is visited on his deathbed by a group of prominent proto-
Sunnı  scholars, including Ibn Abı  Layla (d. 148/765) and Abu  H anı fa, 
who ask him to disavow traditions praising ‘Alı  and the family of the 
Prophet.64 When al-A‘mash refuses, they deliver a series of dire warn-
ings, beseeching him to consider the otherworldly consequences of his 
actions. The scholars depart in frustration when their arguments and 
protests fail to effect a change and al-A‘mash grows increasingly hostile 
and resolute.

It is important to note that the issue that draws the particular ire 
of these proto-Sunnı  jurists is intercession (shafa ‘a). In the course of 
their conversation with al-A‘mash, they cite a few of his narrations, 
including one that depicts the Prophet and ‘Alı  sitting side by side on 
the Day of Judgment, saving those who loved them and condemn-
ing those who opposed them. It would be difficult to find a theologi-
cal doctrine more unambiguously associated with Ima mı  Shı ‘ism and 
more resolutely rejected by the wider proto-Sunnı  community. The 
jurists are also disturbed by al-A‘mash’s elevation of ‘Alı  above all the 
other Companions and his espousal of the general superiority of every 
member of the family of the Prophet. These theological positions are 
documented by the Zaydı  biographical literature as well, suggesting 
that al-A‘mash’s views were well-known among a broad cross-section 
of Ku fan society.65

This portrait of al-A‘mash suggests that he held beliefs that extended 
far beyond a mild Shı ‘ism consisting of a vague veneration of ‘Alı  over 
‘Uthma n. The Ima mı  sources associate him with an endorsement of 
intercession and seem to ascribe him the belief that legitimate authority 
rested solely with the descendants of ‘Alı . Even if the Ima mı  portrait is 
a forgery or a back projection of values, it represents the community’s 
overall perceptions of al-A‘mash. In other words, the Ima mı s did not 

62 al-Tustarı, Qamus, 5:297. See also, al-Tusı, Rijal, 215.
63 al-Tustarı, Qamus, 5:298.
64 Ibid., Qamus, 5:297–8.
65 Ibn al-Murtada, Tabaqat al-zaydiyya, 1:374–6.
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simply consider al-A‘mash an adherent of a few Shı ‘ı  political or histor-
ical ideas; rather, they associated him with a number of distinctive Shı ‘ı  
theological tenets. Yet despite this fact, they never claimed al-A‘mash as 
one of their own. It apparently required more than a common theology 
to be counted as a Shı ‘a in 2nd/8th-century Ku fa. Even the late Ima mı  
biographical literature that often identifies the sectarian allegiances of 
transmitters (e.g., as Sunnı s, Batrı  or Ja ru dı  Zaydı s, or even smaller 
Ima mı  subsects like Fat h ı s) does not associate al-A‘mash with any Shı ‘ı  
group. It was clear to both the early Shı ‘a and the proto-Sunnı  Ku fan 
traditionists that he fit firmly within the boundaries of the latter. By the 
8th/14th century, only the bare outlines of his Shı ‘ism remained and 
even those were confusing to a traditionist scholar of the stature of al-
Dhahabı .

Al-A‘mash is not the only example of a 2nd/8th-century Kufan hover-
ing at the edges of multiple communal identities. Similar patterns hold for 
an entire category of figures who held (1) theological views that appeared 
to align with early Shı‘ism alongside (2) legal positions that fit within the 
bounds of Kufan proto-Sunnism. Such was the case with Salim b. Abı 
Hafsa (d. 137/755), who endorsed the practice of wiping leather socks in 
the performance of the ritual ablution (a Kufan traditionist opinion) and 
indulged in an occasional glass of nabı dh (as allowed by the Kufan ahl  
al-ra’y).66 Salim enjoyed a high reputation among early Sunnı scholars in 
matters of ritual law,67 despite his well-documented transmission of tradi-
tions that lowered the rank of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar and his endorsement 
of the murder of ‘Uthman.68 Like al-A‘mash, Salim’s standing was a prod-
uct of his ritual law positions, which resembled those of the Kufan proto-
Sunnıs, as opposed to his theological views, which inclined toward the 
Shı‘a. Imamı biographers agreed with this characterization of Salim and 
condemned him for his persistent (and aggressive) questioning of al-Sadiq.69 
Biographical entries for al-Hakam b. ‘Utayba70 and al-Hasan b. Salih71  

66 al-Tustarı, Qamus, 4:602.
67 al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 10:136–8.
68 al-Dhahabı, Tarıkh, 121–40:435.
69 al-Tustarı, Qamus, 4:597–5.
70 al-Hakam’s Shı‘ism is characterized in all the Sunnı biographical sources as subtle and 

concealed, yet the Imamı sources consider him a typical Sunnı traditionist scholar. For 
the Sunnı perspective, see al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 7:114–20 and al-Dhahabı, Tarıkh, 101–
20:345–7. For the Imamı perspective, see al-Tustarı, Qamus, 3:613.

71 Although the Sunnı biographical literature emphasizes al-Hasan b. Salih’s reliability, 
it concentrates primarily on two controversial opinions: (1) his claim that the Friday 
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adhere to similar patterns of assessment; both are upheld as proto-Sunnı 
legal authorities despite their promotion of Shı‘ı theological views. 
Al-Hakam is identified as a leader of the traditionist movement whereas 
al-Hasan is counted among the ahl al-ra’y. These are but a few individu-
als in long lists of so-called Shı‘a whose apparent Shı‘ism did little to 
impugn their authority or prevent their eventual appropriation by Sunnı 
scholars.

A few final thoughts are in order regarding these ambiguous figures. 
First, bear in mind that this chapter is primarily interested in the calcu-
lation involved in allocating identity The case of al-A‘mash highlights 
the potential role of ritual in the emergence of discrete sectarian com-
munities. This process is most evident in instances where a transmitter 
appears to have forwarded disparate positions, namely a Shı ‘ı  theolog-
ical view in combination with traditionist ritual or law. Second, it fol-
lows that many of these early 2nd/8th-century figures at the boundary 
between the proto-Sunnı s and the Ima mı s were Batrı  Zaydı s.72 This is 
not overly surprising given the argument (outlined in Chapter 6) that 
the term “Batrı ” essentially denoted traditionists willing to join ‘Alid 
rebellions. It is likely that such an attitude was ubiquitous among Ku fan 
traditionists of the 2nd/8th century, although only a few figures were 
subsequently claimed by the Zaydı s whereas the rest were smoothly 
incorporated into the ranks of Sunnism. This point resonates with 
Melchert’s observation that the presence of “Batrı s” in the Sunnı  bio-
graphical literature is severely  understated.73 Overall, it appears that 
theology, while important, was not decisive in the determination of 
 sectarian identity.74

prayer was not mandatory and (2) his endorsement of armed insurrection. Although 
these views were condemned by later Sunnı scholars, they did not result in al-Hasan b. 
Salih’s marginalization. Al-Dhahabı, for example, placed him among the leading jurists 
of the Kufan ahl al-ra’y. The Imamı literature stresses that al-Hasan b. Salih was not 
part of the Imamı community but rather a Batrı Zaydı. For the Sunnı perspective, see 
al-Mizzı, Tahdhıb, 6:177–91, and al-Dhahabı, Tarıkh, 161–70:131–6, with the latter 
strongly affirming al-Hasan’s juristic authority. For the Imamı perspective, see al-Tustarı, 
Qamus, 3:264–6.

72 For the Batrıs, see DIQ, 49–50; EI2 supplement, s.v. Batriyya (idem); Zaydiyya (idem). 
See also Chapter 1 of this book.

73 Melchert, “Sectaries,” 291.
74 The conclusions presented in this section remain tentative but point to the need for more 

work on this category of ambiguous figures. For another study of an ambiguous 2nd/8th-
century figure on the margins of multiple sectarian identities, see Maher Jarrar, “Ibn Abı 
Yahya.”
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conclusion

Early-2nd/8th-century Kufa was home to a wide range of ritual practices 
increasingly associated with demarcated religious communities. In such 
an environment, the decision to perform the prayer in a particular fash-
ion constituted a public affirmation of communal identity.

In the first part of this chapter, it was shown that ritual practice was 
one of the fundamental criteria for ascertaining the reliability of hadı th 
transmitters. Calls for the examination of these men and women focused 
on the observation of their ritual form, particularly the daily prayer, 
which included a series of choices that clearly denoted sectarian loyal-
ties. There is a possibility, however, that ritual merely served as a short-
hand for theology. In the case of the Shı‘a, for example, the choice of an 
Imam was a fundamentally theological decision that carried profound 
legal implications. Since rules for praying or fasting were determined by 
the Imam, it is fair to ask whether ritual practice was not just a reflection 
of theology?

The second part of the chapter explored this question by examining 
the life of a figure whose theological views did not align with his rit-
ual practice. Al-A‘mash supported intercession and elevated ‘Alı  (and his 
family) above the other Companions and yet he held to a set of prac-
tices (and legal positions) that differed markedly from the early Shı ‘a. 
In the end, it was al-A‘mash’s ritual practice that secured him a place 
among Sunnı  legal authorities. This suggests that, at least in the first few 
centuries, ritual (1) did not necessarily emerge from theology and (2) 
could at times play a more influential role than theology in the allocation  
of identity.

The insight these conclusions provide are more nuanced than a simple 
affirmation or rejection of theology. There is little doubt that theologi-
cal issues exerted a powerful influence in early Kufa. The danger lies in 
adopting a heresiographical framework that overwhelmingly privileges 
theology as the determining force in the creation of sectarian identity. 
The actual mechanism for identity formation appears to have been far 
more complicated. Kufa in the 2nd/8th century was certainly home to 
(1) a community of proto-Sunnı traditionists who rejected ‘Alı and the 
hereditary/activist notions of the early Shı‘a, and (2) a core of Shı‘a 
who elevated the Prophet’s family (or specific members of that family) 
to a position of unparalleled religious and/or political authority. In the 
middle, however, were figures who held an eclectic mix of opinions that 
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defied easy classification.75 Over time, they were appropriated by one 
group or another in a process heavily informed by political and theologi-
cal developments.76 For al-A‘mash and others located at the center of the 
spectrum, ritual practice seems to have played a critical role in ultimately 
determining their respective sectarian identities.

75 See chapter 1 of Mairaj Syed’s forthcoming doctoral dissertation at Princeton University 
entitled “Coercion in Classical Islamic Legal and Moral Thought.”

76 Recall Chapter 6, which suggests that Zaydism emerged from a proto-Sunnı context 
before undergoing a radical shift toward a more Shı‘ı orientation through the leadership 
of Yahya b. ‘Abd Allah.
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8

The Mosque and the Procession

Sacred Spaces and the Construction of Community

In Chapter 7, it was shown that ritual practice played a critical role in the 
construction of sectarian identity. The potency of practice was such that 
it often trumped adherence to seemingly problematic theological tenets. 
Traditions depict authorities from the late 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th 
centuries evaluating figures of uncertain loyalties by following them to 
mosques and observing them in prayer. These texts suggest that there was 
no established correlation between specific mosques and ritual practice 
as Kufans from a range of sectarian identities might frequent the same 
venues and perform prayers in their own distinctive ways. This chapter 
traces the process by which this dynamic began to change through the 
increasing association of sacred space with ritual. The first section exam-
ines the transformation of neighborhood mosques affiliated with tribal 
groups into sectarian mosques. The second section discusses the integra-
tion of these sectarian mosques into a new religious geography comprised 
of friendly/sacred and hostile/accursed spaces. The final section highlights 
the merging of ritual and space in a new and powerful public affirmation 
of sectarian identity, namely pilgrimage (ziyara).

from tribal mosque to sectarian space

To understand the process through which space was gradually appropri-
ated by sectarian groups, it is necessary to begin with an examination of 
the urban development of Kufa itself. In his seminal study of the city’s 
transformation from a garrison town to a major Muslim urban center, 
Hichem Djait highlights small neighborhood mosques founded by tribes 
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and often named after prominent tribal elites.1 At the turn of the 1st/7th 
century, most Muslims frequented their local clan mosques except on 
special occasions (e.g., the Friday prayer) when they would venture to the 
cathedral mosque in the geographic center of the city.2

Djait proposes a tentative spatial reconstruction of Kufa in which he 
locates all known mosques in existence between the years 100/718 and 
120/738.3 This map (see Map 2) includes many of the places listed in 
(later) Shı‘ı sources as safe havens or hostile spaces along with tribal 
mosques mentioned in non-Shı‘ı sources. Specifically, Djait places six 
mosques later renowned for their hostility to the Shı‘a either in the south-
east quadrant of the city (the quarters of the Banu Tamım and the north-
ern quarter of the Banu Asad4) or just north of the center (the quarters 
of the Banu Bajıla and the Banu Thaqıf). By contrast, friendly mosques 
are found east (the quarters of the Banu Qays and the Banu Hamra’) 
and south (the quarters of the Banu Madhhij and the Banu ‘Abs and the 
southern quarter of the Banu Asad) of the center, as well as in one sector 
in the northwest (the quarters of the Banu ‘Abd al-Qays).

It is likely that many of these early tribal mosques carried a loose sec-
tarian association given the partisan history of some tribes (and clans) in 
the tumultuous civil wars of the 1st/7th century.5 For example, the Banu 
‘Abd al-Qays had strongly backed ‘Alı in the first civil war and especially 
in the Battle of the Camel.6 That their local mosque became a haven for 

1 Djait, Kufa, 297–8. Donner presents a similar portrait of the founding and early develop-
ment of Kufa (Conquests, 226–36).

2 Ibid., 297–8.
3 Ibid., 302–3.
4 The Asad appear divided in terms of political inclinations between support of and oppo-

sition to ‘Alı. Many of the Banu Asad in Kufa ultimately adopted Shı‘ism and contributed 
significantly to its intellectual development. See EI2, s.v. Asad, Banu (Kindermann).

5 It is important to emphasize that this link between tribe and sectarian leanings is not 
absolute. Hinds has shown that, in fact, most tribes were internally divided between the 
established pre-Islamic elites (ashraf) and those who owed their status exclusively to their 
early standing in Islam (sabiqa). There were certainly tribes that were inclined toward sup-
porting or opposing ‘Alı, but most elicit no such unanimity. In this regard, Hinds highlights 
the Bajıla who were among ‘Alı’s strongest supporters but whose leadership (e.g., Jarır b. 
‘Abd Allah al-Bajalı) was (at best) ambiguous, lukewarm, and even hostile. Interestingly, 
Hinds hypothesizes that most of the pro-Shı‘ı elements in Kufa, lacking tribal standing, 
would have lived near the outskirts of the city. This is largely confirmed by Map 2 wherein 
the mosques near the center are considered hostile space in the Imamı sources with the sin-
gular exception of Masjid al-Kufa. See Hinds, “Alignments,” 346–67 and especially 347–8 
and 361–8. For a similar analysis of tribal divisions in ‘Alı’s Kufan support and its impact 
on the Battle of Siffın, see Madelung, Succession, 216–20 and 239–40.

6 Djait, Kufa, 300–1.
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Map 2. Kufa in the 1st/7th and early 2nd/8th centuries.

 



The Emergence of Shı ‘ism234

his partisans in subsequent centuries is hardly surprising. The same is true 
of the Banu Madhhij who were famous for their unwavering support of 
‘Alı at Siffın under the leadership of Malik al-Ashtar (d. 38/658–9).7 In an 
opposing vein, the persistent and intransient hostility of the Banu Thaqıf 
toward ‘Alı is well documented.8

The fact that a tribe backed the political claims of ‘Alı  in the 1st/7th 
century, however, did not necessarily mean that its mosques could be 
characterized as Shı ‘ı . To reach this stage, there needed to be a shift 
from a perspective that privileged tribe to one that emphasized sec-
tarian identity. Such a transformation appears to have taken hold at 
some point in the mid-2nd/8th century, but the exact timing remains 
unclear.9 The situation is complicated by the fact that a preponderance 
of the material describing the loyalties of mosques is found (almost 
exclusively) in the Shı ‘ı  literature.10 In many cases, these texts discuss 
mosques that do not appear in non-Shı ‘ı  sources or (more often) asso-
ciate mosques with historical figures as opposed to tribes. The latter 
are sometimes notoriously difficult to locate in the known geographical 
landscape of early Ku fa.

The clearest evidence for the correlation between ritual and mosque is 
found in legal sources that only examine the issue indirectly. In the pro-
cess of affirming the soundness of a controversial practice, these accounts 
imply that certain rituals were practiced in specific mosques as early as the 
mid-2nd/8th century. A typical text of this variety preserves an exchange 
between the prominent Kufan jurist Sharık b. ‘Abd Allah (d. 177/793)11 
and an unnamed questioner:

In our presence a man asked Sharık, “What is your opinion regarding a man whose 
door is located near a mosque where the qunut is not performed while behind that 
mosque is another mosque where the qunut is performed?” He responded, “He 
should go to the mosque where the qunut is performed.” He then asked, “What is 
your opinion regarding a man who affirms the qunut but forgets to perform it?” He 
responded, “He should perform two prostrations of forgetfulness.” He continued, 

7 EI2, s.v. Madhhij (Smith and Bosworth).
8 EI2, s.v. Thaqıf (Lecker).
9 For a discussion of this transformation, see EI2, s.v. Masdjid (Pedersen).

10 Djait, Kufa, 298–301.
11 The Sunnı sources depict Sharık as a traditionist Kufan scholar of considerable standing 

(al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 12:462). The Imamıs agree with this characterization, although they 
note Sharık’s pro-‘Alid inclinations and recount a number of his narrations that ele-
vate ‘Alı above the other Companions (al-Tustarı, Qamus, 8:416–21). For more context 
regarding the account that follows, see footnote 15 of this chapter.
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“What is your opinion regarding a man who rejects the qunut but forgets and per-
forms it?” He laughed and said, “This man forgets and thereby hits the mark!”12

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the insertion of the qunut in the daily prayers 
was a practice present in Kufa and one that was eventually adopted by the 
Imamıs and rejected by the Sunnı law schools.13 In the given text, Sharık 
both endorses the qunut and bestows it a central ritual importance. If 
forgotten, he requires a worshipper to perform “two prostrations of for-
getfulness,” a procedure generally reserved for cases where an individual 
commits a major mistake or omits a required step of the prayer.14

On a secondary level, Sharık’s statement suggests that ritual and mosque 
were increasingly intertwined by the middle of the 2nd/8th  century.15 The 
Imamıs were inclined to frequent mosques where the qunut was regu-
larly performed. This was a conscious choice that involved a degree of 
hardship or, at the very least, annoyance. The Imamı population was not 
exclusively concentrated around appropriate mosques and sometimes had 
to travel inconvenient distances to reach a suitable venue. This was a fact 
of life for the inhabitants of Kufa in general. The hypothetical worshipper 
discussed by Sharık, for example, is instructed to bypass his neighborhood 
mosque in favor of another (located at a distance) in which the qunut is 
integrated into the prayer. There is no indication here that individuals sim-
ply attended the mosques associated with their tribe out of habit. Rather, 
it appears that, by Sharık’s time, ritual practice had begun to eclipse tribal 
affiliation as the defining feature of many places of worship.

the demarcation of sacred space

The link between sacred spaces and sectarian ritual practice was ulti-
mately institutionalized in the broader Imamı literature16 through the 

12 BM, 2:46–7 – 1137. See also footnote 15 of this chapter.
13 Lalani, Early Shı ‘ı  Thought, 124–5.
14 For examples and a discussion of unintentional omission, see Mughnı  II, 2:214–5.
15 This anecdote indicates that there remained, during Sharık’s lifetime, segments of the 

proto-Sunnı population in Kufa that performed the qunut in some of the daily prayers 
(i.e., fajr and maghrib). Bear in mind, however, the conclusion from Chapter 7 that it was 
a packet of rituals, as opposed to a single ritual (e.g., the qunut), which proved decisive in 
the allocation of sectarian identity. Sharık was likely directing a proto-Sunnı to a proto-
Sunnı mosque. The broader point here regarding the increasing alignment between ritual 
and mosque remains valid.

16 Djait is quite critical of the dichotomous framework embedded in the Shı ‘ı  sources 
and drawn primarily from pilgrimage manuals (discussed later in the chapter). He 
argues that much of this literature imposes a subsequent historical perspective onto 
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designation of some mosques (see Table 8.1) as “blessed” and others as 
“accursed.”18 In time, the Imamıs developed a religious geography of 
Kufa that directed worshippers toward a network of friendly venues and 
away from regions of particular hostility.

the 1st/7th century, characterizing mosques associated with the Shı ‘a as friendly (e.g., 
the Banu  ‘Abd Qays) and those connected with opponents (e.g., ‘Abd Alla h b. Jarı r 
al-Bajalı ) as hostile (Ku fa, 300–1). In Djait’s view, the Shı ‘a coalesced as theologically 
coherent entities in a later period and then constructed (or revised) their vision of the 
mosques of Ku fa. Although later Shı ‘ı  scholars might have endowed certain mosques 
with an increased charismatic reverence or historical importance, it does not follow 
that such venues necessarily lacked a sectarian dimension at an earlier stage. Given 
the importance of ritual practice (see Chapter 7) and the circulation of traditions sim-
ilar to that of Sharı k (see earlier discussion), it is more likely that these mosques were 
spaces where the early Shı ‘a could gather and pray (in a distinctive manner). The fact 
that this tendency may have been exaggerated in subsequent periods on other (reli-
gious and historical) grounds should have no bearing on the potential for an earlier 
differentiation.

17 For this table, see al-Tusı, al-Amalı , 168–9 – 283 with an important variant in Ibn 
al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 117–8. The most comprehensive register of the sectarian inclina-
tions of mosques is found in al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 75–7, with greater detail on 78–91. See 
also, Djait, Kufa, 296–301, for a general discussion of Kufan mosques. An abbreviated 
list of these mosques appears in al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, Mazar, 82–3. For details about the 
location and namesakes of both the “blessed” and “accursed” mosques, see footnotes 1 
and 2 in Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 301 and Djait, Kufa, 302–3.

18 For such a differentiation of mosques, see al-Tusı, al-Amalı , 168–9 – 283. A similar tra-
dition is found in al-Kufı, al-Gharat, 2:483–5. Although ‘Alı is the most commonly men-
tioned authority for this account, a number of variants cite either al-Baqir or al-Sadiq. 
See KK, 3:489–90 – 1; Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 300–1 – 75, where the text has Masjid 
al-Khamra’ in place of Masjid al-Hamra’; and Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 119. The 
Imamı typology of blessed/accursed is also discussed by Djait (Kufa, 300–1).

Table 8.1.17 The Mosques of Kufa

Blessed – Friendly Mosques Accursed – Hostile Mosques

*Masjid al-Kufa (the Friday mosque)
*Masjid Sahla (aka Masjid ‘Abd al-Qays)
*Masjid Ghanı
Masjid Suhayl
*Masjid Ju‘fı
*Masjid al-Hamra (aka Masjid Yunus)
*Masjid Banı Kahil
Masjid Bahila
*Masjid Sa‘sa‘a b. Suhan b. Hujr al-‘Abdı
Masjid Banı Zafar (identical to Masjid Sahla?)
Masjid Zayd b. Suhan
Masjid al-Hannana
*Masjid Banu Jadhıma b. Malik
Masjid Banı ‘Anza (?)

*Masjid al-Ash‘ath
*Masjid Jarır b. ‘Abd Allah al-Bajalı
*Masjid Simak b. Makhrama
*Masjid Shabath b. Rib‘ı
*Masjid Taym
*Masjid Thaqıf
Masjid al-Hamra (different from Masjid Yunus)
Masjid Banı Sayyid
Masjid Banı ‘Abd Allah b. Razm 

 
 
 
 

Note: Mosques identified by Djait in the 1st/7th century are denoted by a *
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The “blessedness” of mosques was predicated on a combination 
of historical and religious factors. Masjid Ghanı was founded by “a 
believer” and was prophesied as being home to the gardens and springs 
of heaven,19 whereas al-Baqir emphasized that “every prophet who God 
sent” had performed prayers in Masjid Suhayl.20 Masjid Ju‘fı was a gath-
ering place for Bedouin and appears in later traditions as one of the 
locations in which the hidden Imam would perform his prayers.21 The 
significance of Masjid al-Hamra’ was tied to its construction over the 
tomb of the Prophet Yunus, endowing the land with a special blessing 
(baraka).22 A fifth mosque, Masjid Banı Kahil (also known as the Masjid 
of the Commander of the Faithful), was revered as a location where ‘Alı 
led the fajr prayers and performed the qunut.23 Masjid Zayd b. Suhan  
(d. 36/656)24 was named for a companion of ‘Alı and visited by the 
prophet al-Khidr who recited a few special invocations before quickly dis-
appearing.25 Masjid Bahila and Masjid Sa‘sa‘a b. Suhan b. Hujr al-‘Abdı26  
(d. before 60/680) were also honored by the Imamı community and 
ascribed unique sets of prayers and invocations.27 Less is known about 

19 Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 118–9; al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 75–6; Djait, Kufa, 299–303.
20 TT, 6:31 – 1, where the mosque is characterized as the “dwelling place of the proph-

ets, successors, and those who do good.” See also Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 113 and 
al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 75.

21 For a typical anecdote, see Warram b. Abı Farras, Tanbı h, 2:303–5. Ibn al-Mashhadı 
mentions that this mosque was no longer frequented by the Ju‘fı tribe in the 6th/12th 
century (al-Mazar, 119). See also al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 75–6; Djait, Kufa, 299–303.

22 al-Tusı, al-Amalı , 168–9 – 28; al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 75–7; Djait, Kufa, 299–303. Al-Buraqı 
explicitly rejects the possibility that the Prophet Yunus was buried at the site of the 
mosque and instead ascribes its importance to ‘Alı having prayed there.

23 Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 120–1; al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 78; Djait, Kufa, 299–302.
24 The brother of Sa‘sa‘a (see footnote 26 of this chapter) and a close companion of ‘Alı, 

he was one of the leaders of the Kufan delegation that traveled to Medina to protest 
‘Uthman’s economic policies in 35/656. He was killed in the Battle of the Camel in 
36/656. See Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 6:176–8; al-Tustarı, Qamus, 4:557–8; and 
Hinds, “Murder,” 450–69 and especially 459.

25 al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 87.
26 Abu Talha Sa‘sa‘a b. Suhan b. Hujr al-‘Abdı fought on ‘Alı’s side at the Battle of the 

Camel. He was famed as a khatı b (orator) and narrated a few traditions from ‘Alı and 
‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas. He was also part of the Kufan party that came to Medina in 35/656 
to object to ‘Uthman’s economic policies. A district in Kufa was named after him, and 
he is said to have died during the reign of Mu‘awiya. See Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 
6:244; al-Mizzı, Tahdhı b, 13:167. See also, Hinds, “Murder,” 459, where he refers to 
Sa‘sa‘a as a member of the qurra’.

27 See Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 119 for Masjid Bahila; see Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 
142–6; al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 78–80; and Djait, Kufa, 299 for Masjid Sa‘sa‘a. Al-Buraqı 
relates a few anecdotes that suggest that this mosque was frequented by the hidden 
Twelfth Imam.
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Masjid Banı ‘Anaza,28 Masjid Banı Ẓafar,29 and Masjid Banı Jadhıma b. 
Malik,30 although the latter was loosely connected with (perhaps the cli-
ents of?) the Banu Asad. A final Kufan site of prominence (according to 
the later sources) was on the desert road to Karbala’, later identified as 
Masjid al-Hannana.31 A number of reports note its association with the 
severed head of al-Husayn, with some alluding to the possibility of its 
burial at the location.

The most important mosques for the Shı‘a were Masjid al-Sahla and 
Masjid al-Kufa (also known as the “Big Masjid”).32 Masjid al-Sahla was 
particularly noteworthy due to its avid sectarian associations. As opposed 
to Masjid al-Kufa, which served a broad cross-section of the Kufan pop-
ulation on important occasions, Masjid al-Sahla was located in the north 
Kufan district of the Banu ‘Abd al-Qays where it may have initially been 
established as the neighborhood mosque for the pro-‘Alı tribe.33 Its trans-
formation into a sectarian space was reflected in a wide range of tradi-
tions. Masjid al-Sahla was said to possess a green stone bearing the marks 
of all past prophets.34 It had been personally visited by Idrıs (Enoch), 
Ibrahım (Abraham), Dawud (David),35 and al-Khidr36 and was constantly 

28 The Banu ‘Anaza were an ancient Arab tribe that partially settled in Kufa and was said 
to have ties to the Qays (EI2, s.v. ‘Anaza [Graf]). The tribe fought alongside ‘Alı in large 
numbers (i.e., up to 4,000) during the Battle of Siffın (Madelung, Succession, 246).

29 The presence of this mosque is affirmed by both al-Buraqı (Tarı kh, 75–6) and Djait (Kufa, 
300), but neither provides any additional information. The Banu Ẓafar had roots in cen-
tral Arabia as attested to by their establishment of a tribal mosque in early Medina (EI2, 
s.v. Masdjid [Pedersen]). Masjid Banı Ẓafar in Kufa was apparently frequented by the 
Ansar. Al-Khatıb al-Baghdadı recounts an incident in which Thabit b. Qays b. al-Khatım 
(d. after 40/660) happened upon a large group of disgruntled Ansar at the mosque in 
the process of drafting a letter of complaint to Mu‘awiya (al-Khatıb al-Baghdadı, Tarı 
kh, 1:526–7). This might suggest a correlation between Masjid Banı Ẓafar and Masjid 
al-Ansar, a mosque identified by Djait (Kufa, 298).

30 al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 90. The Banu Jadhıma b. Malik b. Nasr b. Qu‘ayn were a part of the 
Banu Asad and traced their roots to the Najd (Yaqut, Mu‘jam, 4:448).

31 al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 88–90.
32 Evidence of the importance of Masjid al-Sahla and Masjid al-Kufa to the early Imamıs 

is provided by al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, who places both at the center of a wider religious 
program for visiting the city (al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, al-Mazar, 82–3). The exact identity of 
Masjid al-Sahla is somewhat disputed, as some sources equate it with Masjid Banı Ẓafar 
whereas others identify it with Masjid Banı ‘Abd al-Qays (Djait, Kufa, 300).

33 Djait, Kufa, 302–3.
34 al-Tusı, al-Amalı , 168–9 – 283; al-Kufı, al-Gharat, 2:483–4; Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 

134–5.
35 Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 118–9 and 132–6, with special invocations and further his-

torical details on 136–43.
36 al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 82–3.
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circled by worshipping angels.37 A single two-cycle prayer in Masjid al-
Sahla earned a reward exceeding two lesser pilgrimages38 and (according 
to al-Sajjad) could add two years to a supplicant’s life.39

The sources identify Masjid al-Kufa as the main Shı‘ı mosque for the 
entire city and emphasize its importance through an anecdote about the 
Prophet’s ascent to heaven (mi‘raj).40 In the account, as the Prophet is 
being carried by Jibra’ıl (Gabriel), he is informed that they are passing 
above Masjid al-Kufa where every prophet or servant of God had per-
formed prayers.41 Muhammad asks for and is granted the same privilege. 
The narrator (al-Sadiq) observes that “an obligatory prayer within it is 
equivalent to a thousand prayers [outside it] and a supererogatory prayer 
in it is equivalent to five hundred prayers [outside it],”42 with variant 
accounts increasing the rewards to a greater (hajj) and lesser (‘umra) pil-
grimage, respectively.43 This mosque was further exalted as being home 
to people who would be granted intercession on the Day of Judgment,44 
the location of numerous heavenly gardens,45 and the secret resting place 
of Nuh’s (Noah) ark, Musa’s (Moses) cane, and Sulayman’s (Solomon) 
signet ring.46 Such descriptions of Masjid al-Kufa are a mere sampling 
of a much larger inventory with entire sections of some works devoted 
entirely to praising its virtues.47

These mosques were part and parcel of a broad network of religious 
spaces frequented by the nascent Imamı community. Masjid al-Kufa was 
at the core of this sacred geography, but it was also a space visited by a 
wide cross-section of the population diminishing its utility in identity 
formation. Given the breadth of Kufan ritual diversity, one would expect 
to find groups in the central mosque praying in discordant and different 

37 Ibid., 83.
38 Ibid., 83.
39 al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, al-Mazar, 26.
40 KK, 3:490–1 – 1; BM, 1:128 – 149; Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 123 and 131. The paral-

lels in the descriptions of Masjid al-Kufa to that of Masjid al-Aqsa in Jerusalem (in other 
accounts of the mi‘raj) are striking.

41 Masjid al-Sahla is sometimes described in a similar manner as a venue where every 
Prophet has offered prayers (al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 82). A vast majority of traditions, how-
ever, associate this virtue with Masjid al-Kufa (Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 123).

42 TT, 6:32–62.
43 KK, 3:491–2; TT, 6:32–4; Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 122 and 130.
44 Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 125–6. For a thorough compilation of traditions pertaining 

to Masjid al-Kufa, see KK, 3:494–5 and Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 121–31.
45 BM, 1:128–149; Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 127–8.
46 Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 127 and 129.
47 al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 20–31.
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ways. The smaller mosques, by contrast, were the prime laboratories 
for the crystallization of sectarian communal identity. Although many 
of the traditions explaining their importance were ascribed to either the 
Prophet or ‘Alı, a comparison of variant accounts suggests that they were 
originally circulated by the disciples of al-Baqir and al-Sadiq.48 It was 
during the lifetimes of these important Imams (i.e., the late 1st/7th to the 
mid- 2nd/8th century) that such texts gained wide distribution, endow-
ing some spaces with a religious pedigree that significantly elevated their 
status for the emerging community. It is not surprising that the leaders of 
these mosques are often portrayed conducting prayers in a distinctively 
Imamı manner.49

The same traditions that identify “blessed” mosques also document 
“accursed” mosques (see Table 8.1) that were tainted by their connection 
to either (1) hostile personalities or (2) unfriendly tribes. The former (all 
of which have been identified and mapped by Djait – see Map 2) were 
associated with individuals particularly reviled by the Imamıs. Al-Ash‘ath 
b. Qays (d. 40/661)50 fought with ‘Alı in the Battle of Siffın before pressur-
ing him to (1) accept arbitration and (2) appoint Abu Musa al-Ash‘arı as 
one of the arbiters. The Imamı sources claim that he turned to Kharijism 
in his later years.51 Jarır b. ‘Abd Allah b. Jabir al-Bajalı (d. 51–6/671–6)52 
was entrusted by ‘Alı to carry a letter to Mu’awiya but secretly pledged loy-
alty to the Umayyads and worked on their behalf.53 Simak b. Makhrama 
b. Humayn al-Asadı (d. mid- to late 1st/7th century)54 lived in an area 

48 For accounts that cite al-Baqir and al-Sadiq in place of ‘Alı, see Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 
300–1 – 75; TT, 6:39–26; al-Kufı, al-Gharat, 2:483–4.

49 Modarressi, Tradition, 1:204.
50 Al-Ash‘ath b. Qays al-Kindı was a Companion and participated in the ridda (apostasy) 

revolts after the death of the Prophet. He was eventually pardoned and took part in 
the conquests of Syria. See Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kabı r, 6:236–7; EI2, s.v. al-Ash‘ath 
(Reckendorf); and al-Dhahabı, Tarı kh, 11–40:609. By the 6th/12th century, the mosque 
named after him no longer existed. Some claimed that it originally stood between Masjid 
al-Kufa and Masjid al-Sahla but that only a part of its wall had survived, whereas others 
equated it with the extant Masjid al-Jawashin (Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 120).

51 For Shı‘ı characterizations of his Kharijism, see footnote 1 in Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 
301. For the significance of his status as a member of the ashraf, see Hinds, “Alignments,” 
353, 357, and 361–2. See also, Madelung, Succession, 239.

52 Djait places his mosque just north of the city center in the district of his tribe, the Banu 
Bajıla (Kufa, 299 and 302–3). Hinds describes Jarır as a tribal leader whose support 
for ‘Alı was suspect at best (Hinds, “Alignments,” 353 and 361–2). See also, Madelung, 
Succession, 193–5.

53 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kabı r, 6:288–301 and especially 300–1. See also footnote 1 in Ibn 
Babawayh, al-Khisal, 301.

54 Djait places Masjid Simak in the southwest quarter of Kufa and, specifically, in the 
northern half of the Asad tribal district (Kufa, 298, 302–3). In the 6th/12th century, this 
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of Kufa known for the pro-‘Uthman beliefs of its inhabitants (as late as 
the 4th/10th century), where he built a mosque in which ‘Alı famously 
refused to offer prayers.55 A fourth mosque was linked to Shabath b. 
Rib‘ı al-Tamımı (d. 80/699),56 an ambiguous figure who supported both 
‘Uthman and ‘Alı before joining the Khawarij.57 He eventually repented 
of his rejection of ‘Alı and (after the murder of al-Husayn b. ‘Alı) joined 
Mukhtar, who placed him in charge of the shurta in Kufa. Each of these 
mosques (i.e., Masjid al-‘Ash‘ath, Masjid Jarır, Masjid Simak, and Masjid 
Shabath) achieved particular notoriety when, according to al-Baqir, “they 
were renovated … in celebration of the murder of al-Husayn.”58 Given 
these circumstances, it is highly unlikely that any Imamı would venture 
into such locations to perform prayers.

The nascent Imamı community dubbed five additional mosques as 
hostile due primarily to their tribal affiliations. According to an early 
tradition, ‘Alı avoided Masjid Taym59 because its constituency (consist-
ing largely of the Tamım) “would not pray with him out of enmity and 
hatred.”60 A similar dynamic characterized Masjid Thaqıf given the tribe’s 
adversarial relationship with ‘Alı and his partisans.61 The tribal mosques 
of the Banu ‘Abd Allah b. Darim and the Banu al-Sayyid were identified 
as hostile spaces without any additional commentary or explanation.62 

mosque was located near the market of the blacksmiths and had been renamed Masjid 
al-Hawafir (Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 120).

55 al-Isbahanı, al-Aghanı , 11:4037.
56 Djait positions Masjid Shabath in the tribal district of the Banu Tamım located in the 

furthest regions of southwestern Kufa (Kufa, 298, 302–3). In the 6th/12th century, this 
mosque stood in the markets at the end of a road called Darb al-Hajjaj (Ibn al-Mashhadı, 
al-Mazar, 120).

57 Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kabı r, 8:335. See also footnote 2 in Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 
301. Madelung discusses his place among the early Khawarij in Succession, 246–7.

58 Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, footnote 1 on 302; KK, 3:490–2; Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 
118–9. The reference here is to the murder of al-Husayn b. ‘Alı b. Abı Talib in 61/680.

59 Djait locates Masjid Taym close to Masjid Shabath in the Tamımı district far southwest 
of the city center (Kufa, 299–302).

60 Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 301–2–76. The fact that Abu Bakr was a member of the Banu 
Taym likely contributed to the clan’s animosity. See also, TT, 6:39–82 and al-Shaykh 
al-Mufıd, al-Mazar, 83–4.

61 Djait places Masjid Thaqıf just north of the city center in the narrow strip associated 
with the tribe (Kufa, 299 and 300–2). For the mosque’s inclusion in lists of “accursed” 
mosques, see al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 76.

62 al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 76. The text reads “Masjid Banı ‘Abd Allah b. Razm” but likely refers 
to the Banu ‘Abd Allah b. Darim who occupied a region of Kufa near the walls, possibly 
in the eastern districts close to the Euphrates (Yaqut, al-Buldan, 2:611). There is little 
information regarding the Banu al-Sayyid.
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The final “accursed” mosque on the Imamı lists was the second Masjid 
al-Hamra’,63 allegedly built on the grave of “one of the pharaohs.”64

The Ima mı  sources depict 2nd/8th-century Ku fa as an amalgamation 
of safe havens and hostile ground. This division of sacred space is pred-
icated on religious or historical claims that either elevate a mosque’s 
status or render it enemy territory. Though the reality of these unequiv-
ocal judgments must be approached with caution,65 the tendency for 
a nascent community to endow spaces with a broad charismatic sig-
nificance is well documented.66 Thus, although the ascribed virtues of 
“blessed” mosques may be a later accretion, it is likely that the Shı ‘a 
were frequenting these mosques early on and appropriating them as 
friendly spaces for the performance of a distinctive ritual prayer.67 
Venturing into Masjid Ju‘fı , a worshipper could expect to hear the Shı ‘ı  
adha n68 followed by a prayer that included (among other idiosyncra-
sies) the audible basmala and the insertion of a qunu t after the recita-
tion in the second cycle.69

63 al-Tusı, al-Amalı , 168–9 – 283, with variants in TT, 6:39–82; Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 
300–1–75; al-Kufı, al-Gharat, 3:482–3; and al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 76. The tribal associa-
tions of this mosque remain unclear and confused (Kufa, 299 and 300–1).

64 al-Tusı, al-Amalı , 168–9 – 283; Ibn Babawayh, al-Khisal, 300–1 – 75; al-Kufı, al-Gharat, 
3:482–3; Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 118–9; and al-Buraqı, Tarı kh, 76. Ibn al-Mashhadı 
associates this location with the marketplace of the carpenters in 6th/12th-century Kufa 
(al-Mazar, 120).

65 See also, footnote 16 in this chapter.
66 A similar process is explored in a range of theoretical works drawing on Bourdieu’s sem-

inal Distinction. See, in particular, Kevin Hetherington’s Expressions of Identity, which 
focuses on the dynamic process that endows safe spaces with new meaning in the pro-
cess of identity building. The key point here is that before space acquires charisma, it is 
already under the control of a given social group.

67 Although much of this section focuses on the identification of mosques frequented by 
Imamıs, there are also accounts that associate specific non-Imamı Kufans with particular 
mosques. For a typical example in which al-A‘mash is noted as frequenting “Masjid Banı 
Haram min Banı Sa‘d,” see Ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra’, 6:331.

68 There are important differences between the Sunnı and Shı‘ı law schools regarding the 
proper form of the call to prayer (adhan). The most prominent concerns the Shı‘ı use 
of the phrase “Hurry to the best of works,” a practice attributed to the Prophet, con-
firmed by ‘Alı, and supported by subsequent Imams. Within Sunnı juristic circles, there 
are additional disagreements regarding the use of the tathwı b (the phrase “Prayer is bet-
ter than sleep”) before the dawn prayer. For the Imamı view, see al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, al-
Muqni‘a, 102; Ibn Babawayh, al-Faqı h, 1:289–90; and TT, 2:59–69. For the Sunnı view, 
see Mughnı  II, 1:544–7 and 550–2. In the 16th century, the Safawids institutionalized a 
number of new Imamı ritual practices, including the insertion of a confirmation of ‘Alı‘s 
wilaya in the adhan. For this issue, see Takim, “Bid‘a,” 166–77.

69 For a summary of these differences, see Lalani, Early Shı ‘ı  Thought, 119–26. See also 
Chapters 3 and 4 in this volume.
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the power of pilgrimage

The crystallization of a distinct Imamı identity was increasingly reflected 
in a practice that combined ritual and space, specifically pilgrimage to 
sites of religious importance.70 The growth in the importance of pilgrim-
ages sparked the proliferation of a new genre of Imamı literature – the 
pilgrimage manual – which provided adherents with itineraries and 
instructions for location-specific prayers and invocations.

An early example of an Imamı author concerned with pilgrimage 
was al-Barqı (d. 273/887–8) who emphasized the virtues of the central 
mosque in Kufa and the enormous rewards that accrued to those who 
offered their prayers within.71 He did not, however, provide a clear itin-
erary for pilgrims as he was more interested in the sanctity of sites than 
on the actual details of a visit. Al-Kulaynı, by contrast, devoted exten-
sive space to the subject, quoting traditions that encouraged visits to the 
shrines of the Imams with the promise of intercession.72 He also included 
accounts that identified important sites in and around Kufa and specified 
special invocations for each location.73

Beginning as early as the 4th/10th century, Imamı scholars began pro-
ducing works that specifically focused on pilgrimage. A typical exam-
ple of this new genre of religious literature was al-Shaykh al-Mufıd’s 
(d. 413/1022) Kitab al-mazar, which included a careful set of instruc-
tions detailing both (1) the order in which places should be visited and 
(2) the duration of time to be spent at each. Al-Mufıd directed pilgrims 
returning from a visit to ‘Alı’s grave to stay at Masjid al-Kufa for an 
extended period before proceeding to Masjid al-Sahla, Masjid Ghanı, 
and Masjid al-Hamra’.74 In a similar vein, al-Tusı recommended a visit to 
the Euphrates, quoting al-Sadiq’s observation that “I do not think anyone 

70 For an historical overview of the practice, which can be traced to the pre-Islamic period, 
see EI2, s.v. Ziyara (J. Meri). Leor Halevi examines the prevalence of visiting graves and 
mourning rituals among the earliest generations of Muslims in Muhammad’s Grave, ch. 
4–5. Although he does not directly address pilgrimage to shrines, his discussion provides 
insight on how the practice may have developed from roots in popular piety.

71 BM, 1:128–149.
72 KK, 4:567–2.
73 Al-Kulaynı’s section on pilgrimages is very large (4:548–89). For a tradition that cites a 

specific invocation (to be recited at ‘Alı’s grave), see KK, 4:570–71 – 1. For a tradition 
that highlights the gradual appropriation of space in a narrative of pilgrimage, see KK, 
4:571–2 – 1.

74 al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, al-Mazar, 83–4. The same work emphasizes the importance of 
Kufan mosques by enjoining pilgrims to visit them before proceeding to the grave of ‘Alı, 
especially if they fear that they will not have the opportunity to do so afterward.
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experiences the water of the Euphrates without developing a love for us, 
the family of the Prophet,”75 before cataloging the merits of the usual 
set of Kufan mosques. In his 6th/12th-century pilgrimage manual, the 
Imamı Ibn al-Mashhadı (d. 594/1198) identified appropriate prayers for 
a wide array of Kufan mosques and arranged them in a hierarchy of 
importance.76

The growing significance of pilgrimage was also reflected in the struc-
ture of manuals like those of al-Shaykh al-Mufıd and Ibn al-Mashhadı. 
These generally began with a discussion of shrines and places of import 
in the vicinity of Mecca and Medina. In addition to tombs of religious 
figures or locations associated directly with the Prophet (e.g., his home 
or a favorite mosque), they included venues of particular significance 
to the Imamı community. Special mention, for example, was made of a 
mosque built near Ghadır Khumm where it was believed that the Prophet 
appointed ‘Alı as his successor.77 Both al-Sadiq and al-Kazim emphasized 
this location’s centrality to the historical narrative at the heart of Imamı 
identity. The former explained that it is “recommended to perform prayers 
in Masjid Ghadır Khumm because the Prophet established (aqama) the 
Commander of the Faithful in it and it is the place where God made the 
truth manifest,”78 whereas the latter instructed his followers to “pray in 
it, for in the prayer is a good benefit, my father [al-Sadiq] having com-
manded it.”79

In addition to the Hijaz, pilgrimage manuals devoted considerable 
space to Kufa and its surrounding areas. They offered proper instruc-
tions for visiting many of the previously mentioned Kufan mosques (e.g., 
Masjid al-Sahla and Masjid al-Kufa), along with the tombs of ‘Alı (on the 
outskirts of the city) and al-Husayn (on the battlefield of Karbala’ fifty 
miles away). Every member of the community with the means and oppor-
tunity was expected to perform a formal pilgrimage to these shrines as an 
affirmation of communal identity.

The special importance of ‘Alı’s grave was exemplified by regu-
lar Kufan delegations that would travel the short distance in a public 
procession during the festival commemorating Ghadır Khumm on the 

75 TT, 6:39–26.
76 Ibn al-Mashhadı, al-Mazar, 111–80, where the location of each mosque within Kufa 

proper is described along with appropriate invocations.
77 For the importance of this location and the accounts associated with it, see EI2, s.v. 

Ghadır Khumm (L. Veccia Vaglieri) and Dakake, Charismatic, 33–48.
78 KK, 4:566–7 – 3; TT, 6:18–22.
79 KK, 4:566 – 1; TT, 6:18–21.
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10th of Dhu al-Hijja. This annual event was a very public declaration of 
sectarian membership as reflected in the case of Hibat Allah Ahmad b. 
Muhammad b. al-Katib (d. early 5th/11th century), popularly known as 
Ibn Barniyya. The Imamı biographical sources ascribe him a belief in thir-
teen Imams (the twelve in the standard Imamı genealogy together with 
Zayd b. ‘Alı) and note that he frequented the circles of a prominent Kufan 
Zaydı scholar.80 Rather than condemn Ibn Barniyya for his heterodox 
views,81 however, Imamı scholars claimed him as one of their own, citing 
his acceptance of Imams (e.g., al-Sajjad) who were explicitly rejected by 
the Zaydıs for their political pacifism.82 This is startling. If Ibn Barniyya 
held a theological belief (i.e., the acceptance of thirteen Imams) that fell 
outside the purview of Imamı doctrine, how could he be considered a 
proper Imamı? Part of the answer is found in al-Najashı’s biographical 
entry, which states that “this man participated in many pilgrimages. The 
last pilgrimage where he was present amongst us was in the year 400 
on the day of Ghadır at the tomb of the Commander of the Faithful.”83 
This public act constituted a proof of communal identity strong enough 
to overcome a dramatic departure from Imamı theology. The case of Ibn 
Barniyya testifies to the importance of the annual synchronized proces-
sions that represented singular occasions where large groups of Imamıs 
could assert their loyalties as a collective.84

The shrine of al-Husayn in Karbala’ evoked a similar sentiment among 
the early Imamıs. Located at a distance that made daily visits from Kufa 
difficult, it was nevertheless close enough to serve as a semiregular site for 
pilgrimage. A number of traditions depict Kufan Imamıs in Medina being 
questioned by either al-Baqir or al-Sadiq about the frequency of their vis-
its to Karbala’. In a typical example, al-Sadiq observes that “our Shı‘a [in 
Kufa] allow a year or two to pass during which most of them do not visit 

80 al-Najashı, Rijal, 2:408–9; Ibn Dawud al-Hillı, Rijal, 366. Al-Najashı identifies his Zaydı 
teacher as Abu al-Husayn b. Shayba al-‘Alawı.

81 One Imamı authority does condemn him as weak in hadı th transmission (Ibn Dawud 
al-Hillı, Rijal, 366), but others appear to reserve judgment and do not offer a clear opin-
ion regarding his reliability (al-Najashı, Rijal, 2:408–9).

82 al-Tustarı, Qamus, 10:499.
83 al-Najashı, al-Rijal, 2:408.
84 While smaller gathering in mosques for daily prayers or individualized pilgrimages to 

holy sites carried significance, the processions allowed individuals to be counted as part 
and parcel of a cohesive community. Similar dynamics are apparent in processions in the 
modern period in South Asia (among both Muslims and Hindus) and were particularly 
conspicuous in the millions of pilgrims who gathered in Karbala’ for the first commem-
oration of ‘A shura’ after the fall of Saddam Hussein.
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al-Husayn b. ‘Alı b. Abı T alib.”85 He notes that they will be surprised in 
the afterlife by a diminished reward and by being kept at a distance from 
the Prophet. In another tradition, al-Sadiq asks a Kufan guest (identified 
as ‘Abd Allah b. Talha al-Nahdı – d. after 148/765) if he has ever visited 
Karbala’ (yes) and then interrogates him as to the regularity of those vis-
its.86 When al-Sadiq learns of the infrequency with which al-Nahdı (along 
with the larger Kufan Imamı community) undertake the short journey, he 
laments that the act is not intended as a burden, for it garners a reward 
equal to a greater and lesser pilgrimage. In a third account, al-Baqir – 
upon being informed that the travel time between Kufa and Karbala’ is 
“a little over a day” – observes that if he resided so close to al-Husayn, 
he would visit often.87

In time, pilgrimage became an integral and even necessary component 
of Imamı identity. This may (or may not) have been the case as early as the 
2nd/8th century, but it was certainly true by the 4th/10th century when 
traditions explicitly began predicating communal membership on pilgrim-
age to the tomb of al-Husayn. In the following account, al-Sadiq addresses 
Kufan Imamıs who had not undertaken the short trip to Karbala’:

If one of you performs the hajj in the course of your lifetime and does not visit 
al-Husayn b. ‘Alı, then you have departed from one of the claims (huquq) of God 
and the Messenger of God, because the claim of al-Husayn is a mandatory duty 
from God Exalted and Mighty and obligatory upon every Muslim.88

The Imam’s words unambiguously place pilgrimage (to the shrine of 
al-Husayn) among the core tenets of Imamı belief and even suggest its 
superiority to the Hajj. In fact, a large portion of some manuals are 
devoted almost in their entirety to the virtues and benefits of visiting 
Karbala’, highlighting the act’s centrality in the construction of Imamı 
identity.89 In another account, the eleventh Imam Hasan al-Askarı (d. 
260/874) is asked about the specific characteristics that distinguish an 
Imamı from the wider mass of Muslims:

[T]here are five signs of a believer: fifty-one cycles of prayer, the pilgrimage to 
al-Husayn’s tomb forty days after the anniversary of his death, the wearing of a 

85 TT, 6:45–12.
86 Ibid., 6:21–4.
87 Ibid., 6:46–14.
88 al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, al-Mazar, 38.
89 See, for example, Ibn Quluyah, Kamil al-ziyarat.
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ring on the right hand, the placing of the forehead on the earth in prostration, and 
the audible recitation of the basmala.90

Here the Imam includes the ritual among a range of signs that were easily 
observed and (in most cases) very public in nature. It would be difficult 
to find a more unambiguous declaration of the functional importance of 
pilgrimage.

conclusion

The early stages in the development of Kufa were primarily dominated by 
tribal forces. The city’s spatial layout was organized on a tribal basis and 
each district neighborhood was home to its own local mosque. Although 
some of these mosques had a subtle sectarian dimension, this was pri-
marily a consequence of the political loyalties of specific clans as opposed 
to a conscious religious choice. The situation changed dramatically with 
the rise of polarized sectarian groups and their gradual appropriation of 
many of these spaces. This chapter examines the process by which such a 
change occurred, beginning as early as the 2nd/8th century and extending 
into the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th centuries.

The first and second sections of this chapter discussed the emerging 
correlation between sectarian groups and mosques as represented by rit-
ual practice. Mosques that were originally tribal became associated with 
rituals particular to a given sect (i.e., the Imamı Shı‘a). A supplicant ven-
turing into these sites would expect the prayer to be performed in a man-
ner that aligned with his communal affiliations.91 Such a demarcation of 
sacred space was ultimately embedded in traditions that identified groups 
of blessed/friendly and accursed/hostile mosques. The exact time frame 
for the shift from singular sectarian mosques to the networks of friendly 
spaces listed in pilgrimage manuals is unclear owing, in part, to a scarcity 
in the source material. It seems likely, however, that the change began in 
the early 2nd/8th century when the Imamıs were already adhering to a 
distinct set of rituals.

90 al-Shaykh al-Mufıd, al-Mazar, 60; TT, 6:52–37. For more on these signs and their central 
importance for the Imamı Shı‘a, see Modarressi, Sanadı yat, 425–6.

91 This was a marked change from the situation alluded to in the previous chapter wherein 
mosque attendance was not sufficient to establish the probity of a transmitter. Rather an 
individual’s prayer had to be directly observed before making any judgments regarding 
reliability.

  

 

 



The Emergence of Shı ‘ism248

The third section of this chapter traced the growth of pilgrimage, a 
ritual predicated on the existence of distinctively Imamı mosques and 
shrines. Without the presence of such venues, it would have been vir-
tually impossible to design detailed itineraries for Imamıs visiting Kufa. 
The proliferation of pilgrimage manuals highlighted the practice’s sem-
inal importance in articulating Imamı identity and suggested a clear 
solidification in the division of sacred space. In such an environment, 
the very act of marching through the streets of Kufa side by side with 
fellow Imamıs constituted an unambiguous declaration of an individual’s 
 sectarian loyalties.
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Conclusion

Historical studies of early Shı‘ism are generally limited by a lack of con-
temporaneous sources and a reliance on theological works such as heresi-
ographies. Although many scholars have made use of these materials to 
construct careful and erudite narratives for the origins of sectarianism, it 
is difficult to dispel doubts that they are simply back-projections intended 
to validate subsequent political and theological developments. This book 
is an attempt to make use of recent methodological advances in the dat-
ing of early sources (particularly traditions ascribed to the Prophet or 
other early authorities) to test the reliability of the origin narratives of 
Imamı and Zaydı Shı‘ism.

Modern studies of early Imamı Shı‘ism emphasize the institution of 
the Imamate in a wide variety of interpretive frameworks (from theologi-
cal to legal) to date the emergence of the sect to the early 2nd/8th century. 
A particular importance is ascribed to al-Baqir and al-Sadiq who are said 
to have gathered a circle of disciples in Medina and commanded a large 
following in Kufa. The Imamı community crystallized around a belief in 
the unquestioned authority of these ‘Alids, although differences over the 
scope of that authority persisted, with some positing a rationalist posi-
tion and others venturing into the esoteric. The Imamı perspective on the 
Companions aligned with that of the Jarudı Zaydıs (see further discus-
sion here) and included a total rejection of those who had opposed ‘Alı’s 
claims. These figures were deemed untrustworthy and rarely appeared in 
the chains of transmission of Imamı traditions.

Most modern scholars trace the origins of Zaydism to the 122/740 
revolt of Zayd b. ‘Alı, which brought together two streams of Kufan 
Shı‘ism, the Batriyya and the Jarudiyya. The former were part of a broad 
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traditionist movement that upheld the probity of those early Companions 
who rejected ‘Alı’s political claims. Although strongly supporting ‘Alı’s 
right to rule, the Batrıs felt that the evidence for his appointment was 
unclear and ambiguous so that opposition was tantamount to a mistake 
in judgment (ijtihad) as opposed to an act of disbelief (kufr). The Jarudıs, 
by contrast, asserted that the proof for ‘Alı’s succession was unequivocal 
and concluded that most of the Companions had committed apostasy by 
denying his claims. After Zayd’s death, these two groups struggled for 
control of the Zaydiyya until the Jarudıs finally triumphed in the 3rd/9th 
century. The overall picture, then, is one of a radically divided community 
experiencing severe internal conflict rooted in disagreements over the sta-
tus of the Prophet’s Companions and, by extension, the proper standard 
for preserving and transmitting knowledge.

The last few decades have produced new opportunities for testing 
these narratives on the basis of contemporaneous sources. Recent schol-
arship has demonstrated that traditions were being accurately recorded 
and transmitted (as opposed to fabricated) in the early 2nd/8th century 
(and possibly much earlier). Even though much of this research has cen-
tered on Sunnı (i.e., the work of Harald Motzki) and Imamı (i.e., the 
articles of Etan Kohlberg and Hossein Modarressi) collections, it suggests 
a broader 2nd/8th-century societal investment in the written compila-
tion of traditions. The question of whether such materials preserve the 
opinions of the generation of the Prophet and his Companions remains 
unclear. For the 2nd/8th century, however, they constitute an array of 
potentially useful and valuable materials. What is needed is the develop-
ment of new techniques and approaches that can be used to mine these 
texts for historical information.

This book offers one potential methodological approach that uti-
lizes these traditions to evaluate the veracity of early sectarian narra-
tives. Specifically, it compares the structural characteristics of Kufan texts 
drawn from the Sunnı, Imamı, and Zaydı collections to determine the 
point at which sectarian groups appear to have developed a sense of 
being “different.” The primary focal points for the analysis are authority 
figures, transmitters, and narrative style. It is argued that the citation of 
unique authorities through distinct chains of transmission in particular 
narrative forms is indicative of the presence of an independent sectarian 
identity. Conversely, shared authorities, transmitters, and styles suggest a 
degree of overlap between groups. To what extent, then, do these com-
parisons support the views that (1) Imamı Shı‘ı identity was present in 
the early 2nd/8th century and (2) Zaydı Shı‘ism was initially rent by a 
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conflict between Batrıs and Jarudıs that culminated in the victory of the 
latter over the former?

Given the breadth and scope of the hadı th literature, it is necessary to 
restrict our analysis to a specific set of manageable issues. In the process of 
choosing these issues, this study privileges ritual practice over theological 
doctrines. Such a decision is predicated on the realization that theologi-
cal traditions have a well-documented tendency to back-project doctrinal 
developments. Moreover, theological controversies are at the very core 
of sectarian polemics, increasing their likelihood for being altered to fur-
ther the agenda of a specific party (or parties). There appears to have 
been a far greater societal tolerance for diversity in ritual practice among 
the various sectarian groups and legal schools. This was particularly true 
in Kufa, which was characterized by a striking degree of variation that 
sometimes placed the (proto-Sunnı) traditionists closer to the Imamı 
Shı‘a than the (proto-Sunnı) ahl al-ra’y. It is never possible to completely 
eliminate the potential for tampering, but an emphasis on ritual law may 
reduce the risk significantly.

The three case studies discussed in this book are deliberately selected 
to reflect a range of relationships between the legal communities in Kufa. 
The basmala was a topic of broad disagreement, with many Kufan proto-
Sunnıs endorsing the same positions as the Imamıs and the Zaydıs. The 
qunut, by contrast, placed the Imamı Shı‘a in direct opposition to the 
Zaydıs and proto-Sunnıs. The dynamic was reversed in the case of pro-
hibition, with a large segment of proto-Sunnıs openly advocating the 
consumption of nongrape alcoholic drinks. The choice of these issues as 
opposed to strictly sectarian ones (i.e., the wiping/washing of the feet in 
the ritual ablution or the placement of the hands in prayer) is intended to 
ensure that our results are not simply a product of selection bias.

The structural comparisons of traditions across all three case studies 
reveal support for one sectarian narrative and serious questions about the 
other. The Imamı texts consistently demonstrate independence from their 
Sunnı and Zaydı counterparts with respect to their use of authorities, 
transmitters/chains of transmission, and narrative style. The striking lack 
of overlap affirms the view of many modern scholars that an Imamı sec-
tarian identity originated in the early 2nd/8th century. In this instance, the 
heresiographical information appears to have been relatively accurate.

The Zaydı traditions, by contrast, do not support the view that 
Zaydism was the product of the merging of Batrıs and Jarudıs. While the 
texts provide evidence for the existence of Batrıs in the early 2nd/8th cen-
tury (through clear overlaps between Zaydı and Sunnı traditions), there is 
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little indication of any Jarudı presence. In the course of the next century, 
however, Jarudı influences appear to grow (gradually) until they wholly 
replace those of the Batrıs by the late 2nd/8th and early 3rd/9th century. 
These results raise significant doubts regarding the veracity of the narra-
tive of early Zaydism drawn from the heresiographical (and secondary) 
literature.

An examination of the historical sources offers a possible alternate nar-
rative for early Zaydism that better aligns with our results. Specifically, 
it may be argued that an overwhelming majority of Zaydıs were initially 
Batrı. This perspective finds support in the case of Zayd b. ‘Alı who con-
sistently articulated views that were (1) Batrı in character (i.e., regarding 
the status of Abu Bakr and ‘Umar) and (2) actively opposed by groups 
with a Jarudı orientation. Such a state persisted through the early and 
mid-2nd/8th century, with Zaydı Imams ascribed various Batrı positions 
including a belief in the authority of non-‘Alıd legal scholars (i.e., as in 
the case of ‘Īsa b. Zayd). A noticeable change occurred in the aftermath 
of the Battle of Fakhkh (169/786), when the movement’s leadership was 
inherited by Yahya b. ‘Abd Allah who had been raised in the household of 
al-Sadiq and upheld ritual practices and (possibly) theological doctrines 
today associated with Jarudı Zaydism. In the subsequent two decades, 
Yahya overcame the strident opposition of his (predominantly Batrı) 
Kufan followers and reoriented Zaydism in a Jarudı direction.

This revised narrative closely fits the data from the case studies. It 
suggests that rather than a merging of Batrı  and Ja ru dı  Shı ‘ism and a 
subsequent civil war, Zaydism evolved from one theological position to 
another through the efforts of a few strong, long-lived leaders. The her-
esiographical narrative may have simply been an attempt at explaining 
this transformation. Rarely do heresiographies depict a natural evolu-
tion in a sect; rather, they speak of groups differentiating into smaller 
and smaller subunits as a result of the personal disagreements of their 
leaders. Zaydism, by contrast, retained a singular name and identity 
while adopting a new set of central theological (and ritual law) posi-
tions. Perhaps the heresiographers attributed these changes to the pres-
ence of both tendencies in 122/740? In such a scenario, there would 
have been no actual evolution but only the resolution of internal ten-
sions between two component factions. These observations about the 
heresiographical literature remain largely conjectural, but it is worth 
reiterating that our revised narrative finds strong support in all three of 
the case studies.
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Having affirmed the chronology of one sectarian narrative (i.e., the 
Imamıs) and revised that of another (i.e., the Zaydıs), the final part of 
this study focuses on the actual mechanisms for identity formation. It 
first examines accounts that deal with the probity of early hadı th trans-
mitters. Much of this material emphasizes the importance of ritual prac-
tice in the determination of a figure’s sectarian loyalties. The manner of 
prayer was particularly significant as a shorthand for assessing the reli-
ability of transmitters, but this assessment also included other ritual acts 
(e.g., ablution, the times for breaking the fast, pilgrimage). In many cases, 
the “proper” performance of rituals effectively outweighed adherence to 
(or advocacy of) problematic theological tenets. Such was the case with 
Sulayman al-A‘mash whose eventual classification as a Sunnı was pred-
icated on his ritual positions as opposed to his theological views that 
(apparently) included an affirmation of ‘Alı’s intercession on the Day 
of Judgment. The importance of ritual was ultimately institutionalized 
through a demarcation of sacred space that accompanied the transforma-
tion of tribal mosques into sectarian mosques. The process culminated in 
the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th centuries with a growth in the importance of 
the pilgrimage, an act perceived as a clear and very public affirmation of 
sectarian identity.
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