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FROM IMAMIYYA TO ITHNA-'ASHARIYYA 

By ETN KOHLBERG 

In memoriam Richard Walzer 

The Imami Shi'i theory of the imamate evolved gradually during the first 
Islamic century and was given a definitive shape in the middle of the second/ 
eighth century by Hishdm b. al-Hakam.' For the next 100 years or so, until 
the death in 260/874 of the eleventh Imam, al-Hasan al-'Askari, no significant 
changes seem to have been introduced. Only in the mid-fourth/tenth century 
does a major addition appear in the form of a doctrine: it is the belief that 
there are 12 Imams, the last of whom remains in a state of concealment 
(ghayba) until his ultimate return as Mahdi, or Q&'im. This ghayba is divided 
into two periods: a shorter, ' lesser' ghayba (al-ghayba al-sughra), lasting from 
260/874 to 329/941, during which the Imim was represented on earth by four 
successive safirs; and a longer, ' greater' ghayba (al-ghayba al-kubrd), whose 
duration is known only to God. It is this doctrine which distinguishes Twelver 

Shi'ism from the earlier Imdmiyya,2 and it is worth examining in some detail 
its origins and the main stages of its development. 

The earliest evidence for the belief in a line of 12 Imams is to be found in 
heresiographical literature. The Kitab firaq al-shi'a of al-Hasan b. Mfasd 
al-Nawbakhti and the Kitdb al-maqatat wa 'l-firaq of Sa'd b. 'Abdallih al-Qummi 
(both completed around 900) end with a description of the subdivisions, or 
sects, into which the Shi'i community split after the death of al-Hasan al-'Askari. 
The accounts in the two sources sometimes differ; 3 yet with regard to the 

1 See the article ' Hishfm b. al-Hakam ', by W. Madelung, in EI, second ed. 
2 W. Montgomery Watt (' The RLficdites: a preliminary study', Oriens, xvi, 1963, 119 f.) 

has pointed out that the term ' Imamiyya' occurs in a Zaydi source used by Abil 'l-Hasan 
al-Ash'ari (d. 324/935-6) 

(Maqtlt al-isldmiyyin, ed. H. Ritter, Istanbul 1929-33, 64), and has 
suggested that it was first employed before 850. This suggestion appears to be corroborated 
by an additional source, the Kitib naqd al-'uthmdniyya by the Baghd~di Mu'tazili Abil Ja'far 
al-Iskifi (d. 240/854). At one point al-Iskifi dissociates himself from the ImAmiyya whose 
obduracy, he says, leads them to ' deny well-known things' (The text is reprinted from Ibn 
Abi 'I-Hadid's Sharb nahj al-baldgha at the end of al-Jhiiz's Kitdb al-'uthmdniyya, ed. 'Abd 
al-Salim Mubammad Hirfin, Cairo, 1374/1955, 318). The terms qct'iyya and ahl al-na8aq (the 
latter used almost exclusively by al-Ndshi' al-Akbar (d. 293/906); see J. van Ess, Frfihe 
mu'tazilitische Hdresiographie, Beirut, 1971, 28 f.) are older and broader than ' Imimiyya '. The 
term ' Ithni-'ashariyya ' was probably first used around 1000. It does not appear in the .Fihrist of 
the Im5mi Ibn al-Nadim (d' 380/990) (cf. R. Sellheim, Israel Oriental Studies, II, 1972, 428-32), but 
is employed by the rabidly anti-Shi'i 'Abd al-QAhir al-Baghdidi (d. 429/1037) to refer to a sub- 
section of the Imimiyya (al-Farq bayna 'l-firaq, ed. Mubammad Mubyi 'l-Din 'Abd 

al-H.amid, Cairo, 1384/1964, 23, 64). With the increasing predominance of the Twelvers, the terms ' Imd- 
miyya' and 'Ithnd-'ashariyya' gradually became synonymous (see I. Friedlaender, 'The 
heterodoxies of the Shiites in the presentation of Ibn IHazm ', JAOS, xxIx, 1908, 151). 3 For a detailed analysis of the relationship of the two sources, see W. Madelung, ' Bemer- 
kungen zur imamitischen Firaq-Literatur', Der Islam XLIII, 1-2, 1967, 37 ff. 
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most important of these sects, the Imdmiyya, al-Nawbakhti and Sa'd b. 
'Abdallih are in essential agreement: they portray its members as believing 
that al-Hasan al-'Askari had died (and had neither disappeared nor been 
resurrected), leaving behind an heir who was in hiding at the time of writing, 
but who would reappear at some future point in time.4 The concern of the 
Imamis at this stage is to prove, partly by reliance on the precedent of the 

Prophet,5 that an Imam may go into hiding in times of danger; but there is 
no clear statement to the effect that this period of concealment might be 

prolonged beyond the life-span of an ordinary person, and hence no attempt 
to explain such a phenomenon by reference to the mu'ammarin (i.e. 'those 
whose life has been prolonged by God '), as was to be done later by Muhammad 
b. 'Ali b. Bdbawayhi (d. 381/991) and others.6 Other salient features of 
Twelver Shi'i doctrine are also absent from these two texts: for example, the 

possibility of two ghaybas is not mentioned; no explicit reference is made to 
the fact that with al-Hasan al-'Askari's son the number of Imams has reached 
12, nor is there any indication as to the particular significance which that 
number might have. Finally, it is by no means clear from this description of 

Imdmi beliefs that the name of the twelfth Imam had yet been agreed upon; 
it is simply stated that this name is a secret not to be divulged. Only the 
members of another sect identified him as Muhammad.8 The Imdmiyya 
must at any rate have accepted this identification quite early, since they are 
described by al-Ash'ari in his MaqdJtt al-istamiyyin as believing that Muham- 
mad b. al-Hasan is the hidden Imam." Except for this detail there are no 
substantial differences between al-Ash'ari's description of their teachings and 
that of al-Nawbakhti and Sa'd b. 'Abdallih. 

Indirect confirmation for the absence of a specifically Twelver Shi'I doctrine 
at the time of al-'Askari's death is provided by the contemporary Imami 
sources themselves. The Imami scholar Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Saffar 

4 Al-Nawbakhti, Kitab firaq al-shi'a, ed. H. Ritter, Istanbul, 1931, 90-3; Sa'd b. 'Abdallih, 
Kitdb al-maqditt wa 'l-firaq, ed. M. J. Mashkiir, Tehran, 1383/1963, 102-6. 

5 See Sa'd b. 'AbdallAh, op. cit., 103. 
* cf. I. Goldziher, Abhandlungen zur arabi8chen Philologie, II. Da8 Kitdb al-Mu'ammarin de8 

Abg .Idtim al-Sidistdni, Leiden, 1899, pp. ixii-lxix. 
7 The sixth in al-Nawbakhti's list (op. cit., 84 f.), the eleventh in the Kitdb al-maqdlUt wa 

'1l-firaq (114). 
8 According to the Kitab firaq al-shi'a, Muhammad was two years old when his father died; 

the information in the Kitab al-maqdlit wa 'l-firaq is that he was grown up (bWligh) at the time 
(loc. cit.). 

9 Al-Ash'ari, op. cit., 17 f., 30. Al-Ash'ari (ibid., 14) also mentions a sect of ghulat who believe 
in the same 12 persons but who claim that God resides in each of them. It should be noted that 
while all Twelver Shi'i doctors agree that Mubammad b. al-Hasan is the hidden Imam, there 
are traditions according to which it is forbidden to mention his name (see e.g. al-Kulini, Us9il 
al-kdff, ed. 'Ali Akbar al-Ghafflri, Tehran, 1375/1955-6-1377/1957-8, I, 332 f.). This principle, 
however, was not universally observed (cf. e.g. Ibn Bibawayhi, A Shi'ite creed, trans. Asaf A. A. 
Fyzee, London, 1942, 98). An attempt at harmonization is made by explaining that the Qd'im 
has two names: one, Abmad, is made known, and the other, Mubammad, remains a secret. 
See Mubsin al-Kishsni, al-Nawddir ft jam' al-adzdith, Tehran, 1380/1960, 148. 
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al-Qummi (d. 290/903), for example, compiled in his Basa'ir al-darajat traditions 
on the virtues of the Imams ; yet he fails to quote any traditions on the ghayba 
or the 12 Imams. One of al-Safflr's teachers, Abfi Ja'far 

Ah.mad 
b. Muhammad 

b. Khdlid al-Barqi (d. 274/887 or 280/893), known particularly for his Kitab 
al-mahcsin, provides us with similar negative information. In the first section 
of that book, entitled Kitab al-ashkdl wa 'l-qard'in, he quotes traditions dealing 
with the significance of various numbers; 10 yet he is content with citing tradi- 
tions on the numbers 3 to 10, and does not deem it necessary to proceed up to 
the number 12. By contrast, the Kitab 

al-khis.l 
of Ibn Babawayhi, which is 

devoted entirely to traditions of this kind, and which reaches up to md ba'd 

al-alf ' over a thousand', has a lengthy chapter on the number 12, comprising 
mainly traditions on the 12 Imams." Moreover, al-Barqi quotes a well-known 

Imami tradition, in which al-Khidr meets 'All and his son al-Hasan and reveals 
to them the names of the Imams; 12 but in the version cited by al-Barqi, 
unlike other (and probably later) versions of this tradition, al-Khidr mentions 

by name only 'Ali, al-HIasan, and al-Husayn; the traditionist adds, 'and he 
counted every last one of them (hattu ati 'al adkhirihim) ', but the names or 
the number of Imams who are to follow al-Husayn are not specified. The 
Kitib al-mah~sin and the Basa'ir al-darajdt were compiled either before or 

shortly after the beginning of al-ghayba al-sughrd. The absence of specifically 
Twelver Shi'I beliefs from these works probably means that belief in 12 Imams 
had not yet been formulated as an Imami tenet. 

The situation, however, must have changed quite rapidly; for in the 

Tafs;r by 'Ali b. Ibrahim al-Qummi (d. 307/919), the Khidr-tradition appears 
already with the names of all 12 Imams.13 The culmination of this process is 
reached with the Us~il al-kfif of Ab-i Ja'far Muhammad b. Ya'qfib al-Kulini 
(d. 329/941), where all the basic ingredients of Twelver Shi'i theory may be 
found.14 That theory, it may be added, had a direct bearing on certain 

eschatological traditions which speak of 12 Mahdis who would succeed the 
'original' Qa'im.15 

10 Al-Barqi, Kitab al-mabasin, ed. JalIl al-Din al-Husayni al-Muhaddith, Tehran, 1370/ 
1950-1, 3-15. 

11 Ibn Bibawayhi, Kitab al-khi~sl, Najaf, 1391/1971, 436-51. 
12 A1-Barqi, op. cit., 332 f. 
13 'Ali b. Ibrihim al-Qummi, Tafsir, ed. Tayyib al-Mfisawi al-Jazd'iri, Najaf, 1386/1966-7- 

1387/1967-8, II, 44 f. 
14 See especially al-Kulini, op. cit., I, 328 if., 525 if. The Khidr-tradition appears on p. 525 f., 

and traditions on two concealments on p. 339 f. 
15 See Ibn Bibawayhi, Ikmdl al-din, Tehran 1301/1883-4, 204, cited by al-Majlisi, Bihbr 

al-anwdr [= Bihbr], [Persia], 1305/1887-8-1315/1897-8, xiII, 236; Abfi Ja'far al-Tiisi, Kitab 
al-ghayba, ed. Aghi Buzurg al-Tihrini, Najaf, 1385/1965-6, 285, cited in Bihbr, xm, 237; 

Mul.sin al-Kish•ni, op. cit., 199 f. And cf. Kitab Muhammad b. al-Muthannd, in al- Usfil al- 
arba'u mi'a, MS Tehran University, no. 962, fol. 53b (where the Qd'im is said to be followed by 
11 Mahdis). Al-Majlisi (loc. cit.) suggests two possible interpretations of these traditions: the 
12 Mahdis might be the Prophet and the 11 Imims, whose rule would follow that of the QA'im; 
or else these Mahdis might be the legatees (awsiyd') of the Q&'im, who would provide guidance 
to the community with the other Imims who will have come back to earth (raja'f~). 
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Yet even after the compilation of al-Kulini's monumental work, scholars 

occasionally had to contend with internal resistance to Twelver Shi'i tenets. 
This resistance did not as a rule stem from hard-liners who insisted on the 
concrete continuance of the imdmate in the person of the dead Imam's brother 
Ja'far; for reasons to which I shall return later, hardly anyone seems to have 
clamoured for an Imam here and now. The difficulty lay rather in the position 
of the Shi'I du'afd', who did not wish to antagonize the Sunni majority by 
advancing odious theories, and in that of rank-and-file Shi'is, who were puzzled 
by the novelty of the situation. Their unease is reflected in the introductions 
to three works written in the middle or latter half of the fourth/tenth century. 
The first is the Kitdb al-ghayba by al-Kulini's pupil Ab-d 'Abdallah Muhammad 
b. Ibrahim al-Nu'mani (d. 360/971), which was completed in 342/953.16 
Al-Nu'mar- complains that most Shi'is of his generation are uncertain of the 

identity of :he present Imam or have doubts as to his disappearance. He 
attributes these doubts to ignorance, to the pernicious influence of 'vain liars 

(ahl al-zukhruf wa 'l-bdtil) ', and to the attractions of worldly life and success, 
which draw people away from the path of truth." Al-Nu'mani does not 

identify the 'vain liars' by name; but one can see what he is likely to have 
had in mind by consulting another work, the Kifdyat al-athar ft 'l-nusfis 'ald 
'l-a'imma 'l-ithnay 'ashar ' A sufficiency of traditions concerning the designation 
of the twelve Imams' of al-Khazzaz al-Razi al-Qummi (d. 381/991), one of 
Ibn Bdbawayhi's pupils. In his introduction 18 al-Khazzaz explains that he 
was impelled to write the work because some Shi'is whose religious knowledge 
was weak or only moderate (or, whose Shi'ism was lukewarm and whose 

knowledge moderate) (qawman min du'afd' al-shi'a 
wa-mutawassi.tihim fi 

'l-'ilm) had let themselves be swayed by Mu'tazili arguments against the 
12 Imams. Some of these Shi'Is said that the delegation of authority (nass) to 
the Imams could not be conclusively proved (min jiha yuqta'u 'l-'udhr bihd); 
others went further and claimed that there were no traditions on the authority 
of the 

.Sahba 
concerning the delegation of authority to the Imams. Al-Khazzaz 

considers the correction of such fallacious views an urgent task. 
The third and best-known work of this period on the subject of the ghayba 

is Ibn Babawayhi's Ikmdl (kamil) al-din wa-itmdm (tanmm) al-ni'ma. In the 

opening section of the book Ibn Bdbawayhi reports that on his way back from 
a visit to the shrine of the eighth Imim, 'All al-Riad, he stayed in Naysibfir 
and found that many perplexed Shi'is were turning to him with questions 
about the ghayba. That experience spurred him on to compose a work in which 
the truth about the subject would be revealed and elucidated.19 

In attempting to prove the validity of the doctrine of the 12 Imams, these 

16 See al-Nu'mini, Kitab al-ghayba, Tehran, 1318/1900-1, 2. 
17 ibid., 4 f. 
18 Al-Khazzdz al-Rdzi, Kifdyat al-athar, [Persia], 1305/1888, 289. 
19 Ibn Bdbawayhi, op. cit., 3 ff. 
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early Twelver Shi'i authors (closely followed by writers of later generations) 
relied on four main methods. 

(a) Arguments from the Qur'~n. Qur'anic passages in which the number 12 
occurs naturally became an object of interest for Shi'I commentators. The fifth 
Imam Muhammad al-Baqir (d. 114/732 or 117/735), for example, is said to 
have interpreted the verse, 'Twelve is the number of the months with God' 

(Qur'an Ix, 36), as referring to the 12 Imams.20 And the sixth Imam, Ja'far 

al-S•diq (d. 148/765), is said to have declared: ' The night consists of 12 hours 
and so does the day; the year consists of 12 months; the Imams are 12 in 
number and so are the guarantors (nuqabd'); 21 'All is one of 12 hours, and 
this is the meaning of the verse, " No, they have declared the hour to be a lie; 
we have prepared for their likes a burning fire " (Qur'an xxv, 11) '.22 

(b) Arguments from Shi'i tradition. The relevant traditions may be broadly 
divided into two categories: first, traditions according to which there existed 

already during the Prophet's lifetime several documents in which the names of 
the 12 Imams were detailed. One of these documents is the tablet (lawh) 
which the Companion Jabir b. 'Abdallh allegedly saw at Fdtima's house.23 
Another is a scroll (sahifa) given to 'All by the Prophet, which is said to have 
consisted of 12 sections, each sealed by a separate seal. The Prophet instructed 
'Ali to break open the first seal and act in accordance with the instructions in 
the underlying section; then the process would be repeated with each succeeding 
Imam.24 A third document, supposedly written 2,000 years before the creation 
of Adam, was allegedly retrieved by Ja'far al-S•diq from the date of a palm- 
tree which he had planted. The document included the shahdda, as well as the 
names of the 12 Imams.25 

The second category consists of numerous traditions in which the Prophet 
speaks of the 12 Imams who will follow him. Many of these traditions are 

conveniently grouped together in al-Majlisi's Bih~r al-anwar.26 In some versions 
of the Ghadir Khumm tradition 27 the Prophet refers to the imamate of 'Ali, 

al-H.asan, al-HI.usayn, 
and nine descendants of al-H.{usayn.28 The 12 Imams are 

variously referred to as 'the rightly guided (al-rdshidan al-muhtadin) ', 'those 

20 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 41. See also al-Tfisi, op. cit., 96. The Shi'i scholar Mubammad 
Husayn al-Tab&taba'i expresses reservations about the soundness of this exegesis. See his 
al-Mfizn ff tafsir al-Qur'dn, Ix, Tehran, 1379/1959-60, 286. 

21 Referring either to the 12 Israelites mentioned in Qur'&n v, 12, or to the 12 Companions 
chosen by Muhammad. See Ibn Bibawayhi, Kitab al-khisial, 463 f. 

22 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 40. 
23 ibid., 29-31; Ibn Bibawayhi, Ikmil al-din, 179 f.; the references in my article 'An 

unusual Shi'i i8nd ', Israel Oriental Studies, v, 1975, p. 144, n. 10. 
24 Al-Nu'm~ni, op. cit., 24. 
25 ibid., 42. 
26 Biilr, ix, 120 ff. See also Ibn Bibawayhi, Kitab al-khigsl, 445 ff. 
27 See the article ' Ghadir Khumm ', by L. Veccia Vaglieri, in EI, second ed. The most 

exhaustive treatment of the subject from a Shi'i point of view is that of 'Abd al-Husayn Ahmad 
al-Amini in his al-Ghadir f 'll-kitib wa 'l-sunna wa 'l-adab, Tehran, 1372/1952-3. 

28 Al-Nu'mrnI, op. cit., 33. 
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to whom the angels speak (al-muhaddathiin) ', 'the legatees (al-awsiy&')', and 
so forth. 

(c) Arguments from Sunni tradition. For obvious polemical reasons, it was 

especially important for Shi'i authors to be able to buttress their doctrine of 
12 Imams by quoting Sunni material. Particularly popular in this respect is 
the tradition in which the Prophet is quoted as declaring: 'There will be 
twelve successors (khalifa) (or commanders, amir) after my death, all of them 
from Quraysh'. This tradition, which exists in several variants, is usually 
quoted on the authority of Jabir b. Samura (d. 66/686), though 'Abdallah b. 
'Umar (d. 73/693) and other Companions are also cited.29 Al-Khazzaz quotes 
this and similar traditions on the authority of Companions renowned for their 

pro-'Alid attitude, such as Salmdn al-Fdrisi,30 Jabir b. 'Abdallah,31 and 

.Hudhayfa b. al-Yamin,32 but he also cites as authorities 'Umar, 'Uthman, 
Abti Hurayra, and 'Ai'isha, all of whom are regarded by Shi'i traditionists as 
fierce anti-'Alids.33 The conclusion drawn by fourth/tenth century Shi'i 
writers is clear: the authority of all 12 Imims derives from a direct delegation 
of power by Muhammad. When speaking about the successors, the Prophet 
could not have meant any temporal rulers (mulilk), since there have been 

many more than 12 such rulers from the time of 'Ali to the writers' present day; 
he must therefore have been referring to the Imdms, who are indeed his 
successors on earth.34 

(d) Arguments from the Bible and Jewish tradition. Reliance on Biblical passages 
and on Jewish and Christian tradition figured prominently in Muslim literature 
from the earliest period, despite varying degrees of opposition from within the 
Muslim camp.35 The Shi'is were not less active than other Islamic sects in 

searching for Biblical quotations--real or spurious-to promote the validity of 
a particular belief.36 The doctrine of the 12 Imams is no exception. Al-Nu'mani, 
for instance, sets out to defend it by basing himself on al-sifr al-awwal (i.e. 
Genesis). He cites a statement by al-IHasan b. Sulaymdn, a Jewish scholar 
from Arrajan, to the effect that Ishmael was also called Mid. This is a 

supposedly Hebrew word meaning 'the praised one (muhammad)', and it is 

29 ibid., 48 f.; Ibn Blbawayhi, Ikmil al-din, 149-67; idem, Kitdb al-khigsl, 436-45; in 

general Bihuar, ix, 128 ff. For contemporary Shi'i works consult, e.g., 'Ali Yazdi al-HI•'iri, Ilztm 

al-ndsib ft ithbat 4ujjat al-gh&'ib, Tehran, 1351/1932-3, 75 ff.; Muhammad al-Husayn Al Kdshif 
al-Ghitl', Asl al-shi'a wa-usilluhM, Najaf, 1369/1950, 99. 

30 A1-Khazziz, op. cit., 293 f., cited in Bi4br, ix, 141-4. 
31 Al-Khazziz, op. cit., 294-7, whence Bibir, ix, 145. 
32 Al-Khazziz, op. cit., 305. 
33 ibid., 298 ff. Al-Majlisi criticizes al-Khazziz for 'mixing Imnmi traditions with those of 

the opponents ', and declares that in the Bibhr only reliable traditions are quoted (Bib4r, I, 12). 
34 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 49. In Shi'I traditions the Imams are often referred to as khulafd', 

or khulafd' allah ft ardihi. See, e.g., al-Kulini, op. cit., I, 193 f. 

35 See F. Rosenthal, 'The influence of the Biblical tradition on Muslim historiography', in 
B. Lewis and P. M. Holt (ed.), Historians of the Middle East, London, 1962, 35-45; M. J. Kister, 
' Haddithif 'an banf isrd'Ula wa-15 baraja ', Israel Oriental Studies, 11, 1972, 215-39. 

36 For some examples see Kister, art. cit., 222 f., 232, 233. 
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therefore also the Hebrew form of the Prophet's name."' Once it is established 
that Ishmael and Muhammad share an identical name, it is easy to see how the 
same idea may be applied to Ishmael's sons and Muhammad's descendants. 
And indeed, al-HIasan b. Sulayman enumerates the names of the 12 sons of 
Ishmael 38 and explains that these also refer to the 12 Imams.39 When asked 
where (literally, in which sAra) these names occur, he (erroneously) mentions 

MishljSulaymdn, i.e. the Book of Proverbs.40 As further evidence, al-Hasan also 
quotes the passage, ' I have heard your prayer for Ishmael. I have blessed him 
and will make him fruitful. I will multiply his descendants; he shall be father 
of twelve princes, and I will raise a great nation from him' (Gen. xvii, 20).41 
Three other Jews subsequently confirm the genuineness of these quotations 
and support the interpretations given to them by al-Hasan b. Sulayman.42 

Elsewhere it is claimed that quite a few Jews know that the names of the 
Imams appear in the Torah; but these Jews refuse to acknowledge this 
publicly, either because they do not wish to admit the superiority of Islam, or 
because they fear the reaction of their co-religionists.43 

Other stories concerning Jewish approval of the notion of 12 Imams go 
back to the time of 'All. In a typical anecdote, a Jew puts 'Ali's knowledge to 
the test by posing him various difficult questions. To the question, 'How 
many well-guided leaders (imdm hudd) will there be after the Prophet ? ', 
'All replies by mentioning the 12 Imams. The Jew confirms that this is correct 
and embraces Islam.44 In a similar story, a Jew shows 'Ali a book 'recorded 

37 In various traditions (usually on the authority of Ka'b al-Ahbibr), the Prophet's name in 
the ancient Scriptures (or in the Torah) is said to have been ' Midh Midh', meaning 'good, 
good' (al-Qidi 'Iygd, al-Shifi' bi-ta'rif buqi~q al-mus.tafd, Cairo, 1369/1950, I, 148; al-Nuwayri, 
Nihdyat al-arab, xvI, Cairo, 1374/1955, 79), or 'Mfidh Mfidh' (Ibrihim al-Bijilri, al-Mawdhib 
al-laduniyya 'ald 'l-shamd'il al-mubammadiyya, Cairo, 1301/1883-4, 213), or' al-Hidd ' (Bik~r, vi 
(unpaginated)), or 'Mid Mid' 

(al-Ii.'iri, 
op. cit., 38, 45). Most of these forms derive from the 

Hebrew me'ad me'5d (Gen. xvii, 2, 6, 20). It is claimed that the letters constituting the name 
' Mid Md ' have a combined numerical value of 92 (this would be true if the alif were doubled), 
and that this is also the combined numerical value of the word 'Muhammad' (al-IH1i'iri, 
op. cit., 38). 

38 See Gen. xxv, 13-16; cf. 1 Chron. i, 29-31. 
39 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 49 f. The names of Ishmael's sons as they appear in this story attest 

to a considerable corruption of the original text. Thus Nebaioth is rendered ' Baqfinith' (or 
'BBqfibith '), Q&dir becomes ' Qadfi' (' Qaydawi ' ?), Adb'el is ' Ra'in' (or ' DabirV '), etc. 
The corruption is somewhat less marked in a different tradition, on the authority of Ka'b 

al-Aibigr, copied in the Bihbr (Ix, 127) from the Muqta4ab al-athar of Ibn 'Ayyish. Muslim 
authors in general seem to have been uncertain as to the correct form of the names of Ishmael's 
sons. Thus al-Tabari (d. 310/923) points to the discrepancy between Ibn Isbhq's version and 
that of other sources. See his Tdrikh, ed. M. J. de Goeje and others, Leiden, 1879-1901, Prima 
Series, I, 351 f. The tradition about the 12 sons of Ishmael is quoted already in the Tafsir of 
Ismi'il b. 'Abd al-Rabmin al-Suddi (d. 128/745). See al-Muzaffar, Dald'il al-sidq, ii, Najaf, 
1372/1953, 314; al-Nfiri al-Tabarsi, Kashf al-astir 'an wajh al-ghe'ib 'an al-absir, sine loco, 
1318/1900-1, 106. 

40 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 50. 
41 ibid. The Arabic is preceded by a badly corrupted transliteration of the Hebrew original. 
42 ibid. 
43 Bibdr, IX, 127, quoting from Ibn 'Ayyish's Muqtadab al-athar. 
44 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 51 f. 
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in the handwriting of David (mastfir bi-khatt Dawiid) ', in which the 12 Imams 
are mentioned.45 

In the view of Twelver Shi'i doctors, belief in the ghayba of the last Imam 
is a direct corollary of the belief in 12 Imams. A detailed defence of this 

position is developed in the works on the ghayba, and need not be elaborated 
here; the basic argument, however, is this: from the proposition that the 
line of Imams ends with the twelfth it follows that the last Imam is alive 
(since mankind cannot remain without a guide); at the same time, he finds 
himself in grave danger from his many enemies. Although God will surely not 
allow the last Imam to be killed (since there will be no one to replace him), 
the Imam must nevertheless assume personal responsibility and must see to 
his own protection by remaining in hiding. In this context, traditions about 
the two ghaybas are of particular interest. Al-Nu'mani who, it will be recalled, 
completed his Kitdb al-ghayba 13 years after the beginning of the 'greater' 
concealment, quotes a tradition on the authority of Ja'far al-S•diq, according 
to which the first ghayba will also be the longer one.46 But this tradition is 

immediately followed by others (also on the authority of Ja'far al-S•diq): 
'The Qa'im will undergo two ghaybas, one short and the other long'; 47 or 

again, ' The Master of this Age (sdhib hadh 'l-amr, i.e. the Qa'im) will undergo 
two ghaybas; during the first he will return to his people (ahl),48 and during 
the second it will be said, " he has perished " '.49 The impression gained from 
the discrepancy between the description of the respective lengths of the first 
and second ghaybas is that initially it was not quite clear which of the two 
would last longer; only later was it established that the second concealment 
(also known as al-ghayba al-tdmma 'the complete concealment') 50 would also 
be the longer one. It was then, too, that the reasons for the different degrees of 
concealment were elaborated. According to al-Sharif al-Murtadd (d. 436/1044), 
the Imam used to appear before his adherents at the beginning of his conceal- 
ment (i.e. during al-ghayba al-sughrd), concealing himself only from his enemies; 
only later, when danger to his life increased, did he have to hide from both 
followers and adversaries.51 Nevertheless, al-MurtadCa maintains that it is not 
impossible for the Imam to appear before one of his adherents, provided the 
Imam has complete confidence in him.52 

4 ibid., 54. Cf. al-Kulini, op. cit., I, 529 f., 531 f. 
"4 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 90, cited in Bihir, xm, 142. 
4 ibid. Cf. the somewhat vague formulation in a tradition of the Prophet: ' He [i.e. the 

QI'im] will undergo two ghaybas, one of which will be longer than the other' (al-Khazziz, 
op. cit., 307). 

48 This is said by al-Majlisi to refer to his appearance before his closest associates 
(khawi.. mawilihi wa-sufard'ihi), or to the fact that news about him will reach the people (Bi4ar, xm, 143). 

49 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 91. 
50 See e.g. al-Fadl b. 

al-.Iasan 
al-Tabarsi, I'lam al-ward ft a'ldm al-hudd, ed. M. Mahdi 

al-Sayyid iHasan al-Khursin, Najaf, 1390/1970, 445; BihBr, xmi, 142. 
51 A1-Sharif al-MurtadR, Tanzih al-anbiyd', Najaf, 1380/1961, 228. 
52 ibid., 233 f. 
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Twelver Shi'I theologians based the belief in two ghaybas not only on Shi'I 
traditions but also on the precedent allegedly established by various prophets, 
especially Abraham and Mluhammad. Abraham went into concealment first 
because of Nimrod and later because he feared the Egyptian ruler.53 Muham- 
mad, together with his followers from the Banii Hdshim, had to find refuge in 
a ravine (shi'b) 54 and endure the boycott imposed by Quraysh;55 afterwards, 
during his flight to Medina, he was forced to hide in a cave.56 

Having followed the main stages in the growth of Ithna-'ashari doctrine, 
there remains the question of origin; that is: to what extent can the traditions 
on which that doctrine is based be traced back to the period preceding the 

disappearance of the twelfth Imam ? 
The main point to bear in mind would seem to be that both the number 

12 and the idea of ghayba are very early motifs in Islamic history. A partiality 
for the number 12 is a well-known feature of many ancient civilizations. The 
Biblical account of the 12 tribes of Israel and the Christian traditions about the 
12 apostles of Christ are probably at the root of the Islamic preference for the 
number 12 to describe a body of leaders; the term nuqaba', for instance, is 
used to refer not only to the 12 Israelites of Qur'an v, 12 or the 12 representa- 
tives chosen by Mu1hammad from among the Medinese,57 but also to the 12 
leaders of the secret organization which prepared the 'Abbasid revolution.58 

Among the early ghuldt 'extremists', Abfi Mansilr al-'Ijli (executed 121/738) 
claimed that he was the sixth of 12 prophets, the last of whom would be the 
Qa'im.59 

It is in this general context that the above-mentioned Sunni traditions 
about the 12 successors must be viewed. These traditions had been in circulation 
long before the beginning of the 'lesser' concealment. They are to be found 
in the Kitab al-fitan of Nu'aym b. Hammid (d. 228/844),60 in the Musnad of 
Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), in the 

.Sahih 
of al-Bukhdri (d. 256/870),61 and they 

probably go back much further. In his commentary on al-Bukhari's Sahih, 
Ahlmad b. Muhammad al-Qastalldni (d. 923/1517) proffers the following possible 
explanations (reproduced here in order of appearance). (i) These traditions 

I5 See Ibn Bibawayhi, Ikmil al-din, 82 f. 
54 Often identified as the Shi'b Ab Yiisuf. See Yiqfit, Mu'jam al-buldin, m, Beirut, 1376/ 

1957, 347. 
65 See 'Abd al-Rahman al-Suhayli, al-Rawd al-unuf ft sharb al-s8ra al-nabawiyya, ed. 'Abd 

al-Rahmin al-Wakil, in, Cairo, 1389/1969, 354. 

56 See al-Tfisi, Kitab al-ghayba, 61-3. See also Sa'id b. Hibat Allih al-R~wandi, al-Khard'ij 
wa 'l-jarai'ih, Bombay, 1301/1883-4, 162. 

57 cf. above, p. 525, n. 21. 
58 See e.g. al-Ya'qiibi, Tarikh, Najaf, 1358/1939-40, mi, 40 f., whence al-Shaybi, al-Fikr 

al-sh1's wa 'l-naza'dt al-stjfiyya, Baghdad, 1386/1966, 25. 
59 Al-Nawbakhti, op. cit., 34. 
60 Cited by Ibn TAwfis, al-Malebim wa 'l-fitan, Najaf, 1383/1963, 26, 147. 
81 See A. J. Wensinck and J. P. Mensing (ed.), Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane, 

Leiden, 1936-64, I, 306, s.v. thny. 
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refer to 12 rulers, in whose days the Muslim community was strong and united. 
Following that period, which ended with the accession of al-Walid b. Yazid 
(reigned 125-6/743-4), Islam was rent by strife and sedition. Though 
al-Qastallani does not identify the 12 rulers by name, he may well have in 
mind the period of al-khulafd' al-rdshidfln and of those Umayyad caliphs 
whose reign was considered to be relatively stable and successful (i.e. Mu'awiya 
b. Abi Sufyan and his son Yazid, 'Abd al-Malik and his four sons, and 'Umar 
b. 'Abd al-'Aziz). (ii) These traditions adumbrate a situation in which 12 men 
of the same generation would each claim to be a legitimate ruler, thus causing 
a split in the community. Such a situation, says al-Qastalldni, occurred indeed 
in the fifth/eleventh century, when six persons vied for control in Spain, while 
the Fatimid ruler, the 'Abbasid caliph, and various Khariji and 'Alid pretenders 
also staked their claim to rule. (iii) These traditions reflect the situation 

obtaining in the first Islamic century, up to the death in 101/720 of 'Umar b. 
'Abd al-'Aziz. During that period, considered by many as the golden age of 
Islam, there were 14 legitimate rulers (namely, al-khulafd' al-rdshidiin, al-Hasan 
b. 'Ali, 'Abdallah b. al-Zubayr, and the first eight Umayyad caliphs), but two 
of them, Mu' wiya b. Yazid (reigned Rabi' I-Dhfi 'l-Qa'da 64/November 683- 
June 684) and Marwan b. al-Hakam (reigned Dhfi 'l-Qa'da 64-RamadCin 65/ 
June 684-April 685), are not to be included since their reigns were too short.62 
The explanations given by Yahya b. Sharaf al-Nawawi (d. 676/1278) in his 

Sharh 'ald 
sah.h 

Muslim 63 are not very different, and are likewise based on a 
literal interpretation of the number 12. The Ash'ari al-Fadl b. Rflzbihdn 

(fl. beginning of tenth/sixteenth century), in his refutation of the Shi'I inter- 

pretation of these traditions as presented by Ibn al-Mutahhar al-Hilli (d. 726/ 
1325), suggests among other possibilities that the reference may be to 12 good 
rulers from Quraysh (?ulaha' al-khulafd'), who did not necessarily succeed each 
other. These are the five (!) 'well-guided caliphs ',64 'Abdallh b. al-Zubayr, 
'Umar b. 'Abd al-'Aziz, and five 'Abbasid caliphs (whom he does not identify 
by name).A5 This last explanation, even more than some of al-Qastallani's 
comments, reflects an obvious anti-Umayyad tilt. In fact, it is not incon- 
ceivable that this tradition was originally aimed against the Umayyads, while 

upholding the right of Quraysh to rule.66 At the same time, it was also quoted 

2 AI-Qastalluni, Irshad al-sari li-sharh sab4ih al-Bukharf, x, Bill~q, 1327/1909, 273. In 
practical terms, the only difference between (i) and (iii) lies in the replacement of Yazid and 
Hishim, two of 'Abd al-Malik's sons, by al-Hasan b. 'Ali and 'Abdallih b. al-Zubayr. 

63 On the margin of al-Qastallini's Irshad, viM, Bulaq, 1326/1908, 5-7. 
64 Perhaps including al-Hasan b. 'Ali. 
65 Al-Muzaffar, op. cit., n., 314 f. Al-Muzaffar (ibid., 315-18) rejects this and other interpreta- 

tions given by al-Fa1l b. Rfizbihan. See also al-Nfiri al-Tabarsi, op. cit., 94 ff. 
66 A good example of such an anti-Umayyad, pro-Quraysh attitude is provided by al-Maqrizi's 

al-Nizi' wa 'l-takhMsum fmdm bayna bani Umayya wa-bani Hashim (passim). In a Shi'i tradition 
of a somewhat different character, the Prophet declared that after his death the community 
would come under the rule of 12 'erring Imams (imdm 

d.aldla) 
', two of them from Quraysh 

(referring probably to Abil Bakr and 'Umar) and 10 from the Bantf Umayya. See 
Ah.mad 

b. 

'Ali al-Tabarsi, Kitib al-ihtij-j, in, Najaf, 1386/1966-7, 4. 
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as evidence for the disturbances which would follow the death of the twelfth 

caliph (or am-r), and which are reminiscent of the confusion which would 

precede the Day of Judgement. This comes out especially in the variant, 
'There will be twelve successors ... and then there will be turmoil (thumma 
yakiinu 'l-harj) '.7 It is therefore only natural that this tradition should have 
found its way into eschatological works, such as Nu'aym's Kitdb al-fitan, the 
Kitab al-mahdT of the Sunan of Abfi Da'fid (d. 275/888), or the Kitib al-fitan 
of the 

Sah.ih 
of al-Tirmidhi (d. 279/892). 

As for the ghayba, it is enough to recall the belief that Muhammad b. 

al-Hanafiyya was hiding in the mountain of Radwa, or the claim, attributed 
to the followers of 'Abdallah b. Saba', that 'AIu had not died,68 in order to 
realize how early this idea had taken root among various 'extremist' Shi'i 
sects. In the first two centuries of 'Abbasid rule, some of the main proponents 
of the ghayba theory were the various waqifT Shi'i sects (e.g. the Nawiasiyya 
or the Mamt-fra), whose professed aim was to prove that a particular Imam 
was also the last one, that he had gone into concealment, and that he would 

reappear as Mahdi. At the same time, belief in the future ghayba of an as yet 
unnamed Imam persisted among the qat'iyya (who were the forerunners of the 

Ithna-'ashariyya). Works entitled Kitab al-ghayba are attributed to Abia 

Ish•q Ibrahim b. IshIq al-Ahmari al-Nihawandi (ft. middle of third/ninth 
century),69 to al-HIasan b. 'Ali b. Abi 

H.amza 
al-Bata'ini al-Kfii (who was a 

contemporary of the eighth Imam, 'AlI al-Rida),70 to al-Fadl b. Shadhan 
al-Naysabilri (d. 260/874),71 and others. Of these authors, al-Hasan b. 'All 

al-Bata'ini was reportedly a w.qiff.72 Though their works are lost, one may 
assume that they included traditions on the disappearance and subsequent 
reappearance of the last Imam. 

Even the belief in two concealments did not originate with the Ithnd- 
'ashariyya. After the death of al-Hasan al-'Askari, one group among his 
followers claimed that he had not died but had merely disappeared, that he 
would reappear and be recognized, only to disappear again before finally 
emerging as the Q&'im.73 That group based its claim on traditions that the 
Qa'im would disappear twice.74 One such tradition, on the authority of 
Muhammad al-Baqir, is said to have been included by al-Hasan b. Mahbfib 

67 cf. Wensinck and Mensing (ed.), op. cit., viI, 83, s.v. hrj. 
6* See the recent discussion by J. van Ess, op. cit., 28 ff.; idem, Das Kiteb an-Nakt des 

Na~Sam 
und seine Rezeption im Kitab al-Futya des Odhiz, G6ttingen, 1972, 52 ff.; idem, 'Das 

Kiteb al-irf~' des Hasan b. Mubammad b. al-H.{anafiyya ', Arabica, xxI, 1, 1974, 32 ff. 
69 See Aghd Buzurg al- Tihrini, al-Dhari'a ild tasdnif al-shi'a, Najaf, 1355-7/1936-8, Tehran, 

1360/1941 ff., xvi, p. 74, no. 371. 
70 ibid., xvI, p. 76, no. 382. 
71 ibid., xvi, p. 78, no. 395. 
72 ibid., xvi, p. 76, no. 382. According to al-Kishshi's Rijel, however (ed. Ahmad al-IHusayni, 

Najaf, c. 1964, 344-6), the 
w~tqift 

was al-Iasan's father, 'Ali al-Bati'ini, who believed that 

al-Rid.d 
was the last Imam. 

75 See al-Nawbakhti, op. cit., 79 f.; Sa'd b. 'AbdallAh, op. cit., 106 f. 
74 ibid. 

VOL. XXXIX. PART 3. 37 



532 ETAN KOHLBERG 

al-Zarrdd (d. 224/839) in his Kitdb al-mashyakha.75 According to that tradition 
there will be two concealments, one long and the other short.76 A similar 
notion may be detected in the case of a group which claimed after the death of 
the seventh Imam, Mfisa al-Kagim (d. 183/799), that he had been resurrected, 
but that he was in hiding pending his reappearance as the Qa'im.77 

A1-KI.zim might thus be said to have gone into concealment twice: first through tem- 

porary death and later by hiding.78 
Clearly, then, the sources on which Twelver Shi'ism drew had been in 

existence long before the 'lesser' ghayba. These sources merely had to be 

brought into line with the nascent Ithna-'ashari dogma. This was achieved 

mainly through a process of reinterpretation of existing material. (The 
Ithna-'ashari interpretation of the tradition on the 12 successors is an obvious 

example.) Twelver Shi'i jurisconsults, however, could not be content with 
such a view of the origins of their faith; by projecting their doctrine backwards 

they sought to prove that specifically Ithna-'ashari beliefs had been held by the 

Imamiyya prior to the 'period of confusion (hayra)' (which is the term used 
to describe the time following the disappearance of the twelfth Imam).79 Ibn 

Babawayhi, for example, maintains that Twelver Shi'i traditions appear in 
al-Usfl al-arba'u mi'a, which were written down by the followers of Ja'far 

al-S.diq 
and of other Imams.so Similarly, al-Nu'mani wishes to 'put an end 

to all argument and remove all doubts' concerning the validity of Twelver 

Shi'I doctrine by pointing out that traditions about the 12 Imams appear 
already in the Kitdb Sulaym b. Qays, considered by many Shi'is to have been 

composed by 'Ali's follower Sulaym b. Qays al-Hilali al-'Amiri.8s While such 
claims are nominally correct, it must be remembered that the names of the 
12 Imams do not appear in these sources. 

Al-Us.l 
al-arba'u mi'a contain a 

tradition about 11 (!) unnamed Imams, the last of whom would be the Qa'im,82 
and a saying by Ja'far 

al-.Sdiq 
to the effect that after the Prophet there will 

be seven Imams, the last of whom will be the Q&'im.83 As for the Kitdb Sulaym 
b. Qays, serious doubts as to its authenticity persist among Shi'is and non- 

S 
ocf. AghA Buzurg al-Tihr~ni, op. cit., xxI, p. 69, no. 3995. 

7" See al-Tabarsi, I'lcm al-ward, 443 f., cited in Bihbr, xmn, 99 f. 
" A1-Nawbakhti, op. cit., 68; Sa'd b. 'Abdallih, op. cit., 90. 
78 In an Imimi tradition, Ja'far 

al-S.diq 
says explicitly that al-KAzim will disappear twice 

(inna li-Abi 'l-Hasan ghaybatayn), so that some men will claim that he has died. In fact, says 

al-S.diq, 
Mils5 

al-K.zim 
will not die until he appoints a legatee (al-Tiisi, op. cit., 38). 

79 Note the complete title of Ibn Bibawayhi's work : Kitab ikmdl al-din wa-itmim al-ni'ma 
ft ithbit al-ghayba wa-kashf al-bayra. 

80 ibid., 13. See also al-Tabarsi, op. cit., 443; and cf. the introduction to al-Barqi's Kitdb 
al-mabasin by Jalil al-Din al-Mubaddith, p. kdf-alif. 

81 Al-Nu'mini, op. cit., 47. 
82 Kitab Abi Sa'id 'Abb&d al-'Usfuri, in al-U8sl al-arba'u mi'a, fol. 10a. 
88 Kitdb Mubamnad b. al-Muthannd al-Ha4rami, in al- UsiFl al-arba'u mi'a, fol. 53b. As it 

stands, this sounds like an Ism&'ili tradition. The Ithn&-'ashari version of this and similar 
sayings is that Ja'far al-Sldiq is the first of the seven last Imams. Cf. al-Tilsi, op. cit., 36. 
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Shi'is alike.84 Furthermore, the possibility of later additions cannot be entirely 
ruled out. An obvious example of such an addition is provided by verses 
attributed to al-Sayyid al-H.Jimyari (d. 173/789), in which the names of the 
12 Imims are spelled out.85 

While the reasons for the alleged disappearance of the twelfth Imam at a 

particular moment in the history of Shi'ism may never become fully known, 
a few points can be made with some certainty. There is, first, evidence in 

support of the Ithna-'ashari argument that the 'Abbasid persecutions had 
become intolerable. The respite granted the Shi'Is after al-Mutawakkil's reign 
of terror proved short-lived. During the reigns of al-Mu'tazz (252-5/866-9) 
and al-Mu'tamid (256-79/870-92), the Imams and their followers once more 
found themselves under mounting pressure, and Ithna-'ashari claims that the 
Imam's life was often at peril might well be accepted at face value.8s6 Secondly, 
these persecutions coincided with a heightened feeling of despondency among 
Imami ShI'is who (unlike many Zaydis) had despaired of gaining ascendancy 
by radical means. For them, the disappearance of the Imam held obvious 

political and doctrinal attractions. It in due course enabled the Imamis to 

recognize and co-operate with the pro-Shi'I Buwayhid r6gime, without 

sacrificing their loyalty to their Imam.87 Such co-operation could in turn bring 
them closer to the centre of power. By proclaiming their loyalty to the 

Buwayhids, they could afford to be more outspoken in demanding their rights; 
the violent clashes between Imami Shi'is and their adversaries during that 

period only prove how self-confident they had become.88 By strengthening 
their hold on sensitive financial and administrative positions they may have 

hoped both to reap advantages from the existing form of government, and 

ultimately to undermine Sunnism from within.89 Finally, with the removal of a 

single, autocratic authority the way was opened for a much freer flow of ideas 
and thoughts, to which the flowering of Shi'I literature and doctrine bears 

eloquent witness. 
For these and possibly other reasons, the living and present Imam had to 

84 See Ibn al-Mutahhar al-H.Iilli, Rijal, ed. Mubammad S.diq Babr al-'Ulfim, Najaf, 1381/1961, 
83; Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien, Halle, 1889-90, ni, 10 f. 

86 Al-Sayyid 
al-.Himyari, 

Diwdn, ed. ShAkir HAdi Shakar, Beirut, 1966, 355-69. 
86 See D. Sourdel, ' La politique religieuse des successeurs d'al-Mutawakkil ', SI, xIII, 1960, 

12 ff. 
87 See the discussion in W. Montgomery Watt, art. cit., 119-21; C. Cahen, ' Buwayhids ', in 

EI, second ed., uI (in particular pp. 1350-2); idem, 'La changeante port6e sociale de quelques 
doctrines religieuses', L'elaboration de l'Is8am. Colloque de Strasbourg, 12-14 juin 1959, Paris, 
1961, 16. 

88 cf. H. Laoust, ' La pens6e et l'action politiques d'al-Miwardi (364-450/974-1058) ', REI, 
xxxvi, 1, 1968, 43 ff.; idem, 'Les agitations religieuses b Baghdad aux IVe et ve sidcles de 
1'H6gire', in D. S. Richards (ed.), Islamic civilisation 950-1150, Oxford, Cassirer, 1973, 169-85. 

89 cf. L. Massignon, ' Recherches sur les Shi'ites extr6mistes b Bagdad 6 la fin du troisieme 
siecle de 1'H6gire', ZDMG, xcIi, 1938, 378-82; Cahen, loc. cit. 
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give way to a hidden being, on whom all the messianic hopes and yearnings of 
a long-suffering minority could be focused. The doctrinal ground for this 
momentous event had been well laid in previous generations; hence the 
transition from Imamiyya to Ithna-'ashariyya proved a relatively smooth and 
natural process. 
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