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While it is not a prevalent practice among Christians, look at these 
pictures of Christians in the Philippines practicing the same self 
flagellation tactics practiced by modern day Shia.  

Notice that this practice goes back to early Christianity and 
outdates the practice of the shia --who most probably took it from 
them. From the fourth century AD, flagellation was practised by 
both clergy and non-clergy as the most effective means of penance.
(See the New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol 4, Micropaedia, p 813.) 

 



 



*Who are Ahl Al-Bayt?
Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him urged in the past two hadeeths to adhere to his noble 
household, to know their right, to respect them, and to honor them, may Allah be pleased with them all. 
But the question is; who are the household of Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him?

Hadeeth Al-Thiqlayn indicates to the concept of the Prophet’s household clarifying that Ahl Al-Bayt 
are the relatives of Prophet Muhammad and his wives. 

To the completion of the previous hadeeth, The companion of the prophet Zayd who narrated Hadeeth 
Al-Thiqalyn says: “his wives are among his household, but his household are those who charity is 
forbidden upon them.” One asked: “and who are they?” Zayd answered that they were the household of 
Ali, household of Aqeel, household of Jaffar, and household of Abbas. The first person asked again: 
“Upon all of them charity is forbidden?” and Zayd answered by a yes”

Abdulrahman bin Abi Layla, a dignified Companion, says: “Once we asked Prophet Muhammad peace 
be upon him about how to pray on his household although Allah told us how to pray on him. Prophet 
Muhammad answered: “Say: ‘O’ Allah send prayers upon Muhammad and the family of Muhammad, 
just as You sent prayers upon Ebraheem and the family of Ebraheem. Verily, You are full of praise and 
majesty. O’ Allah, send blessings upon Muhammad and the family of Muhammad, just as You sent 
blessings upon Ebraheem and upon the family of Ebraheem. Verily, You are full of praise and majesty.”

Then Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him taught them other forms of prayers upon him and his 
family, and one of the forms is: “O’ Allah, send prayers upon Muhammad and upon the wives and 
descendants of Muhammad, just as you sent prayers upon the family of Ebraheem, and send blessings 
upon Muhammad and upon the wives and descendants of Muhammad, just as You sent blessings upon 
the family of Ebraheem. Verily, You are full of praise and majesty.”

Although the wives of Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him are named as Ahl Al-Bayt in the 
Ebraheemite Prayer, we would find a better and a clearer declaration that the wives of the Prophet are 
his household in this narration:

Anas bin Malik reported: “A banquet of bread and meat was held on the occasion of the marriage of the 
Prophet to Zainab bint Jahsh. I was sent to invite the people (to the banquet), ………. The Prophet left 
and went towards the dwelling place of Aisha and said, "Peace and Allah's Mercy be on you, O the 
people of the house!" She replied, "Peace and the mercy of Allah be on you too. How did you find your 
wife? May Allah bless you. Then he went to the dwelling places of all his other wives and said to them 
the same as he said to Aisha and they said to him the same as Aisha had said to him.” (Saheeh Al-
Bukhari, Tafseer Al-Quran, Surat Al-Ahzab), (Al-Nisa’ei, Work of the day and night, 271)

In the hadeeth of Al-Efk (the narration of the Lie), the Prophet peace be upon him, while he was on the 
pulpit narrating charges of adultery from Ubaydillah bin Abi Salool against the Mother of Beleivers, 
Aisha, says: “O people give me your opinion regarding those people who made a forged story against 



my family. By Allah, I do not know anything bad about her. By Allah, they accused her of being with a 
man about whom I have never known anything bad, and he never entered my house unless I was present 
there, and whenever I went on a journey, he went with me” (Saheeh Al-Bukhari, Tafseer AL-Quran, 
Surat AL-Nour)

Now, let us see what language has to say about this issue. Arabic Language scholars are very clear in 
identifying the wives of a man as his household. Ibn Manthoor says in the Tongue of the Arabs (Lisan 
Al-Arab): “Ahl Al-Bayt: its dwellers, Ahl Al-Rajul (family of a man) is the closest people to him, and 
the household of Prophet Muhammad may Allah have peace on him is his wives, his daughters, and his 
son-in-law who is Ali bin Abi Talib”

Al-Fayrooz Al-A’abadi says in Qamoos Al-Muheet: “Ahl Al-Amr is its rulers, Ahl Al-Bayt is its 
dwellers, Ahl Al-Mathhab (sect) is its who believe in it, Ahl Al-Rajul is his wife, and Ahl Al-Nabi is his 
wives, his daughters, and his son-in-law i.e. Ali may Allah be pleased of him.”

Al-Zubaydi says in Taj Al-Aroos (The Bride’s Crown): “Ahl Al-Mathhab is its believers, Ahl Al-Rajul 
is his wife and children, and this is how the verse: “and was travelling with his family” is explained as 
his wives and family. Ahl Al-Nabi is his wives, daughters, and his son-in-law Ali. It was said that the 
descendant of a man is Ahl Al-Rajul. In the Quran: “Enjoin prayer on thy family, and be constant 
therein,” “And Allah only wishes to remove all abomination from you, ye Members of the Family, and 
to make you pure and spotless,” and “let mercy of Allah and His blessings be upon you Ahl Al-Bayt, 
He is the most benign and most exalted.” 

In addition to the Prophetic narrations and to the Arabic Language scholars’ sayings, the Quran itself 
testifies that wives are included in the phrase “Ahl A-Bayt.”

The Quran called Prophets’ wives as their household. Allah says: “so he said to his family, "Tarry ye; I 
perceive a fire; perhaps I can bring you some burning brand therefrom, or find some guidance at the 
fire”. And it is known that only Mousa’s wife was with him and no one else.

In the story of Zaleekha, the wife of Al-Azeez, when she wanted to temp Yousif, Allah says: “She said: 
"What is the (fitting) punishment for one who formed an evil design against thy family, but prison or 
agrievous chastisement?"  

Also, Allah says: “Now when Moses had fulfilled the term, and was travelling with his family.” Al-
Qumi says in his Tafseer: “When the time had come, Mousa took his wife, Shu’ayb provided Mousa, 
and Mousa lead his goats. When Mousa wanted to leave, Shu’ayb told him: “Go, Allah made it 
privately for you.” Therefore, Mousa lead his goats aiming Egypt. Mousa and his wife were in a place 
when a cold breeze, wind and darkness stroked Mousa and his family. Then, Mousa saw a fire, where 
Allah said the verse: “Now when Moses had fulfilled the term, and was travelling with his family.”

Included in the term “Ahl Al-Bayt” are Ali, Al-Hasan, Al-Hussain, and Fatima, may Allah be pleased 
with them all as it is mentioned in Hadeeth Al-Kisa’a (the narration of the cloak) that is narrated by 
Muslim. The mother of Believers, Aisha says: “One day, the messenger of Allah left the house at the 
afternoon and he was wearing a cloak. Then Hasan bin Ali came and the Prophet took him under his 
cloak. Next Hussain bin Ali came and the Prophet took him under his cloak. After that Fatima came and 



the Prophet took her under his cloak. Finally, Ali came, and the Prophet took him under his cloak. Then 
the Prophet said: “And Allah only wishes to remove all abomination from you, ye Members of the 
Family, and to make you pure and spotless”

In retrospect, it is cleared that the household of Prophet Muhammad are his wives, the family of Ali 
(Hasan, Hussain, and Fatima), the family of Aqeel, the family of Abbas, and the family of Jaffar. Those 
are the ones who Prophet Muhammad ordered us to dignify and respect. Hadeeth Al-Thiqlain did not 
testify to the infallibility of anyone of them, but raised their status. Using the verse of Purification and 
hadeeth Al-Kisa’a to prove Ali’s infallibility is non-sense. We prove that in another article under the 
title “The purification verse & Hadeeth Al-kisa'a A Scientific Dialogue.” Please refer to it.
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The Qur’an 

and Imamah
by

Abu Muhammad al-Afriqi

This article investigates the usage of the word "Imam" in the Qur’an to see whether 
the Qur’an provides any support to the Shi‘i concept of Imamah. In it a description is 
first given of Imamah as conceived of by the Shi‘ah, and that is followed by a detailed 
scrutiny of every place in the Qur’an where the word "Imam" or its plural "A’immah" 
has been used by Allah Ta‘ala.

 

 

There is no gainsaying that of all differences that exist between the Ahl as-Sunnah and the Shi‘ah, the 
issue of Imamah is by far the most serious. It is in fact quite within the limits of reason and logic to say 
that the question of Imamah is the root of all Sunni-Shi‘i differences; all other differences will upon 
closer scrutiny be found to result from the difference that exists on that central point.

Therefore, no person or organisation who is serious about bringing Shi‘is and Sunnis closer to one 
another can afford to ignore the doctrine of Imamah. All endeavours aimed at removing the barriers that 
separate the Ahl as-Sunnah from the Shi‘ah must start from this point. Starting from anywhere else 
would be similar to treating the symptoms, and not the cause, of a disease. For a while the symptoms 
might disappear, only to be reactivated at a later stage by the dormant cause. Likewise, attempting to 
solve Sunni-Shi‘i differences from any perspective other than that of its root, Imamah, might for the 
immediate moment create the impression of removing obstacles to Muslim unity. In reality those very 
same obstacles will return as soon as the euphoria at the creation of that unity subsides.

As Muslims we are obliged to refer the differences that exist amongst us to Allah and His Rasul. In this 
series of articles we refer the doctrine of Imamah to the Qur’an, with the purpose of ascertaining 
whether this doctrine as conceived of and believed in by the Ithna ‘Ashari (or Ja‘fari) Shi‘ah is justified 
by Divine Revelation or not.



The Doctrine of Imamah
Before going any further it would be well-advised, for the benefit of those who may not be fully aware 
of what the Imamah of the Shi‘ah means, to expand somewhat upon the detail of the issue. Once the 
reader has a proper focus of what Imamah means to the Shi‘ah, and what its position in the belief 
structure of the Shi‘ah is, we will continue with our discussion of that doctrine in the light of the Qur’an.

Essentially, Imamah is about leadership of the Ummah after the demise of Rasulullah sallallahu ‘alayhi 
wasallam. The Shi‘ah believe that just as Allah chose Muhammad sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam as His 
Messenger to mankind, he chose and appointed a line of twelve men to succeed him as the leaders of 
the Ummah in all matters, spiritual as well as temporal. The first of these leaders, or Imams as they are 
called, was ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib radiyallahu ‘anhu. He was succeeded by his eldest son Hasan, and he by 
his brother Husayn. After Husayn the Imamah continued in his progeny until the year 260AH, when the 
twelfth Imam, a child of five, disappeared upon the death of his father. He is believed to be the Awaited 
Mahdi who will return from occultation to establish justice upon the earth. To these twelve men from 
amongst the family of Rasulullah sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam alone belongs the right to assume 
leadership of the Ummah. There are two aspects to Imamah that need to be looked at with attention. 
The first is the nature of the appointment of the Imams, and the second is the nature of their office.

The nature of the appointment 

of the Twelve Imams
As far as the nature of their appointment is concerned, it is a matter of consensus amongst the Shi‘ah 
that the right of their twelve Imams to lead the Ummah was bestowed by Allah Ta‘ala Himself. No 
distinction is made between the appointment of Muhammad sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam as the 
Messenger of Allah and the appointment of the twelve Imams as his successors. Underscoring this vital 
aspect of Imamah, ‘Allamah Muhammad Husayn Kashif al-Ghita, who was the most prominent Shi‘i 
‘alim of Najaf in Iraq during the seventies, writes in his book Asl ash-Shi‘ah wa-Usuluha:

Imamah is a divine station, just like Nubuwwah. Just as Allah chooses 
whomsoever He wants to for Nubuwwah and Risalah ... similarly, for 
Imamah too, He selects whomsoever He wishes.1

It is interesting to note that the book from which this statement is drawn was written for the express 
purpose of correcting contemporary misconceptions about the Shi‘ah. Since Imamah is then for all 
practical purposes on exactly the same plane as Nubuwwah and Risalah, consistency would dictate that 
the rejection of Imamah be censured with the same severity as the rejection of Nubuwwah and Risalah. 
If rejection of the Nubuwwah of Muhammad sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam cast the likes of Abu Jahl and 
Abu Lahab outside the fold of Islam, then it is only logical to expect that rejection of the Imamah of 
‘Ali ibn Abi Talib radiyallahu ‘anhu should cast the likes of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar and the rest of the 



Sahabah radiyallahu ‘anhum out of the fold of Islam. For one who views the problem from this 
perspective it thus comes as no surprise to find the Shi‘ah narrating from their Imams that "all the 
people became murtadd after the death of Rasulullah, except three,"2 since it is consistent with the 
principle that equates Imamah with Nubuwwah in the sense that each of them is a position appointed by 
Allah.

What is surprising is the opinion the Shi‘ah of today express about the Ahl as-Sunnah in general. One 
would expect them to say about the Ahl as-Sunnah as they have said about the Sahabah: that they are 
unbelievers, out of the fold of Islam. After all, there are many non-Muslims who believe in the oneness 
of Allah, but do not believe in the prophethood of Muhammad sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam, and for that 
reason we all regard them as unbelievers. If Imamah is then a "divine station, like Nubuwwah," Sunnis 
who do not believe in the Imamah of the Twelve Imams must also be unbelievers. There have been 
many ‘ulama of the Shi‘ah in the past who have displayed consistency in this regard and declared all 
those who deny the Imamah of the Twelve Imams—like the Ahl as-Sunnah—unbelievers. For example, 
Ibn Babawayh al-Qummi (died 381AH), the author of one of the four canonical hadith collections of the 
Shi‘ah, Man La Yahduruhu al-Faqih, states in the treatise in which he expounds the creed of the Shi‘ah:

It is our belief about one who rejects the Imamah of Amir al-Mu’minin 
(Sayyiduna ‘Ali) and the Imams after him that he is the same as one who 
rejects the Nubuwwah of the Ambiya’.

It is our belief concerning a person who accepts (the Imamah of) Amir al-
Mu’minin but rejects any one of the Imams after him, that he is similar to 
one who believes in all the Ambiya’ but rejects the Nubuwwah of 
Muhammad sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam. The Nabi sallallahu ‘alayhi 
wasallam said: "The Imams after me are twelve. The first is Amir al-
Mu’minin ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib and the last is the Qa’im (the Mahdi). 
Obedience to them is obedience to me, and disobedience to them is 
disobedience to me. Thus, whoever rejects one of them has rejected me."

Whoever wrongfully claims the Imamah is an accursed oppressor. 
Whoever places the Imamah in anyone besides its rightful repositories is an 
accursed oppressor. The Nabi sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam said: "Whoever 
shall deny ‘Ali his Imamah after me has denied my Nubuwwah, and 
whoever denies me my Nubuwwah has denied Allah His divinity." Imam 
Ja‘far as-Sadiq said: "Whoever doubts the kufr of our enemies is himself a 
kafir."3

His student Shaykh Mufid (died 413AH) writes:

There is consensus amongst the Imamiyyah (the Ithna ‘Ashari or Ja‘fari 
Shi‘ah) that whoever denies the Imamah of anyone of the Imams, and 
denies the duty of obedience to them that Allah has decreed, that such a 
person is a kafir, misguided, and that he deserves everlasting torment in 
Hell.4



The prolific Abu Ja‘far at-Tusi, called Shaykh at-Ta’ifah, (died 460AH), who is the author of two of the 
four canonical hadith collections, has the following to say:

Rejection of Imamah is kufr, just as rejection of Nubuwwah is kufr.5

The mujaddid of Shi‘ism in the eighth century after the Hijrah, Ibn Mutahhar al-Hilli (died 726AH) 
expresses similar sentiments in the following terms:

Imamah is a universal grace (lutf ‘amm) while Nubuwwah is a special grace 
(lutf khass), because it is possible that a specific period in time can be void 
of a living Nabi, while the same is not true for the Imam. To reject the 
universal grace is worse than to reject the special grace.6

This is the opinion held by four of the most eminent classical scholars of the Shi‘ah, and if seen from 
the angle of consistency, it is a commendable position indeed. Yet, if one has to ask the Shi‘ah of today 
(especially recent converts to Shi‘ism) whether they believe Sunnis are Muslims are not, they will 
respond with surprise, and might even appear grieved at such a question. As far as recent converts to 
Shi‘ism are concerned, this is to be expected, since it is in the interest of any propaganda scheme that 
certain facts be kept secret from neophytes. However those who are more knowledgeable about the 
technicalities of Shi‘ism will know that in the eyes of the Shi‘ah a distinction is made between a Muslim 
and a Mu’min. All those who profess Islam outwardly are Muslims: Sunnis, Zaydis, Mu‘tazilis, and all 
other sects. A Mu’min, however, is only he who believes in the Twelve Imams. By this clever ruse the 
fuqaha of the Shi‘ah kill several birds with one stone. By accepting all other sects as Muslims they 
protect themselves against the ridiculousness of casting out of the fold of Islam over 90% of its 
adherents, and the same men who carried the banner of Islam to all corners of the world. At the same 
time they avoid the antagonism of Sunnis and others, which facilitates proselytisation for them. On the 
other hand, by the subtle measure of distinguishing Muslim from Mu’min they effectively 
excommunicate their opponents. Muslims are those to whom the laws of Islam apply in this world. It is 
therefore permissible to intermarry with them, to pray behind them, to eat what they slaughter, etc., 
while Mu’mins are those to whom salvation in the hereafter belongs exclusively, and that depends upon 
belief in the Twelve Imams. This distinction between Muslim and Mu’min can be found throughout 
classical Shi‘i literature. The seventh century faqih, Yahya ibn Sa‘id al-Hilli (died 690AH), for example 
writes in his manual on fiqh, al-Jami‘ lish-Shara’i‘:

It is correct for a Muslim to make an endowment (waqf) 
upon Muslims. Muslims are those who utter the two 
shahadahs, and their children. But if a person makes 
something waqf upon the Mu’minin, it will be exclusively for 
the Imamiyyah who believe in the Imamah of the Twelve 
Imams.7

Eight centuries later, exactly the same view is propounded by Ayatullah Khomeini. In his own manual 
of fiqh, Tahrir al-Wasilah, he states:

If a person makes a waqf upon the Muslims it will be for all those who 
confess the two shahadahs ... If an Imami makes a waqf upon the 



Mu’minin it will be restricted to the Ithna ‘Ashariyyah.8

Some amongst the contemporary spokesmen for Shi‘ism, like Kashif al-Ghita, have realised that even 
this ruse is not sufficiently subtle. He thus devised another terminology. He speaks of being a Mu’min 
in the special sense, and of being a Mu‘min in the general sense. Whoever believes in Imamah is 
regarded as a Mu’min in the special sense, while those who do not believe in it are regarded as being 
Mu’min in the general sense, as a result of which all the temporal laws of Islam are applicable to him. 
The result of this difference, he says, will become apparent on the Day of Judgement, in the degrees of 
Divine proximity and honour that will be bestowed upon the believers in Imamah.9

To us this reveals much more than what the author intended. It reveals to us that when the Shi‘ah say 
they regard Sunnis as Muslims, it is in strict reference to worldly matters. In eschatological matters, 
matters of the hereafter, Sunnis who do not believe in the Imamah of the Twelve Imams are just like 
Jews, Christians, Buddhists, Hindus or any other rejectors of the Nubuwwah of Rasulullah sallallahu 
‘alayhi wasallam. The only reason for saying that Sunnis are Muslims is expedience and convenience. 
Without professing such an opinion the Shi‘ah would have had to retreat into seclusion and bear 
ostracism from the rest of the Muslim world. This reason is given by Sayyid ‘Abdullah Shubbar (died 
1232AH) in his commentary of az-Ziyarat al-Jami‘ah, the comprehensive du‘a read at the graves of the 
Imams. At the point where the ziyarah reads:

Whoever denies you is a kafir,

he comments upon it, saying:

There are many narrations that indicate that the opponents 
are kafir. To document all of them would require a separate 
book. Reconciling such narrations with that which is known 
about the Imams, viz. that they used to live, eat and socialise 
with them, leads to the conclusion that they (the opponents) 
are kafir, and that they will dwell in Hell forever, but that in 
this world the laws of Islam are applied to them as a gesture 
of mercy and beneficence to the True Denomination (the 
Shi‘ah), since it is impossible to avoid them.10

 

The nature of the office of the Imams
On this point it would be sufficient to say that the Shi‘ah bestow upon their Imams all the perfections 
and accomplishments of the Ambiya’, and even more. It would be impossible to document here all the 
narrations that deal with the status of the Imams, but it might be just as informative to quote the 
chapters under which they have been documented in a source that is described as a "veritable 
encyclopaedia of the knowledge of the Imams": Bihar al-Anwar of ‘Allamah Muhammad Baqir al-
Majlisi (died 1111AH), widely reputed to be the greatest and most influential Shi‘i scholar of the 



Safawid era. During his lifetime he occupied the office of Shaykh al-Islam in Isfahan, capital of the 
Safawids, and even to this day his works are indispensable to the Shi‘i clergy as well as their lay public. 
We quote here the name of the chapter, as well as the number of narrations he documents in each 
chapter:

1. The Imams possess more knowledge than the Ambiya’ (13 
narrations)11

2. The Imams are superior to the Ambiya’ and the entire 
creation. The Covenant of the Imams was taken from them 
(the Ambiya’), the Mala’ikah and the entire creation. The 
(major prophets called) ulul-‘Azm (Nuh, Ibrahim, Musa and 
‘Isa ) attained the status of ulul-‘Azm on account of loving 
the Imams. (88 narrations)12

3. The du‘as of the Ambiya’ were answered because they 
invoked the wasilah of the Imams. (16 narrations)13

4. The Imams can bring the dead back to life. They can cure 
blindness and leprosy. They possess all the miracles of the 
Ambiya’ (4 narrations)14

5. Nothing of the knowledge of Heaven, Earth, Jannah and 
Jahannam is hidden from them. The Kingdom of the 
Heavens and the Earth was shown to them. They know all 
that happened and that will happen upto the Day of 
Resurrection. (22 narrations)15

6. The Imams know the truth of a person's faith or hypocrisy. 
They possess a book that contains the names of the inmates 
of Jannah, the names of their supporters and their enemies. 
(40 narrations)16

The titles of these chapters create quite a vivid impression of the narrated material upon which the 
Shi‘ah base their faith. The office of Imamah can thus be seen to incorporate more than just the political 
leadership of the Ummah. The Imams are more than just heads of state with a divine right to rule. They 
are the repositories of every branch of knowledge and perfection possessed by the Ambiya’. The 
existence of the world depends upon their presence. They are the intermediaries upon whose 
intercession acceptance of the prayers of even the Ambiya’ depends. Their office is one that combines 
political, religious, scientific, cosmological and metaphysical supremacy over the entire creation. From 
this one can understand the reason for al-Khomeini's statement in the book al-Hukumat al-Islamiyyah, 
upon which rests the entire philosophy of his revolution:

It is of the undeniable tenets of our faith that our Imams 
possess a status with Allah that neither Angel nor Messenger 



can aspire to.17

After this introduction to the concept of Imamah, the nature of the appointment of the Imams, and the 
nature of their office, we pose the question: Is belief in such a concept justified and upheld by the 
Qur’an? Surely a belief of such momentousness, an article of faith with such far reaching consequences, 
that supercedes even belief in the Ambiya’, must be rooted in the Qur’an, the book which was revealed 
by Allah

as an explanation of all things, a guide, a mercy, 

and glad tidings to the Muslims. (an-Nahl:89)

It is with the purpose of answering this question that this article is written.

 

Imamah and Prophethood in the 
Qur’an

In this article we investigate the Qur’anic foundations of the Shi‘ite concept of Imamah. By analysis of 
the usage of the word imam and its plural form a’immah in the Qur’an we will investigate whether the 
Qur’an provides any basis for the doctrine of Imamah as formulated in Shi‘ite theology.

In limiting our investigation to the Qur’an, it is not our contention that the Sunnah is inconsequential in 
issues of doctrine. Instead, it is out of the conviction that a doctrinal issue like Imamah, which Shi‘ite 
theology places above Nubuwwah, must find textual support from the Qur’an. After all, the "secondary" 
issue of Nubuwwah finds more than ample support in the pages of the Qur’an. No one, after reading the 
clear and unambiguous Qur’anic texts wherein Allah makes mention of His Messengers and Prophets, 
their status,

And each (of them) we favoured above all the worlds. (al-An‘am : 86)

their stories,

And has there come to you the story of Musa? (Taha : 9)

And recite to them the story of Ibrahim. (ash-Shu‘ara : 69)

We relate unto you you the most beatiful of stories. (Yusuf : 4)

the explicit mention of their names,



Such was the argument we gave Ibrahim against his people. We raise in degree 
whomsoever We will, and your Lord is Wise, All-Knowing. We gave him Ishaq and 
Ya‘qub; each of them We guided. And before that, We guided Nuh, and among his 
(Ibrahim's) progeny (We guided) Dawud, and Sulayman, and Ayyub, and Yusuf, and 
Musa, and Harun; thus do We reward those who good. And (We guided) Zakariyya, and 
Yahya, and ‘Isa, and Ilyas; all of them of the Righteous. And Isma‘il, and Alyasa‘, and 
Yunus, and Lut; each of them We favoured above all the worlds. (al-An‘am : 83-86)

and the importance of belief in them as an integral part of faith in Islam,

And whoever denies Allah, His Messengers, His Books and the Last Day has clearly gone 
astray. (an-Nisa’ : 136)

can reasonably doubt that the Qur’an supports, or rather enjoins, belief in Nubuwwah. The question now 
is: Does the same hold true for Imamah? If Imamah is superior to Nubuwwah, as the theology of the 
Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘ah teaches, it would be only reasonable to expect that the Qur’an would deal in 
equally explicit terms with Imamah; and if not, that at least a clear, unambiguous picture what Imamah 
is and who the Imams are, would be drawn by the Qur’an.

Usage of the word Imam in the 
Qur‘an

In what follows we will investigate how the word Imam and its plural A’immah have been used in the 
Qur’an. From the way Allah has used the word in the Qur’an it will then be seen whether the Shi‘i 
concept of Imamah that has been explained above, finds any sort of Qur’anic support.

A book

The word imam recurs 7 times in the Qur’an, while its plural form, a’immah, appears 5 times. In 3 of 
these cases it refers explicitly to a book:

And before it was the Book of Musa, a guide and a mercy. (Hud : 17)

And before it was the Book of Musa, a guide and a mercy. (al-Ahqaf : 12)

Verily, we will restore the dead to life, and we write that which they sent forth, and that which they left 
behind; and of everything we have taken account in a Clear Book. (Yasin : 12)

 

The champions of kufr



In another 2 cases it refers to the champions of kufr:

Fight the leaders of kufr. (at-Tawbah : 12)

And We made them leaders who call towards the Fire. (al-Qasas : 41)

A road

One reference is to a clearly discernible road:

And verily, the two (cities) lie next to a clear road. (alHijr : 79)

 

Leadership of the Israelites

In the remaining six places where the word is used, it is used in terms of its literal meaning, i.e. 
leadership. In Surah al-Ambiya’ it is stated:

We said: O fire, be cool and (a means of ) safety unto Ibrahim. And they 
planned against him; but We made them the greater losers. And We 
delivered him and Lut to the land which We blessed for the nations. And 
We gave him Ishaq, and Ya‘qub as an additional gift; and all of them We 
made righteous men. And We made them leaders who guide by Our 
command; and We revealed to them the doing of good, the establishment of 
prayer and the giving of alms. And they were men who served Us. (al-
Ambiya’ : 69-73)

In this extract, which had to be extended somewhat in order that the reader may see the full context in 
which the word a’immah is used, one clearly sees its association with the function of the Ambiya’ as the 
leaders of men, who guide them towards Allah. This unequivocal identification of a’immah as Ambiya’ 
leads us to conclude that the reference in Surah as-Sajdah too, is to the Ambiya’, and not to any other 
category of men:

Indeed, We gave Musa the Book, so be not in doubt about meeting him; 
and We made it a (source of) guidance for the Children of Isra’il. And We 
made from amongst them leaders who guided by Our command, when they 
persevered. And they had full certainty in Our signs. (as-Sajdah : 23-24)

Even if the scope of a’immah in this verse were to be extended to include people other than the 
Ambiya’, there is nothing to justify its identification with the elaborate doctrine of Imamah as 
conceived of by the Shi‘ah.

In a third verse Allah speaks of His plans for the oppressed Israelites in Egypt:



And We wished to be gracious to those who were oppressed 
in the land, and to make them leaders, and to make them 
heirs. (al-Qasas : 5)

In order to see who the word a’immah refers to in this verse one only has to look at the persons in 
whom this divine wish came to fulfilment. It was primarily in Nabi Musa and the other prophet-kings of 
Bani Isra’il like Nabi Dawud and Nabi Sulayman ‘alayhimus salam that the leadership referred to in 
this verse, came to be vested. If at times they were ruled by men other than the Ambiya’, the status of 
those leaders was never seen to be superior to the rank of the Ambiya’. Verses like the above three, 
apart from dealing specifically with the Ambiya’ of Bani Isra’il, are not in the least indicative of the 
existence of a rank like that of Imamah as conceived of by the Shi‘ah.

Leadership of the pious

There remain three places where the word imam is mentioned in the Qur’an. In one of these three places 
Allah speaks of the prayer of His exemplary worshippers:

(They are) those who say: Our Lord, grant us the coolness of (our) eyes in 
our wives and children, and make us leaders of the pious. (al-Furqan : 74)

This verse speaks of normal people who do not belong to a special class like the Ambiya’, asking Allah 
to make them imams, in the sense of paragons of virtue, whose example others would strive to emulate. 
It is very obvious that it cannot refer to a group of "divinely appointed Imams", for the reason that the 
Imams’ elevation to the rank of Imamah is not on account of their prayers. Since their appointment, like 
that of the Ambiya’, is supposedly divine in origin, it not attainable by any amount of exertion or 
devotion.

It is interesting to note that this verse proved to be so unpalatable to certain of the early Shi‘ah that they 
declared it to have been corrupted. The following narration appears in the tafsir of ‘Ali ibn Ibrahim al-
Qummi, the teacher of Abu Ja‘far al-Kulayni:

It was read to Abu ‘Abdillah (i.e. Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq):

And make us leaders of the pious.

He said: "It would be an enormous thing for them to ask Allah to make 
them Imams of the pious." [The Shi‘i concept of an Imam is intended, of 
course, since the Imams are appointed, and no one can become an Imam by 
praying for it.]

Someone enquired: "How was it then revealed, O son of Rasulullah?"

He replied: 'It was revealed:



...and make for us leaders from amongst the pious.18

This narration, documented in a tafsir of great repute amongst the early tafsirs of the Shi‘ah, (a tafsir, in 
fact, that is described by its twentieth century editor as being "in reality the commentary of the Imams 
al-Baqir and as-Sadiq,"19 and each one of whose narrators is regarded as reliable and credible by Shi‘i 
hadith experts,20 which vouches for its authenticity by Shi‘i standards) obviates the need for further 
discussion around the meaning of the word Imam as it appears in this ayah.

On the Day of Judgement

There remains one place in the Qur’an where the word Imam is used. It is in Surah al-Isra’ where Allah 
Ta‘ala says:

The day when we will call all people by their leaders. (al-Isra’ : 71)

The Imam spoken of in this ayah is recognised by the mufassirun of the Ahl as-Sunnah as either the 
book of deeds or the prophet to whose Ummah the person belonged. The first meaning is preferred by 
Ibn Kathir,21 who mentions in support of his preference the ayat where the word Imam was used in the 
sense of a book (see above). This meaning is further supported by the rest of the ayah:

So those who are given their book in their right hand will read their books.

The second meaning also finds ample support in the Qur’an. In another ayah Allah says:

How will it be when We bring forth from every Ummah a witness, and bring you (O 
Muhammad) as a witness over these? (an-Nisa’:41)

From the way in which the position of the Nabi sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam is compared to the position 
of the "witnesses" of the other Ummahs we can only conclude that the reference is to the Ambiya. It 
therefore follows that those Ummahs will be called by the names of their Ambiya. Calling the Ummahs 
of the past by the names of the Ambiya who were sent to them is further a common thing in both the 
Qur’an and the Sunnah. The ‘Ad, for example, are commonly referred to as "the people of Hud", just 
like Banu Isra’il are called "the people of Musa". Identifying the Imam mentioned in the ayah under 
discussion with the Ambiya is therefore warranted by both the Qur’an and the Sunnah.

As for the claim of the Shi‘ah that it refers to the Twelve Imams,22 this claim not only lacks Qur’anic 
support, it also curtails the general scope of the ayah. The lack of Qur’anic support is evident from the 
above discussion on the usage of the word Imam in the Qur’an. The restriction of the general scope of 
the ayah arises from the chronological disparity between the times when the Twelve Imams lived, and 
the periods during which previous Ummahs flourished. If we say that all Ummahs will be called by the 
names of the Twelve Imams, then what about the Ummahs that existed before them? By whose name 
will they be called? After all, the ayah says that all people will be called by their leaders.

In addition, when for argument's sake we do assume that the reference is to the the Twelve Imams, we 



are left with a somewhat incongruous situation. Sayyiduna ‘Ali, the first of the Twelve Imams, died in 
the year 40. His son Sayyiduna Hasan died nine years later, in 49. If Sayyiduna ‘Ali is the Imam for the 
people of his time, Sayyiduna Hasan is left with only those people who were born during his nine years. 
All the other people of his time who were alive during his father's time will form part of his father's 
group, and not his. The tenure of the 3rd Imam lasted for 22 years; the 4th for 34 years; the 5th for 19 
years; the 6th for 34 years; the 7th for 35 years; the 8th for 20 years; the 9th for 17 years; the 10th for 
34 years; and the 11th for only 6 years. Suddenly, with the 12th Imam, the Awaited Mahdi, we have a 
tenure of Imamah that has been running for over 1200 years. The group that will supposedly be called 
by the name of the 11th Imam, for example, will only include people that were born during his Imamah 
that ran from 254 up to 260, while the numbers of those who will be called by the name of the 12th 
Imam will be practically incalculable.

Compare this incongruous scenario with the much more orderly and Qur’anic system of having the 
various Ummahs called by the names of their Ambiya on the Day of Qiyamah, and the absurdity of 
using the 71st ayah of Surah al-Isra’ to substantiate the doctrine of Imamah as conceived of by the 
Shi‘ah will be fully exposed. There can be no question that the word Imam in this ayah does not refer to 
the Twelve Imams.

SUMMARY
We have discussed here each and every place in the Qur’an where the word Imam and its plural 
A’immah were used in the Qur’an. It was demonstrated how Allah Ta‘ala used this word to refer 
variously to

a book (thrice)

the Champions of Kufr (twice)

a road (once)

the leaders of the Israelites

the leaders of the Pious

the Prophets or the Book

Any attempt by the Shi‘ah to identify their idiosyncratic notion of Imamah with the Imamah of the 
Qur’an is totally incongruous. The closest they could come to it would be to draw a similarity between 
their own Imamah and the leadership of the Israelites. However, such a similarity is immediately 
rejected when one considers that this leadership of the Israelites is clearly identified in the Qur’an with 
the Ambiya of Bani Isra’il. The Qur’an provides no grounds whatsoever to identify this leadership of 
the Israelites with anyone but the Ambiya. It is not uncommon to find the Shi‘ah quoting verses such as 
the 5th verse of Surah al-Qasas to substantiate their belief of Imamah. If they only took the trouble of 
reading the verse in its proper context, without adding to it the excrescences of their own theology, they 



will see just how far fetched their identification of Qur’anic Imamah with Shi‘i Imamah really is. In al-
Qasas:5 for example, the reference is clearly to Musa and his people. Just how, one wonders, is that 
verse extended to Ali ibn Abi Talib and eleven persons from his progeny?

The attempt to draw a comparison between the Qur’anic Leadership of the Pious and the Imamah of the 
Shi‘ah is similarly fraught with problems. It has been seen above how this form of leadership is a favour 
sought from Allah by His ideal servants. The Imamah of the Shi‘ah of the Shi‘ah, on the other hand, is 
like Nubuwwah, divinely granted, and cannot be aspired to by any person. The utter lack of harmony 
between this form of leadership and Shi‘i Imamah is nowhere more clearly brought to light than in the 
authentically narrated saying of Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq which points at the corruption of the text of the 
Qur’an at the hands of the Sahabah radiyallahu ‘anhum as the reason for the disparity.

The only other Qur’anic meaning of the word Imam left to the Shi‘ah is the one which refers to the Day 
of Qiyamah, when nations will be called by their "Imams". Is it possible that the word "Imam" here 
could be referring to the Shi‘i concept of Imamah? Unfortunately for the Shi‘ah, once again that is not 
possible. It is not possible for two reasons: 

Firstly, because a holistic reading of the immediately following verses, as well as of other 
verses of the Qur’an point unmistakably to the fact that the Imamah spoken of here refers 
either to the Ambiya, by whose names nations are called not only in the Hereafter, but in 
the Qur’an and Sunnah too, or to their books of deeds by which they will be called to 
account.

Secondly, because identifying the verse with the Shi‘i concept of Imamah leads to a very 
problematic distribution of nations for the various Imams.

In conclusion, in the usage of the word "Imam" in the Qur’an there is 
nothing whatsoever to support the belief of Imamah as conceived of by 
the Shi‘ah.

 

___________________________
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Ya Allah 

or 

Ya Ali, Ya Hussain?
 

by Muhammad Alkhider

 

The Sunnies do like members of the Prophet’s family. As such, they say it is incumbent 
upon every Muslim man or woman to love them. However, the Sunnies do resent the act 
of appealing for assistance from the members of the Prophet’s Household that is 
commonly perpetrated by the Shiite Adherents. For they seek help especially from Al-
Hussein and others. 

How can a reasoning person seek assistance in meeting his requirements and obtaining his 
needs from creatures other than their Creator, God Almighty? Yet such a person repeats 
the following words of God in his prayer (sala’t) at least seventeen times a day: “Thee do 
we worship, and Thine aid we seek.” Chapter I (Surat Al-Fa’tiha) 

Amazingly, you see such people who seek help from other than God Almighty Asking for 
help: O Hussein! O Ali! O Mahdi! And perhaps: O Abbas…! They appeal for help from 
the aforementioned relatives of the Prophet (PBUH) to assist them obtain their needs, or 
to help them remove lessen whatever overburdens them.

As far as the Sunni Muslims are concerned, when they are in distress, they only call : “O 
Allah!” They do turn to Him only in their quest for help as they appeal for aid from Him 
only to remove their agony. They do that with clear perception that supplication to the 
Only One God is one of the aspects of worship as the Messenger of God (Peace be upon 
him) prescribed for them. In this respect, supplication to other than Allah the Omniscient 
is ipso facto worshipping other than Him. Indeed the Shiite adherents do love excessively 
members of the Prophetic Household without observing the fact that they are mere 
humans and not gods. It should be borne in mind that mankind, can neither inflict 



anybody with harm nor confer benefit to him whatever their ranks and prestige may be in 
the sight of God Almighty. For Only God Almighty can cause harm or bring benefit to us.

Some of the Shiite accounts have dedicated duties to each one of their Imams as regards 
conferring of benefits and infliction of harm to people. They thus said: As far as Ali bin 
Al-Hussein is concerned, his name shall be invoked to save people from tyrannical kings 
as well as from the evil whispering of the Devil. Muhammad bin Ali and Jaafar bin 
Muhammad, will be responsible for saving the Shiite adherents from the Hell-Fire on the 
Day of Judgment, and to guide people to the true way of worshipping Allah the 
Omnipotent and obeying His commandments. Musa bin Jaafar, was assigned the duty of 
mediation to God Almighty for those who seek good health from Him. Whereas the duty 
assigned to Ali bin Musa was to mediate to God Almighty for people who seek safety 
when navigating or sailing in the Sea and those who travel on the mainland. As regards 
Muhammad bin Ali, through him sustenance will be proceeding from God Almighty. 
While through Ali bin Muhammad’s name, the optional acts of devotion, nice treatment 
of brothers toward each other, and all the other acts of obedience and worship of Allah 
Almighty will be accepted. Regarding Al-Hassan bin Ali, his duty and obligation is to 
serve the Shiite adherents in the hereafter. Whereas the responsibility of the Custodian of 
Time, is to rescue the people who are about to be stabbed to death, if they appeal for his 
assistance.

There then came the author of the book entitled: “Biha’r Al-Anwa’r” [Seas of the 
Lights]. He illustrated in his book the supplication to be said earnestly when appealing for 
the aid of the Imams within the scope of their duties and obligations as elaborated above.

In this respect, Al-Majlisi, one of the prominent Shiite Scholars, concluded that the above-
mentioned cults are the greatest medicine and means of cure for whosoever intercedes 
with them. As such, the Shiite Scholars prescribed supplications (Ad’iyah), with regard to 
the aforementioned pattern of placing their hope in their Imams [religious leaders] and 
seeking their assistance. Hence, they do turn to their Imams for aid when in distress and 
invoke their names respectively. This is done in response to their awaited Imam’s 
narrative, in the following text: “O pillars of the countries, gates of faith, and granters 
of donations, it is decreed that by you the distressed and destitute will be saved. 
Nothing can happen without you being a reason and an obvious way towards its 
occurrence. There is neither deliverance nor resort from fear except by taking 
shelter in you, and there is no way we can dispense with you… O eyes of God that 
never relent” (Bihar Al-Anwa’r, 37/94)

 

I am well aware that the Shiite Adherents do not exalt their Imams to the rank of divinity 



and claim they are gods. Besides, they regard it as a big enormity. However, we cannot 
conceal the reality that, while they do not deify their Imams, they, in the long run bestow 
lavishly upon them distinctive attributes of divinity in one way or the other. Thus 
invoking God Almighty by mentioning their names, has become a means by which their 
prayers and supplications are accepted to God Almighty according to their belief. 
Whereas God Almighty says in the Holy Qura’an: “The most beautiful names belong to 
Allah: so call on Him by them…” (7: 180) 

However, belief in their religious leadership (Imamah) has become a precondition of 
getting the acts of devotion of the Shiite Adherents accepted by God Almighty. Whereas 
in Islam, the criterion by which our acts of devotion are accepted or rejected, is the Unity 
of Allah Almighty (Tawheedullah) and sincerity to Him.

How often do you hear some of the Shiite Adherents repeat: “O Ali provide supplies! O 
Hussein, rescue us! While others abide by the grave of Al-Imam Ridha, crying and 
rubbing along his tomb, kissing it and either invoke his name or swear their fealty thereat.

Then after that he says unashamedly: “I do not worship him; i,e. any of the 
aforementioned Imams. This fact is embodied in their dictum: “Call upon Ali, the 
revealer of wonders.” When you ask such people: “Do you worship Ali? They 
categorically deny it. Whereas they call upon his name appealing for aid from him in 
obtaining their most demanding needs. What a double standard!

Suppose, we submit to the fake belief that their Imams are regarded as abode for those in 
need, sanctuary for the sorrowful ones, peace for the grieved and an epicenter of the 
praying masses. This belief being due to the fact that supplications cannot be accepted to 
God Almighty except by mentioning their (Imams’) names. Therefore, what is the 
difference between this false proposition and the claim of the polytheists (Mush’rikoona) 
regarding their idols?

Yes, there is a difference. The polytheists in times of adversity used to invoke and 
supplicate to Allah Almighty in a bid for rescue. God says in the Holy Qur’an: “Now if 
they embark on a boat, they call on Allah, making their devotion sincerely (and 
exclusively) to Him. But when He has delivered them safely to (dry) land, behold, 
they give a share (of their worship to others)! (29: 65) 

As regards the Shiite Adherents, they associate partners with God Almighty in both 
happiness and adversity by invoking the names of their Imams in order to rescue them. In 
addition to that, they supplicate to God, the Exalted in Might, through the names of their 
Imams. Moreover, they claim blatantly that God Almighty cannot remove affliction from 
any person save by praying to Him taking in consideration the names of their Imams. God 



forbid!

In fact, the audacity and boldness of the originators of this baseless creed, have both 
prompted them to mention in one of their reliable sources of Hadith (Prophetic traditions), 
in one of its sections, the following baseless claim: “Supplications of all the prophets and 
messengers of God Almighty were accepted to Him by solicitation and mediation of the 
Imams (May peace and blessings of God be upon them all.) (Biha’r Al-An’wa’r 26/319 – 
334)

Narratives in this chapter are numerous and elaborate and are referred to in many reliable 
Shiite Sources. One of them says: “It was reported that Imam Ridha [on him be peace] 
said: “When prophet Noah (Peace be upon him) was about to drown in the flooding 
waters, he invoked God Almighty by our names. Hence God Almighty came to his 
rescue. When Prophet Ibrahim (Peace be upon him) was thrown into the scorching fire, he 
prayed to God through our names, and God Almighty ordered the fire to be cool and a 
means of safety for him [Ibrahim]. When prophet Musa (Peace be upon him) struck the 
Sea with his rod in quest of a path, he invoked God with respect to our names and God 
made the sea dry out. Finally when the Jews plotted to kill Isa [Jesus] (Peace be upon 
him), he supplicated to God by mentioning our names and was rescued from death. God 
eventually raised him up.” (Wasa’il As-Sheea 4/1143)

This, in brief is the claim of the Shiite Believers. However, Allah Almighty says in the 
Holy Qur’an: “The most beautiful names belong to Allah; so call on Him by them…” 
(7: 180)

God Almighty did not say: “So call on Him by the names of the Imams, their shrines, 
sights or ranks.” However, God Almighty says in the Holy Qur’an: And your Lord 
says: “Call on Me, I will answer your (prayer.) (40: 60) 

If the precondition of getting our prayers accepted to God Almighty were to supplicate to 
Him through the names of the Imams, He would have said: “Call on Me by the names of 
the Imams, I will answer your prayer.”

In fact, the false prerequisite that is stipulated in the unauthenticated Shiite Belief is 
among the factors that lead to the rejection of our prayers by God Almighty. For, sincerity 
in prayer and supplication, is one of the conditions that lead to the acceptance of our 
entire acts of worship and devotion to Allah Almighty. God, the Most High says in the 
Holy Qur’an: “Call ye, then, upon Allah with sincere devotion to Him, even though 
the Unbelievers may detest it.” (40: 14) 

God Almighty also says: “… and call upon Him, making your devotion sincere as in 



His Sight.” (7: 29) 

In fact, those Imams are humans like us; they cannot confer benefit or inflict harm on 
themselves. God Almighty says in the Holy Qur’an: “Verily those whom ye call upon 
besides Allah are servants like unto you. Call upon them, and let them listen to your 
prayers, if ye are (indeed) truthful! (7: 194) Allah Almighty further says: “Yet have 
they taken, besides Him, gods that can create nothing but are themselves created; 
that have no control of hurt or good to themselves; nor can they control Death nor 
Life nor Resurrection.” (25: 03) 

Allah Almighty did not distinguish in His worship, between His ordinary servants and 
saintly men or angels closest to Him or prophets who were sent. All in His worship are 
equal as His servants and creatures. God Almighty says in the Holy Qur’an: “Christ 
disdaineth not to serve and worship Allah, nor do the angels, those nearest (to 
Allah).” (4: 172)

It should be borne in mind that nurturing young children and inculcating in their minds 
the falsely claimed obligation of supplicating to God Almighty confidentially and 
intimately, through the names of the Imams, and by abiding by their graves, is without 
doubt, a notorious way of rearing children. For, to inculcate in them the trend of resorting 
to humans rather than seeking refuge with Allah Almighty, makes them grow up with the 
same ideology which they will easily pass over to their children and grand children alike 
in the long ran. Perhaps, the child may forget the remembrance of Allah Almighty for the 
fact that remembrance of the Imams is always inevitably present in his heart and fresh on 
his tongue, whenever he intends to pray or supplicate to God the Holy One. What a grave 
sin!

Sadly, the nature of the Shiite Sites and Shrines testify to the yield of bitter fruits from 
such legends and misguiding superstitions!

However, the claim that the supplications of the messengers were accepted by invoking 
the names of the Shiite Imams is wrong, baseless and an indication of foolishness. For, 
those Imams were non-existent during the prophets’ era. In addition, it is a claim that 
leads to polytheism [Shirk] and ascribing of partners to God Almighty. Especially when 
the names of the Imams are assumed as the key-factor for acceptance of our prayers and a 
major prerequisite for getting our invocations answered by God Almighty. This is similar 
to the unfounded claim of the polytheists who used to say that their idols drew them 
nearer to God Almighty.

It is crystal-clear as stated in the Holy Qur’an that the mighty messengers of God used to 
invoke and supplicate to Allah, the Exalted in Might, by mentioning His name and 



attributes that confirm His Unity. Never did they pray to Him by mentioning the names of 
the Shiite Imams. Allah Almighty says in the Holy Qur’an regarding prophet Yunus 
[Jonah] (Peace be upon him): “… but he cried through the depths of darkness: “There 
is no god but Thou: Glory to Thee: I was indeed wrong.” (21: 87)

Another proof to the aforementioned fact are the words of repentance that Allah Almighty 
revealed to Adam (Peace be upon him): They said: “Our Lord! We have wronged our 
own souls: if thou forgive us not and bestow not upon us Thy Mercy, we shall 
certainly be lost.” (07: 23)



The Myth of the 

Shi‘i Mahdi
by

Abu Muhammad al-Afriqi

 

The 15th of Sha‘baan is a very significant date, both to the Ahl as-Sunnah and the Shi‘ah. 
The Shi‘ah, however, have their own reason for ascribing significance to this night. To 
them it is the night of the birth of their twelfth Imam, the Hidden Mahdi.

Who is this Mahdi whose return to this world is so eagerly awaited by the Shi‘ah, and 
belief in whose existence in occultation forms such a integral aspect of the Shi‘i psyche? 
Before an adequate answer to this question may be given, there is a need to understand 
certain aspects concerning the Shi‘i doctrine of Imamah.

 

Background

The cornerstone of the Shi‘i faith is the belief that the spiritual and temporal leadership of 
this Ummah after the demise of Rasulullah sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam is vested in the 
Imam, who is appointed, like the Nabi sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam himself, by Allah, and 
who enjoys all the distinctions and privileges of the Nabi sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam. 

However, they believe that Imamah, unlike Nubuwwah, can never come to an end. In this 
regard there is a well-known Shi‘i hadith which says that “the world cannot exist without 
an Imam”, and another which goes that “if the earth were to be without an Imam for a 
single day it would sink.”

Thus, when it came to pass that the first of those whom they regard as their Imams— 
Sayyiduna Ali radiyallahu ‘anhu— left this world, a problem arose. Some of those who 



regarded themselves as his followers claimed that he did not in fact die, but that he will 
return to establish justice. Others said that he was succeeded as Imam by his son Hasan, 
who was in turn succeeded by his brother Husayn. 

When Husayn died there were some who claimed to follow their other brother 
Muhammad (known as Ibn al-Hanafiyyah) as their Imam. When he died his followers 
claimed that he was in reality alive, and that he will return in due time. Others amongst 
the Shi‘ah took Sayyiduna Husayn’s son, Ali, surnamed Zayn al-‘Abidin, as their Imam, 
and upon his death transferred their loyalties to his son, Muhammad al-Baqir. 

When al-Baqir died there were once again elements from amongst the Shi‘ah who denied 
his death and claimed that he would return one day, while others took his son Ja‘far as-
Sadiq as their Imam. 

When he died there was mass confusion amongst the Shi‘ah: each of his sons Isma‘il, 
Abdullah, Muhammad, Zakariyya, Ishaq and Musa was claimed by various groups 
amongst the Shi‘ah to be their Imam. In addition to them there was a group who believed 
that Ja‘far did not really die, and that he would return one day. 

More or less the same thing happened at the death of his son Musa. Some of the Shi‘ah 
denied his death, believing that he will return, and others decided to take as their new 
Imam one of his sons. Some of these chose his son Ahmad, while others chose his other 
son Ali ar-Rida. 

After him they took as their Imam his son Muhammad al-Jawwad (or at-Taqi), and after 
him his son Ali al-Hadi (or an-Naqi). At the death of Ali al-Hadi they looked upon his son 
Hasan al-Askari as their new— and 11th— Imam.

 

The death of Hasan al-Askari

The above is a very brief synopsis of a tumultuous and confusing history— a history from 
which a dedicated researcher might extract some very revealing facts about the 
development of Shi‘ism. 

However, that is not our concern at this moment. We have now arrived at the year 254 
AH, the time when a major section of the Shi‘ah accepted as their Imam the 22-year old 
Hasan, son of Ali al-Hadi, and 10th lineal descendant of Sayyiduna Ali and Sayyidah 
Fatimah radiyallahu ‘anhuma. Six years later, in 260 AH, Hasan al-Askari, at the very 



young age of 28, is lying on his deathbed, but unlike any of his forefathers he leaves no 
offspring, no one to whom the Shi‘ah might appropriate as their new Imam. 

The Shi‘ah who had been regarding Hasan al-Askari as their Imam were thrown into mass 
disarray. Does this mean the end of the Imamah? The end of the Imamah would mean the 
end of Shi‘ism. Were they prepared for that?

The confusion that reigned amongst the Shi‘ah after the death of Hasan al-Askari is 
reflected by the Shi‘i writer Hasan ibn Musa an-Nawbakhti, who counts the emergence of 
altogether 14 sects amongst the followers of Hasan al-Askari, each one with a different 
view on the future of the Imamah and the identity of the next Imam. It must be noted that 
an-Nawbakhti was alive at the time all of this was taking place. Another Shi‘i writer, Sa‘d 
ibn Abdullah al-Qummi, who also lived during the same time, counts 15 sects, and a 
century later the historian al-Mas‘udi enumerates altogether 20 separate sects.

 

Trends

There were four major trends amongst these various sects: 

(1) There were those who accepted the death of Hasan al-Askari as a fact, and 
accepted also the fact that he left no offspring. To them Imamah had thus 
come to an end, just like Nubuwwah came to an end with the death of 
Rasulullah r . However, there were some amongst them who kept hoping for 
the advent of a new Imam. 

(2) The second trend was one to which the student of the history of 
“succession to the Imamah” would be much more used to. This was the 
tendency to deny the death of Hasan al-Askari, and to claim that he would 
return in the future to establish justice upon earth. We have seen this 
tendency emerge amongst the Shi‘ah at more than one critical juncture in the 
history of the Imamah of the Shi‘ah; it is therefore only logical to expect it to 
resurface at a moment as critical as the death of Hasan al-Askari. 

(3) The third trend was to extend the chain of Imamah to Hasan’s brother 
Ja‘far. 

(4) The fourth trend was the claim that Hasan al-Askari did in fact have a 
son. It is the fourth trend which ultimately became the view of the dominant 



group in Shi‘ism.

 

The missing son

This trend was spearheaded by persons who had set themselves up as the representatives 
of the Imam, and who were in control of a network covering various parts of the Islamic 
empire— a network for the purpose of collecting money in the name of the Imams of the 
Ahl al-Bayt. 

All followers of the Imams were obliged to pay one fifth of their income to the 
representatives of the Imams. (This is a practice which continues up to today.) At the head 
of this network was a man called Uthman ibn Sa‘id al-‘Amri. His manner of resolving the 
predicament was unique: Hasan al-Askari was dead, he admitted, but he was not 
childless. He had a 4-year old son, Muhammad, with whom no one but he— Uthman ibn 
Sa‘id— could have contact. And from that point onwards he would act as the 
representative (wakeel) of the Hidden Imam and collect money in his name. 

To the fact that Hasan al-Askari’s own family were completely ignorant of the existence 
of any child of his, and that his estate had been divided between his brother Ja‘far and his 
mother, Uthman ibn Sa‘id and his ilk responded by denouncing Ja‘far as al-Kadhdhab 
(the Liar). 

In due time a fantastic story was brought into circulation about the union between Hasan 
al-Askari and a Roman slave-girl, who is variously named as Narjis, Sawsan or 
Mulaykah. She is mentioned as having been the daughter of Yusha‘ (Joshua), the Roman 
emperor, who is a direct descendant of the apostle Simon Peter. But history shows that 
there never was a Roman emperor of that name. The Roman emperor of the time was 
Basil I, and neither he nor any other emperor is known to have descended from Peter. The 
story goes on to tell of her capture by the Muslim army, how she eventually came to be 
sold to Hasan al-Askari, and of her supernatural pregnancy and the secret birth of the son 
of whom no one— aside from Uthman ibn Sa‘id and his clique— knew anything. 
Everything about the child is enveloped in a thick and impenetrable cloud of mystery.

 

The four representatives

Uthman ibn Sa‘id remained the “representative of the Hidden Imam” for a number of 



years. In all that time he was the only link the Shi‘ah had with their Imam. During that 
time he supplied the Shi‘i community with tawqi‘at, or written communications, which he 
claimed was written to them by the Hidden Imam. Many of these communications, which 
are stilpreserved in books like at-Tusi’s Kitab al-Ghaybah, had to do with denouncing 
other claimants to the position of representatives, who had come to realise exactly how 
lucrative a position Uthman ibn Sa‘id had created for himself. The Shi‘i literature dealing 
with Uthman ibn Sa‘id’s tenure as representative is replete with references to money 
collected from the Shi‘i public.

When Uthman ibn Sa‘id died, his son Abu Ja‘far Muhammad produced a written 
communication from the Hidden Imam in which he himself is appointed the second 
representative, a position which he held for about 50 years. He too, like his father, had to 
deal with several rival claimants to his position, but the tawqi‘at which he regularly 
produced to denounce them and reinforce his own position ensured the removal of such 
obstacles and the continuation of support from a credulous Shi‘i public.

He was followed in this position by Abul Qasim ibn Rawh an-Nawbakhti, a scion of the 
powerful and influential Nawbakhti family of Baghdad. Before succeeding Muhammad 
ibn Uthman, Abul Qasim an-Nawbakhti was his chief aide in the collection of the one-
fifth taxes from the Shi‘ah. Like his two predecessors, he too had to deal with rival 
claimants, one of whom, Muhammad ibn Ali ash-Shalmaghani used to be an accomplice 
of his. He is reported in Abu Ja‘far at-Tusi’s book Kitab al-Ghaybah as having stated: 
“We knew exactly what we were into with Abul Qasim ibn Rawh. We used to fight like 
dogs over this matter (of being representative).”

When Abul Qasim an-Nawbakhti died in 326 AH he bequethed the position of 
representative to Abul Hasan as-Samarri. Where the first three representatives were 
shrewd manipulators, Abul Hasan as-Samarri proved to be a more conscientous person. 
During his three years as representative there was a sudden drop in tawqi‘at. Upon his 
deathbed he was asked who his successor would be, and answered that Allah would 
Himself fulfil the matter. Could this perhaps be seen as a refusal on his part to perpetuate 
a hoax that has gone on for too long? He also produced a tawqi‘ in which the Imam 
declares that from that day till the day of his reappearance he will never again be seen, 
and that anyone who claims to see him in that time is a liar.

Thus, after more or less 70 years, the last “door of contact” with the Hidden Imam closed. 
The Shi‘ah term this period, in which there was contact with their Hidden Imam through 
his representatives-cum-tax-collectors, the Lesser Occultation (al-Ghaybah as-Sughra), 
and the period from the death of the last representative onwards the Greater Occultation 
(al-Ghaybah al-Kubar). The Greater Occultation has already continued for over a 
thousand years.



 

Activities of the representatives

When one reads the classical literature of the Shi‘ah in which the activities of the four 
representatives are outlined, one is struck by the constantly recurring theme of money. 
They are almost always mentioned in connection with receiving and collecting “the 
Imam’s money” his loyal Shi‘i followers. There is a shocking lack of any activities of an 
academic or spiritual nature. Not a single one of the four is credited with having compiled 
any book, despite the fact that they were in exclusive communion with the last of the 
Imams, the sole repository of the legacy of Rasulullah sallallahu ‘alayhi wasallam. 

When we look at the major sources upon which the Shi‘i faith is based, we find that most 
of them were written after the onset of the Greater Occultation. Those works, like al-Kafi, 
which was written during the latter decades of the Lesser Occultation, contain scarcely a 
reference to any of the four representatives as narrators from the Hidden Imam. Instead it 
is filled with thousands of reports which go back, via other channels, to the fifth and the 
sixth Imams. That is indeed strange, considering the fact that a man like Uthman ibn Sa‘id 
al-‘Amri is claimed to have been closely associated with the 10th, the 11th as well as the 
hidden 12th Imam, and also the fact that his son remained the Shi‘i community’s solitary 
link to that Imam for half a century. Would it not have been better and more authoritative 
for an author like al-Kulayni to report the hadith of his Imams from the Hidden Imam via 
his representatives who lived in Baghdad at the same time as he rather than to trace it all 
back to the fifth and sixth Imams through a myriad of doubtful channels? 

But of course, he could not have done that, because the activities of those representatives 
did not have as much to do with authentically preserving the legacy of the Ahl al-Bayt as 
with the collection of wealth in their names.

In light of the fact that the Shi‘ah explain the necessity of Imamah in terms of the need for 
an infallible guide who serves as the repository of the legacy of Ahl al-Bayt, it appears 
extremely incongruous that this particular guide has left no sort of legacy of his own 
whereby the legacy of the Ahl al-Bayt can be known. Despite the fact that an infallible 
guide supposedly exists, it is upon fallible persons such as Muhammad ibn Ya‘qub al-
Kulayni that the Shi‘ah must depend for that legacy.

The only bit of information that has come down to us regarding the Hidden Imam’s 
authentication of the hadith legacy of the Shi‘ah is what is recorded by Aqa Muhammad 
Baqir Khwansari in his book Rawdat al-Jannat. He writes that al-Kulayni’s book was 



presented to the Hidden Imam who looked at it and declared, “Hadha Kaafin li-
Shi‘atina” (This is enough for our Shi‘ah). This is incidentally how the book received its 
name.

A report such as this creates a huge problem. It appears to be a ratification of the contents 
of the book al-Kafi by the infallible Imam. Yet, 9 centuries later the Shi‘i muhaddith, 
Mulla Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, would declare in his commentary on al-Kafi, named 
Mir’at al-‘Uqul, that 9,485 out of the 16,121 narrations in al-Kafi are unreliable. What 
did Majlisi know that the infallible Imam was so unaware of that he would authenticate a 
book, 60% of whose contents would later be discovered to be unreliable?

 

Evaluation

The Iraqi Shi‘i scholar, Muhammad Baqir as-Sadr, finds proof for the existence of the 
Hidden Mahdi in what he calls “the experience of a community”. The existence of the 
Hidden Imam, he postulates, was experienced by the Shi‘i community as a whole in the 
written communications that the representatives used supplied them with. 

The crux of this argument lies in the fact that an individual experience might be doubted, 
but never that of experience of an entire community. However, the glaring flaw in this 
line of reasoning is that it very conveniently overlooks the part of the representatives as 
the individual go-betweens. 

The community never had the privilege of seeing or meeting the person they believed to 
be the author of the tawqi‘at. Their experience was limited to receiving what the 
representatives produced. Even the argument of a consistent handwriting in all the various 
tawqi‘at is at best melancholy. There is no way one can get away from the fact that the 
existence of the Hidden Imam rests upon nothing other than acceptance of the words of 
the representatives. 

The activities of those representatives furthermore go a long way to show that they were 
much, much more inspired by the desire to possess than by pious sentiments of any kind. 

So when the Shi‘ah commemorate the birth of their twelfth Imam on the 15th night of 
Sha‘ban, or when they seek to apply ahadith in Sunni sources which speak of twelve 
khalifas to their twelve Imams, then let us ask them on what basis do they accept the 
existence of the twelfth one? 



History bears witness to the existence of eleven persons in that specific line of descent, 
but when we come to the twelfth one, all we have is claims made by persons whose 
activities in the name of their Hidden Imam give us all the reason in the world to suspect 
their honesty and integrity. 

In Islam, issues of faith can never be based upon evidence of this kind.

 



Embassy Of The

Islamic Republic Of Iran

In the name of Allah, The Compassionate, The Merciful

In the last issue of “Al-Rasheed” an article entitled Abdullah lbn Saba: Founder of Shi’ism 
was published in which unfortunately some accusations were made against Shi’ism.

The article, the author of which is not known, tries to, through some false accusations made 
against Shi‘a Ulamahs, establish that the Jew Abdullah ibn Saba is the founder of Shia’ism, 
and that Shi’ism is based on Judaism. 

While the truth is that the quoted phrase is tampered with in a way which reflects an 
understanding completely opposite to what the source reads.

Shi’ism, with millions of followers throughout the world, and having a historical background of 
over 1400 years is based on Quran and Holy Hadiths by our beloved Prophet (peace be upon 
him). For example to prove the Caliphate of Ali ibn Abi Talib, Shi’ites have had recourse to 
some Quranic verses and hadiths of the Holy Prophet. Of course these hadiths, most of which 
are also accepted by Sunnism, have not been understood by the two denominations in the 
same way. 

It is regrettable that in an era when the Muslims need to more than ever unite against their 
fierce enemies; especially so amongst the two main schools of thought namely Sunnis and 
Shia’s; such disturbing accusations are spread out; not giving enough time and means to 
Shia’s and their beliefs. 

Below I have enlisted a number of books as sources for seekers of truth and followers of 
scientific and historic debates for their reference:

1. ABDULLAH IBN SABA AND OTHER MYTHS 

by Allamah Askari

2. THE ORIGINS AND EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF SHI’A ISLAM 

by S.H.M Jafri)

3. SHl’A 

by Allamah Tabatabai



4. Computeric software including BIHAR AL-ANWAR and RIJAL AL-
KASHI.

A copy of these books is available in the Embassy’s library. I do not know however of the 
existence of other copies elsewhere in the country.

Those interested are hereby invited to make use of our library to find out for themselves the 
scientific and logical way in which the said unscientific accusations have been responded. 

Please do not hesitate to contact me at the following number to arrange for such facilities.

OFFICE TEL: (012) 342 8880/1

FAX NO: (012) 342 4790

M.H. BORJIAN YAZDI

CULTURAL ATTACHE

I 6 AUG 1999

RESPONSE
Mr. M.H. Borjian Yazdi

Cultural Attaché

Iranian Embassy

Pretoria

 

Sir

 

Receipt has been taken of your letter dated 15 August 1999, in which you voiced dissatisfaction with 
the article Abdullah ibn Saba: The Founder of Shi‘ism.

Your concern as the diplomatic representatives of Iran over an article of this nature is understood. 
Understood too, are the sentiments you express where you say that “it is regrettable that in an era when 
the Muslims need to more than ever united against their fierce enemies; especially so amongst the two 
main schools of thought namely Sunnis and Shia’s; such disturbing accusations are spread out not 



giving enough time and means to Shia’s and their beliefs.”

 

Sunnism & Shi‘ism

However, as much as one would want to gloss over the differences between the Ahl as-Sunnah and the 
Shi‘ah, the fact of the matter is that the differences do exist, and that by their very nature they make 
each group’s claim to the Truth an exclusive one. 

It is precisely for this reason that the propagation of Shi‘ism has continued unabatedly in Sunni 
societies, more often than not with funding from, and the sanction of, Iran. To the best of our 
knowledge your government has never expressed the least reservation over the huge amount of Shi‘i 
propagationist literature flowing to Sunni communities out of Iran, nor about the activities of 
missionaries actively engaged in the propagation of Shi‘ism amongst Sunnis, with financial backing 
from Iranian foundations. 

This has given rise to a situation where the Ahl as-Sunnah have become so alarmed by the rate of 
proselytising in their communities that calls of people like yourself for “Muslim unity in the face of the 
fierce enemies of Islam” have come to be seen as a smokescreening device intended to create the 
diversion under cover of which Shi‘i missionaries will penetrate into Sunni societies. If this assertion 
could once upon a time be dismissed as an unfounded assumption, it has now found a basis for itself in 
two decades of bitter experience, in South Africa and elsewhere.

It is not intended here to deny you the right to propagate your beliefs, since the constitution of our 
country upholds freedom of belief. Our intention is to bring it to your notice that when the Shi‘ah have 
opted to exercise their right to propagate their faith, they should not be surprised or express regret at the 
inevitable consequences.

When Iran declared Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘ism the state religion, it set itself up as the champion of Shi‘ism. 
(Incidentally this is also the reason why you, as the cultural attaché of your country, took exception to 
the article Abdullah ibn Saba: The Founder of Shi‘ism.) Therefore it is fully comprehensible to us why 
Iran will not permit Sunni missionary groups to operate on Iranian soil. But we become completely 
mystified when we see the double standards of Iran itself sending missionaries, or acquiescing to the 
funding and sending of missionaries to communities such as ours who are not in a position to defend its 
faith through political or legal power.

 

Crux of the issue

This issue does not revolve simply around Ibn Saba. It goes much further than that. It has to do in the 
first instance with each group’s claim to being the true form of Islam, and by logical extension, with the 
way in which each group accounts for the existence of the other.



The Shi‘ah and the Ahl as-Sunnah both claim that their form of Islam is the true one. This assertion is 
probably beyond contention from either side. The real problem lies in the implication of these 
respective claims. If “A” lays claim to the truth, it is simultaneously claiming that the claim of “B” is 
false, and vice versa. We know that this perspective of the relationship between the Ahl as-Sunnah and 
the Shi‘ah is an extremely sensitive one, but it is a question that must be addressed if we are to have an 
appreciation of all the various dimensions to this issue.

Shi‘ism makes no secret of the fact that it regards the faith and practice of the Ahl as-Sunnah as the 
corruption of Islam by the Companions of the Prophet (sallallahu ‘alayhi wa-alihi wasallam) primarily, 
and the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties secondarily. References to support this contention abound in 
the books of the Shi‘ah, some of which are now quoted here:

God knows what misfortunes Islam has suffered from its inception down to the present at 
the hands of these evil ‘ulama! Abu Hurayra was one of the fuqaha, but God knows what 
judgements he falsified for Mu‘awiyah and others like him, and what damage he inflicted 
upon Islam. (Ayatullah Khomeini, Islam and Revolution: Writings and Declarations of 
Imam Khomeini, p. 114, translated and annotated by Hamid Algar)

We conclude here that the Shi‘ah are the true followers of the Prophetic Sunnah... 
Whereas the Ahl as-Sunnah have expressly contradicted the Prophetic Sunnah. 
(Muhammad Tijani Samawi, The Shi‘ah: The Real Followers of the Sunnah p. 314, 
Ansariyan Publications, Qum 1995)

It is self evident that the Khulafa ar-Rashidun (except Imam ‘Ali) have practised ijtihad 
with their opinions against the Prophetic Sunnah. (ibid. p. 315)

The religion was exploited for the political needs. Both the Omayyids and the Abbasids 
deepened and strengthened sectarian and religious prejudices among the Muslims in order 
to use them for their own purposes. They exaggerated and amplified the idea of seniority 
of persons other than Ali in the matter of the Caliphate. In these efforts of theirs, they 
were helped by those Ulema (scholars) who cared much for the worldly positions. The 
rulers spent money on such scholars who in turn reported fabricated Traditions suitable to 
the rulers, especially during the Omayyid period, as we have already said. People follow 
the religion of their kings. They also said what their rulers did. Then came those who 
were not aware of the real situation. saw these fabricated traditions and made-to-order 
injunctions and took them for true ones. They further passed them on in their books. 
Those who came later found these Traditions in the books attributed to great personalities 
which made them accept them as true. Thus these traditions got disseminated between the 
people. Everyone read them, talked about them in their gatherings and discussed them in 
their classes and schools. In this time passed on and such ideas got currency amongst the 
common masses so much so that those who knew the truth were swept away by the 
pressure of public opinion and these false ideas, which it is proper to discuss, took the 
form of a regular creed. (Hasan ul-Amine, Shorter Shi’ite Encyclopaedia, pp. 78-79, 
Ansariyan Publications, Qum, 1997)

(For further reference, see the books an-Nass wal-Ijtihad by ‘Abd al-Husayn Sharaf ad-



Deen, and Ma‘alim al-Madrasatayn by Murtada al-‘Askari.)

 

We hope that notice will have been taken here of the fact that the quoted sources were published in Iran 
within the last five years. If the Shi‘ah thus have a freedom of using the printed word for disseminating 
their own opinion about the origin of Sunni faith and practice, we are baffled as to why umbrage should 
be taken when the Ahl as-Sunnah express their honest opinion about the origins of Shi‘ism. If Iranian 
sensors find nothing objectionable in literature such as the quoted sources, why should Sunnis be 
expected to practice reservation? And, if such inflammatory statements do not give you, the Shi‘ah, 
reason to regret that “in an era when the Muslims need to more than ever unite against their fierce 
enemies; especially so amongst the two main schools of thought namely Sunnis and Shia’s; such 
disturbing accusations are spread out”, why are we, the Ahl as-Sunnah, being told that making 
accusations like this spells disaster for Muslim unity? Surely the authors of the quoted sources were 
also not “giving enough time and means to Sunnis and their beliefs”. 

For as long as the Shi‘ah will persist to view Muslim unity as a one-way street in which they alone have 
the exclusive right to fling the stones and hurl the sticks, it will remain the mirage it presently is.

If, on the other hand, it is argued that these are things that are historically verifiable, we would submit 
that if the act of verifying the truth is supposed to have a preconceived result, it is a meaningless 
exercise. On the other hand, if it is going to be a completely objective process, it will inevitably threaten 
the Muslim unity whose destruction you fear. But let us, for the sake of demonstration, engage in just 
one such exercise.

 

 

Abdullah ibn Saba

Let us discuss, first of all, the historical existence, and thereafter, the role of Ibn Saba, in order to 
ascertain whether the Sunni position that he was the founder of conventional Shi‘ism is based on 
scientific research, or unfounded accusations.

 

 

The existence of Ibn Saba

Murtada al-‘Askari’s entire argument for denying Ibn Saba’s historicity rests upon the fact that Ibn Jarir 
at-Tabari’s Tarikh, as the major reference for historical material on Ibn Saba, uses Sayf ibn ‘Umar at-
Tamimi as his sole source for describing the character and exploits of Ibn Saba. He states on page 20:



All historians agree that the story [of Ibn Saba] was told first of all by Saif.

He then gives a list of 22 historians, all of whom have relied, directly or indirectly, upon the 
information supplied by Sayf, and remarks:

The above list gives evidence to the fact that the story of ‘Abdullah Bin Saba’ has been 
started by Saif and cited primarily from Tabari. (Murtada al-‘Askari, ‘Abdullah ibn Saba 
and Other Myths, Part One, p. 21, second edition, published by A Group of Muslim 
Brothers, Tehran 1981)

This is exactly the Achilles’ heel of al-‘Askari’s research. He has—intentionally or unintentionally—
displayed myopic scholarship by asserting that Sayf ibn ‘Umar is the only source for the existence of 
Ibn Saba. A mere look at the biography of Sayf in Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani’s Lisan al-Mizan (vol. 4 p. 22 
of the edition published by Dar Ihya’ at-Turath al-‘Arabi, and edited by Muhammad ‘Abd ar-Rahman al-
Mar‘ashli) would have revealed to him just how erroneous his assertion is. The sources from which Ibn 
Hajar has drawn, such as the 70 volume Tarikh Madinat Dimashq by Ibn ‘Asakir, and the Musnad by 
Abu Ya‘la al-Mawsili have been published, and by means of their chains of narration that pass through 
authorities other than Sayf ibn ‘Umar, eloquently testify to the intellectual deception practiced by 
al-‘Askari. (See Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh Madinat Dimashq vol. 29 pp. 3-10, where he has filled seven pages 
with information on Ibn Saba.)

Al-‘Askari did in fact make mention of the history of Ibn ‘Asakir in his survey of the historical sources 
that mention Ibn Saba. However, in his eagerness to create the (false) perception that all the historical 
threads link up to Sayf ibn ‘Umar, he committed the deception of singling out one of the twelve 
independent accounts as being derived by Ibn ‘Asakir through Sayf, and making as if the remaining 11 
reports do not exist. (See ‘Abdullah ibn Saba and Other Myths, p. 47) The fact is that 10 of the 
remaining 11 reports pass through authorities other than Sayf, but that is a fact that al-‘Askari 
conveniently chose to overlook.

The term “intellectual deception” might seem a bit too harsh a description for a researcher who was 
probably not informed about that wealth of information. But it appears very justified when it is 
considered that the existence of Ibn Saba is attested to in the legacy of the Shi‘ah themselves, and by 
the Imams of the Shi‘ah themselves. If it could be pleaded that al-‘Askari was ignorant of the historical 
information documented by Ibn ‘Asakir and others, there is no way that same plea could ever be 
accepted in terms of the legacy of the Shi‘ah. After all, a learned researcher who spent so much time 
and effort fine-combing the voluminous works of history is definitely expected to encompass the 
contents of his own legacy first.

In his survey of historical works, which he purports to be exhaustive, not a single mention has been 
made of the literature of the Shi‘ah. Not a single classical Shi‘i source features on the chart he gives on 
page 50. The fact is that the existence of Ibn Saba is attested to in almost every Shi‘i biographical work. 
Dr. Sa‘di al-Hashimi in his book Ibn Saba: Haqiqah La Khayal (pp. 25-28, Maktabat ad-Dar, Madina 
1406) has listed over 20 Shi‘i sources that testify to the existence of Ibn Saba. We might mention by 
way of example just one of those works. Incidentally the book happens to be one of the books contained 
in the list you mentioned in your letter. The only difference is that your copy is computerised, while 
ours is a printed book. The book we refer to is Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal, which is Abu Ja‘far at-Tusi’s 



recension of Abu ‘Amr al-Kashshi’s 4th century biographical dictionary of Shi‘i hadith narrators. In this 
book the entry for Ibn Saba spans a full two pages (323-324), and consists of five separate reports, their 
numbers running from 170 to 174. Below we give you a list of the Imams with whom these five reports 
originate:

170: Imam Muhammad al-Baqir

171: Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq

172: Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq

173: Imam Zayn al-‘Abidin

174: Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq

(See Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal, pp. 323-324, ed. as-Sayyid Mahdi ar-Rijali, published by 
Mu’assasat Al al-Bayt, Qum, 1404)

The reporters of these narrations are all of the Shi‘ah. Therefore, if we were to apply al-‘Askari’s 
hypothesis to these reports documented by al-Kashshi, we would have to conclude that Sayf ibn ‘Umar 
even succeeded in pulling wool over the eyes of these venerable Imams by making them believe that 
‘Abdullah ibn Saba, who is supposed to be a figment of his own imagination, actually existed. I think 
you will agree that such a conclusion is highly absurd. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure that the source 
of that absurdity is al-‘Askari’s hypothesis, “that the story of ‘Abdullah Bin Saba’ has been started by 
Saif and cited primarily from Tabari”.

Another book you have listed iThe Origins and Early Development of Shi‘a Islam by S.H.M. Jafri. 
Please be informed that Jafri does not make any definitive conclusions about Ibn Saba. His words are:

Whether ‘Abd Allah bin Saba, to whom the history of the ghulat is traced, was a real 
personality or not, the name as-Saba’iyya is often used to describe the ghulat in Kufa 
who believed in the supernatural character of ‘Ali. (Jafri, The Origins and Early 
Development of Shi‘a Islam, p. 300, Ansariyan Publications, Qum)

 

We have thus far had one Shi‘i writer—al-‘Askari—who completely denies the historicity of Ibn Saba, 
and another—Jafri—who is undecided. We will add a citation from the work of a third contemporary 
Shi‘i writer who categorically affirms the existence of Ibn Saba. Shaykh Muhammad Husayn az-Zayn 
al-‘Amili writes in his book ash-Shi‘ah fit-Tarikh:

However it may be, Ibn Saba definitely existed and manifested ghuluww (extremism), 
even though some people doubt his existence and made him out to be an imaginary 
character created by personal interests. As for us, on grounds of the latest research we 
have no doubt concerning his existence and his extremism... Yes, Ibn Saba exhibited 



extremism in his religion. This innovation of his seeped into the thinking of a group that 
was by no means small, and that group was named after him. (Muhammad Husayn az-
Zayn, ash-Shi‘ah fit-Tarikh, p. 213, Dar al-Athar, Beirut, 1979)

 

Here we have three different positions on the existence of Ibn Saba. All three belong to Shi‘i writers. 
Two of them are listed by you as “sources for seekers of truth and followers of scientific and historic 
debates”. Do we have the freedom of choosing the one which seems most likely to be the truth, or is the 
selection of the true opinion the prerogative of the Shi‘ah?

 

The role of Ibn Saba

Now, having dealt with the problem of Ibn Saba’s existence, we may move on to discuss his role in the 
historical development of Shi‘ism. 

Ibn Saba is held responsible for the introduction of many phenomena which later developed into 
hallmark aspects of Shi‘ism. The Shi‘ah (or at least those of them who accept his existence, like Shaykh 
Muhammad Husayn az-Zayn al-‘Amili) admit that he exhibited extremist tendencies. In the Tarikh of 
Ibn ‘Asakir he is on record as having 

1.  vilified Abu Bakr and ‘Umar (Ibn ‘Asakir vol. 29 pp. 8,9)

2.  believed the Prophet (sallallahu ‘alayhi wa-alihi wasallam) to have imparted to ‘Ali special 
knowledge which was not known to anyone but him. (Ibn ‘Asakir vol. 29 p. 9)

3.  believed ‘Ali to have been the Dabbat al-Ard, the creator and the giver of sustenance (Ibn 
‘Asakir vol. 29 p. 9)

The first two of these beliefs are common features of Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘ism, while the third one 
with its extremist overtones is more reminiscent of the Ghulat. We have already seen what Jafri 
has written about Ibn Saba’s role in the origin of the Ghulat. That particular aspect of Ibn Saba’s 
role finds further corroboration in the Shi‘i biographical literature. Al-Kashshi, for example, 
reports the following

Hisham ibn Salim reports that Abu ‘Abdillah (Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq) told his companions the 
story of Ibn Saba, and his claims of divinity for Amir al-Mu’minin. He said: When he made 
those claims Amir al-Muminin asked him to repent. He refused to repent, so Amir al-Mu’minin 
burnt him fire. (Ikhtiyar Ma‘`rifat ar-Rijal, vol. 1 p. 323)

Extremist tendencies like these were originally introduced by Ibn Saba. Before him no one, not 
even the little group of Sahabah like Abu Dharr and Salman al-Farisi, whom the Shi‘ah look 
upon as the early Shi‘ah, ever made such claims, neither did any one of them ever speak ill of 



Abu Bakr and ‘Umar. This too, was invented by Ibn Saba.

Extremism did not die with the death of Ibn Saba. It persisted, and the centre of its activities, as 
Jafri tells us in The Origins and Early Development of Shi‘ah Islam (p. 300), was the city of 
Kufa. Here we stand before an interesting observation that was brought to light by Jafri. He 
writes:

There is another important point that must be discussed here briefly. A considerable number of 
traditions are to be found, especially in the earliest Shi‘i collection of hadith, Al-Kafi, which 
describe the Imams as supernatural human beings. What was the origin of these traditions, and to 
what extent are the Imams themselves responsible for them? These traditions are reported, as 
indeed are all Shi‘i traditions, on the authority of one of the Imams, in this case from Al-Baqir 
and Ja‘far. But were these Imams really the authors of such traditions, which describe their 
supernatural character? The first thing which must be noted in this connection is that while Al-
Baqir and Ja‘far themselves lived in Medina, most of their followers lived in Kufa. This fact 
brings us to a crucial problem. Kufa had long been a centre of ghulat speculations and activities. 
Whether ‘Abd Allah bin Saba, to whom the history of the ghulat is traced, was a real personality 
or not, the name as-Saba’iyya is often used to describe the ghulat in Kufa who believed in the 
supernatural character of ‘Ali. According to the heresiographers, Ibn Saba was the first to preach 
the doctrine of waqf (refusal to recognise the death of ‘Ali) and the first to condemn the first two 
caliphs in addition to ‘Uthman. (Jafri, The Origins and Early Development of Shi‘a Islam, p. 
300, Ansariyan Publications, Qum)

This same Kufa, which was the hotbed of Shi‘i activities and ghulat tendencies, was also the 
home of the most prolific narrators of the hadith which the Shi‘ah ascribe to the Imams, and 
which are documented in their hadith compendiums such as al-Kafi, Man La Yahduruhu al-
Faqih, Tahdhib al-Ahkam and al-Istibsar. Since it is upon this corpus of narrated material that 
the entire edifice of Shi‘ism rests, it would be of interest to see what kind of people were these 
men on whose authority it is narrated from the Imams.

Some of the most prolific narrators of the Shi‘ah are 

4.  Zurarah ibn A`yan

5.  Muhammad ibn Muslim at-Ta’ifi

6.  Abu Basir Layth ibn al-Bakhtari al-Muradi

7.  al-Mufaddal ibn ‘Umar al-Ju‘fi

All four of these men were from Kufah. Let us take a closer look at these men:

Zurarah ibn A‘yan

Sayyid Bahr al-‘Ulum states that the family of A‘yan, of which Zurarah was a scion, was the largest 



Shi‘i family of Kufa. (Rijal as-Sayyid Bahr al-‘Ulum, a.k.a al-Fawa’id ar-Rijaliyyah, vol. 1 p. 222)

Zurarah has always posed a problem in Shi‘ism, because while is on the one hand regarded as the most 
prolific narrator from the Imams al-Baqir and as-Sadiq, the Imams are also recorded as having cursed 
and excommunicated him. The Shi‘ah attempt to reconcile these two contradictory attitudes through the 
dubious and completely unconvincing explanation of taqiyyah by the Imams.

Regarding the wealth of narrations which Zurarah reports, we are informed by al-Kashshi that had it not 
been for Zurarah, the ahadith of al-Baqir would have been lost. (Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal vol. 1 p. 345) 
Sayyid Abul Qasim al-Khu’i has counted 2094 of his narrations in the four books, all of them from the 
Imams al-Baqir and as-Sadiq, (al-Khu’i, Mu‘jam Rijal al-Hadith vol. 7 p. 249)

On the other hand, al-Kashshi records that Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq cursed Zurarah. The following 
quotation is but one of several places where his cursing of Zurarah is on record:

By Allah, he has ascribed lies to me! By Allah, he has ascribed lies to me! By Allah, he 
has ascribed lies to me! May Allah curse Zurarah! May Allah curse Zurarah! May Allah 
curse Zurarah! (Ikhtiyar Ma‘`rifat ar-Rijal, vol. 1 p. 361)

Despite Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq’s cursing of Zurarah, he is still accepted by the Shi‘ah as the most prolific 
and reliable authority for the ahadith of the Imams. He hails from Kufa, the centre of the successors of 
Ibn Saba; he is cursed by the Imam as Ibn Saba was cursed by Sayyiduna ‘Ali; and yet he is respected 
as a trustworthy and reliable narrator of the ahadith which form the basis of Shi‘ism!

 

Muhammad ibn Muslim

Muhammad ibn Muslim is another Kufan narrator whose credentials as a narrator are extremely 
suspect, but who is accepted by the Shi‘ah as a reliable narrator all the same. This Muhammad ibn Mus, 
who claims to have heard 30 000 ahadith from Imam Muhammad al-Baqir, and a further 16 000 from 
his son Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq (See Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal vol. 1 p. 391) is also recorded by al-
Kashshi to have been cursed by Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq (vol. 1 p. 394) just as Ibn Saba was cursed by his 
great-grandfather!

Abu Basir al-Muradi

In Abu Basir we have another very prolific Kufan narrator whose character fails to convince anyone of 
his trustworthiness. He, together with Zurarah, is regarded of those who preserved the legacy of the 
Imams al-Baqir and as-Sadiq. He is one of a very select group of narrators about whom it is said that 
“there is consensus amongst the Shi‘ah to accept what is authentically narrated from them.” (See al-
Mamaqani, Miqbas al-Hidayah vol. 2 p. 171)

However, Mir Damad in his annotations to Rijal al-Kashshi notes that the Shi‘i hadith critic Abul 
Husayn ibn al-Ghada’iri said of him: 



Abu ‘Abdillah (Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq) used to get annoyed and upset with his presence, 
and his companions are in disagreement amongst themselves about him. I (Ibn al-
Ghada’iri) believe that he was cursed on account of (matters pertaining to) his religion, 
not his narrations. To me he is a trustworthy narrator. (Ikhtiyar Ma‘`rifat ar-Rijal, vol. 1 
p. 397. See also al-Ardabili, Jami‘ ar-Ruwat vol. 3 p. 43)

Again we have here a most prolific Kufan narrator who was cursed by Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq just like 
Ibn Saba was cursed by Sayyiduna ‘Ali!

 

al-Mufaddal ibn ‘Umar

Here we have another Kufan narrator who is regarded by eminent Shi‘i hadith critics as a reliable 
transmitter of the Imams’ hadith. Al-Ardabili in Jami‘ ar-Ruwat (vol. 2 p. 258) records that Shaykh 
Mufid mentioned al-Mufaddal as belonging to the “inner circle, reliable and pious Fuqaha” of Imam 
Ja‘far as-Sadiq’s followers. Abu Ja‘far at-Tusi too, is quoted as having mentioned al-Mufaddal amongst 
the mamduhin (praiseworthy).

But Imam Ja‘far is recorded by al-Kashshi to have addressed by calling him, “You Kafir! You 
Mushrik!” (See Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal vol. 2 p. 612) Another lengthier narration of al-Kashshi runs 
as follows:

‘Abdullah ibn Miskan says: Hujr ibn Za’idah and ‘Amir ibn Judha‘ah al-Azdi came to 
Abu ‘Abdillah [Imam Ja‘far] and told him: “May we be ransomed for you! Mufaddal 
says that you [the Imams] determine the sustenance of the people.” He [Imam Ja‘far 
said]: “By Allah, no one besides Allah determines our sustenance. One day I needed food 
for my family. I was under difficult circumstances and thought hard about it, until I 
managed to secure food for them. Only then did I feel content. May Allah curse him and 
disown him.” They asked: “Do you curse and disown him?” He replied: “Yes, so you too, 
curse him and disown him. May Allah and His messenger disown him.” (Ikhtiyar 
Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal vol. 2 p. 614)

The above narration clearly identifies al-Mufaddal with the heresy originally introduced by Ibn Saba. In 
the biography of Ibn Saba given in al-Kashshi’s Rijal, Imam al-Baqir is reported to have stated that Ibn 
Saba claimed himself to be a prophet, and ‘Ali to be Allah (See Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal vol. 1 p. 323). 
If we return to al-Mufaddal’s biography in the same book we find the following:

Al-Kashshi says: The extremist Tayyarah mention in some of their books on the authority 
of al-Mufaddal that he said: “Seventy prophets were killed with Abu Isma‘il, meaning 
Abul Khattab, each one of whom had seen and announced his prophethood.”

[They also say] that he said: Twelve of us were admitted to the presence of Abu 
‘Abdillah [Imam Ja‘far as-Sadiq]. Abu ‘Abdillah started greeting each one of us, calling 
each of us by the name of a prophet. To some he said, “Peace be upon you, O Nuh.” To 



some he said, “Peace be upon you, O Ibrahim,” To last one he greeted he said, “Peace be 
upon you, O Yunus.” Then he said, “Do not distinguish between the Prophets.” (Ikhtiyar 
Ma‘rifat ar-Rijal vol. 2 p. 614)

This Mufaddal, whom al-Kashshi says was of the extremist Khattabiyyah sect, the followers of Abul 
Khattab, whose beliefs derived directly from Ibn Saba himself—this Mufaddal is exonerated by 
contemporary Shi‘i scholars such as Shaykh ‘Abdullah al-Mamaqani, and Sayyid Abul Qasim al-Khu’i 
as a most reliable and trustworthy transmitter of the knowledge of the Imams. Al-Mamaqani gives a 
lengthy explanation about what exactly constitutes ghuluww (See Tanqih al-Maqal vol. 3 p. 240 and 
Miqbas al-Hidayah vol. 2 p. 397) and concludes that the kind of things on account of which al-
Mufaddal was labelled as a ghali has since become of the undeniable tenets (daririyyat) of Shi‘ism.

 

Conclusion

We have used the above three narrators merely as a specimen of the men upon whose narrations the 
edifice of Shi‘ism rests. We consistently find disturbing points of resemblance between them and Ibn 
Saba. They are cursed by the Imams just as Ibn Saba was cursed by Sayyiduna ‘Ali. Some of them held 
beliefs that are identical to Ibn Saba’s innovations. They hail from Kufa, which Jafri tells us was the 
stronghold of the Saba’iyyah. 

Thus, after we have proven the historical existence of Ibn Saba, this investigation into the men 
responsible for the narration, or creation, of the hadith legacy of the Shi‘ah leads us to the unequivocal 
conclusion that what exists today as Shi‘ism, and specifically Twelver Shi‘ism, contains a substantial 
chunk of the original heresy of Ibn Saba. We therefore feel that we have quite convincing reasons to 
look upon ‘Abdullah ibn Saba as the Founder of Shi‘ism.

If this conclusion fails to find favour in Shi‘i circles, that cannot be helped. Just as the concern of the 
Shi‘ah for Muslim unity in the face of the vicious enemies of Islam has never constituted an 
impediment for them to state exactly how and what they perceive the faith and practice of the Ahl as-
Sunnah to be, similarly, we feel that it is only fair if the Ahl as-Sunnah too, can exercise the right to 
publish their viewpoint on the origin of Shi‘ism, without anyone, and least of all the Shi‘ah, demanding 
from them to consider the danger that poses to Muslim unity.

If the state of Iran and its diplomatic representatives in South Africa are sincere in their concern for 
Muslim unity, we suggest that they take a very serious look at the extent to which Shi‘ism is being 
propagated in South Africa, as well as the provenance of the funding that supports those missions. Only 
when you have proven your sincerity for the cause of Islam by removing that essential stumbling block 
would we feel that your protest against the publication of an article like Abdullah ibn Saba: the Founder 
of Shi‘ism deserves something more than a decisive dismissal.

Yours in the service of Islam

 



 

____________________

 

NB: We have copies of all the books you listed except Bihar al-Anwar. It would be 
greatly appreciated if the embassy could arrange for us to have a copy of Bihar since it is 
such an invaluable source of reference.
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As you know that the Shi`a say that Ali (rah) is the one who should have been the first 
khalifa and not Abu Bakr (rah) (or Umar (rah) or Uthman (rah)).  They bring some 
evidences from the Sunni books (Bukhari, Muslim,..) and one of them is the hadeeth of 
Ghadeer Khumm. 

Before we start, we should Say that Ali (rah) is the husband of the daughter of the prophet 
(peace be upon him), Fatima (rah, the best woman of the people of the Jannah), he is the 
cousin of the prophet (peace be upon him), and he is the fourth of the rightly-guided 
khalifahs and his qualities are all well known to us.  

However, we are not talking about the qualities of Ali (rah), because we all know it.  We 
are discussing whether or not the hadeeth of Ghadeer Khumm is evidence that Ali should 
have been the first khalifa. 



We start by reading the hadeeth from Sahih Muslim Book 031, Number 5920: 

Yazid b. Hayyan reported, I went along with Husain b. Sabra and 'Umar b. Muslim to Zaid 
b. Arqam and, as we sat by his side, Husain said to him: Zaid. you have been able to 
acquire a great virtue that you saw Allah's Messenger (may peace be upon him) listened to 
his talk, fought by his side in (different) battles, offered prayer behind me. Zaid, you have 
in fact earned a great virtue. Zaid, narrate to us what you heard from Allah's Messenger 
(may peace be upon him). He said: I have grown old and have almost spent my age and I 
have forgotten some of the things which I remembered in connection with Allah's 
Messenger (may peace be upon him), so accept whatever I narrate to you, and which I do 
not narrate do not compel me to do that. He then said: One day Allah's Messenger (may 
peace be upon him) stood up to deliver sermon at a watering place known as Khumm 
situated between Mecca and Medina. He praised Allah, extolled Him and delivered the 
sermon and. exhorted (us) and said: Now to our purpose. O people, I am a human being. I 
am about to receive a messenger (the angel of death) from my Lord and I, in response to 
Allah's call, (would bid good-bye to you), but I am leaving among you two weighty things: 
the one being the Book of Allah in which there is right guidance and light, so hold fast to 
the Book of Allah and adhere to it. He exhorted (us) (to hold fast) to the Book of Allah and 
then said: The second are the members of my household I remind you (of your duties) to 
the members of my family. He (Husain) said to Zaid: Who are the members of his 
household? Aren't his wives the members of his family? Thereupon he said: His wives are 
the members of his family (but here) the members of his family are those for whom 
acceptance of Zakat is forbidden. And he said: Who are they? Thereupon he said: 'Ali and 
the offspring of 'Ali, 'Aqil and the offspring of 'Aqil and the offspring of Ja'far and the 
offspring of 'Abbas. Husain said: These are those for whom the acceptance of Zakat is 
forbidden. Zaid said: Yes. 

This hadeeth is also narrated in other books: Tirmithi, Ahmed, an-nasai, al-hakem and 
others. Almost all the links are for pages in Arabic. I will translate the important points 
inshaAllah as I go along. 

Mosnad of Ahmed: 

Ibn Namir told us that Abd Al-Malik (Ibn Abi-Sulayman) told us according to Attia Al-`ufi 
who said: I asked Zayd Ibn Arqam and I told him that some people told me a hadeeth 
according to you about Ali (rah) in the day of Ghadeer Khumm and I want to hear it from 
you. So Zayd said: You people of Iraq, you have what you have. I told him: Do not worry 
about me. He said: Yes we were in Al-Juhfa and the prophet(peace be upon him) came to 
us holding the hands of Ali (rah) and said: O people don't you know that I am <awla> with 
the believers from their selves. They said: Yes. He said: <man kuntu mawlaah fa Ali 
mawlaah>.  [Attia] said: Did he say: <Allahumma waali man waalah wa `ad man `adaah> 
(O Allah: Befriend whosoever befriends him and be the enemy of whosoever is hostile to 
him). [Zayd] said: I told you as I heard it. 



The saying "man kuntu mawlah fa Ali mawlah" is correct and strong. 

The addition <allahummu wali man walaah wa `adi man `adaah>, "O Allah: Befriend 
whosoever befriends him and be the enemy of whosoever is hostile to him" is also correct, 
albeit weaker. 

However, the scholars of hadeeth classify any extra additions as <mawdoo`> and hence we 
will not talk about. We will only talk about the authentic versions shown above. 

This hadeeth is used to prove that Ali is the khalifa. The Shia says that "mawla" means 
"wali" (leader) and hence this incident means that the prophet is telling the Muslims that 
Ali is the next khalifa. 

This is their point regarding this hadeeth.  The difference, then, is the meaning of "man 
kuntu mawlah, fa Ali mawlah". The shi`ah says that it means "man kuntu waleeh, fa Ali 
waleeh". The Sunnah says that it means love and close relation. Muwalat is the opposite of 
Mu`adat. The proof comes from the first addition: "oh Allah waali man walaah wa `adi man 
`adaah". (O Allah befriend whosover befriends him and be the enemy of whosoever is 
hostile to him). So we are talking about muwalah and mu`adat (love and enmity). It is about 
the love of the people to Ali (rah). 

Before we talk about that, let us talk about why the prophet said so.  The Shi`ah claim that 
the prophet ( peace be upon him ) stopped people in this place in the hot weather and they 
say that their number was more than 100 thousand and that this was the place where all the 
people of Hajj were gathered and the main reason is that the prophet ( peace be upon him ) 
wanted to tell the people "man kuntu mawlah fa Ali mawlah" in addition to their additions. 

The reason for this hadeeth is as follows: 

Read this hadeeth from Bukhari volume 5, Book 59 Number 637: 

Narrated Buraida: The Prophet sent 'Ali to Khalid to bring the Khumus (of the booty) and I 
hated Ali, and 'Ali had taken a bath (after a sexual act with a slave-girl from the Khumus). I 
said to Khalid, "Don't you see this (i.e. Ali)?" When we reached the Prophet I mentioned 
that to him. He said, "O Buraida! Do you hate Ali?" I said, "Yes." He said, "Do you hate 
him, for he deserves more than that from the Khumlus." 

In other narrations (al-tirmithi and ahmed), in addition to the above, the prophet said: "O 
buraida man kuntu mawlah fa Ali mawlah" 

So Ali took one of the slaves named Waseefa as his slave and then after having sexual act 
with her, he was taking a bath.  Buraida (rah) became angry. He thought why would Ali 



take one of the slaves for himself. So he mentioned this to the prophet(peace be upon him). 

Al-bayhaqi narrates from Abu sa'eed that Ali prevented them from riding the camels of the 
sadaqa that they acquired. He then made a person to be their leader and went to the prophet
(peace be upon him). When Ali came back, he found that their leader gave them permission 
to ride the camels. When Ali saw that, he became angry and he blamed the leader. (In 
another narration, it mentions that they were new clothes that Ali prevented them from 
wearing but they wear them despite his orders). Abu sa'eed said that when we went back to 
madina, we mentioned to the prophet the harshness that we have seen from Ali. The 
prophet said: Stop O saad ibn Malik: O By Allah I have known that he is done good for the 
sake of Allah. (Ibn Katheer says that this hadeeth is <jayed> on the conditions of Al-
Nasaie) 

Ibn Katheer said that the people in the army started to talk about Ali (rah) because he 
prevented them from riding the camels and took back the new clothes that they acquired. 
Because of that, after the prophet ( peace be upon him ) was done with the Hajj and while 
returning back to Madina, he stopped to explain to the people how some of the qualities of 
Ali and stress the closeness of Ali to him and the importance of loving Ali.  He did so to 
remove what was in many of the hearts of some of the people against Ali. 

That's why the prophet ( peace be upon him ) delayed talking about this topic until they 
were close to Madina and he didn't talk about it in Makkah during the Hajj. On the day of 
Arafa, the prophet ( peace be upon him ) spoke to the people and and he never mentioned 
this topic at all. After he finished his sermon, he said "Did I convey the message" and the 
people said "Yes" then he said "O Allah be my witness". 

Why did he delay the topic till after Hajj? Because this topic is only of concern to the 
people of Madina because those who talked about Ali were from Madina as they were the 
ones who went with Ali to the battle. He talked about it in a place called ghadeer khumm in 
a place called Ju’fa, which is about 250 km from Makkah.  

 (See map: 



 

A simple look at the map is enough to refute the shi`ah claim that this is the gathering place 
of the the Hajeej.  People gather for Hajj at Makkah and  leave the Hajj at Makkah. The 
Hajeej don't leave from a place 250 km from Makkah. After Hajj, the people of Makkah 
stay at Makkah. The people of Al-Taif go to Al-Taif. The people of Yemen go to Yemen. 



The people of al-kufa go to al-kufa and so on. All the tribes go back to their homes.  The 
people that went with the prophet(peace be upon him) were the people of Madinah and 
those who are using the road of Madina to go to their dwellings.  These are the ones that the 
prophet( peace be upon him ) talked to when he said: "man ..". 

Also the speech was not only about Ali despite the fact that Ali deserves the speech and 
more (may Allah be pleased with him). But in the speech, the prophet ( peace be upon him ) 
reminded the people with the Quran and its importance. He also reminded the people of the 
love of his household (may Allah be pleased with them) and then he mentioned Ali (rah).  
So there were more than one topic that the prophet ( peace be upon him ) talked about. 

The meaning of ( Mawla ) 

Ibn Al-Atheer says that the word (mawal) in the Arabic language could only mean: 

rabb = Lord 

malik = owner 

mun`im = benefactor 

mu'tiq = liberator 

naser = helper 

muheb = lover 

haleef = ally 

aabd = slave (for example: Zaid ibn haretha was the mawla of the prophet ( peace be upon 
him )) 

sihr = brother-in-law 

ibn al `am = cousin 

The arabs would use the word mawlah to mean all of the above. But what did the prophet 
( peace be upon him ) mean by his word? 

First the hadeeth has no evidences for the imamah (leadership) because if the prophet 
( peace be upon him ) wanted to mean khilafah or imamah, he wouldn't have used a word 
that can have all these meanings. He would have said something like: Ali is your khalifa (or 
imam) after me, or when I die, listen and obey to Ali ibn Abi Talib. But the prophet didn't 



use any of these clear words. He said: "man kuntu ...". 

Imam Shafi'i says that this is the walaa of Al-islam because Allah(swt) says in the Quran 
(Surat Muhammad,verse 11: 

That is because Allah is the Protector (mawala) of those who believe, and because the 
unbelievers shall have no protector for them (47:11) 

In the Quran (Surat Al-hadid (The Iron), verse 15), Allah (swt) says: 

So today ransom shall not be accepted from you nor from those who disbelieved; your 
abode is the fire; it is your friend (mawlakum) and evil is the resort. 

He called the hell fire "mawla" for the extreme closeness to it by the kuffar. 

Note also that the word mawlah is different than the word waly. 

The waly comes from walayah which is the leadership. Whereas mawlah comes from 
wilayah which is love and nusrah (help and aid). 

Allah (swt) says in the Quran (Surat At-tahrim ,verse 4): 

Then surely Allah it is Who is his Guardian (mawlah), and Jibreel and -the believers that do 
good, and the angels after that are the aiders. 

It means love, nusrah and help. 

The prophet ( peace be upon him ) used the word mawla not only to describe Ali but to 
others as well. The following hadeeth is narrated in Bukhari Volume 4, Book 56, Number 
715 & and others. 

Narrated Abu Huraira: The Prophet said, "The tribes of Quraish, Al-Ansar, Juhaina, 
Muzaina, Aslam, Ghifar and Ashja' are my helpers (mawaalii),, and they have no protector 
(i.e. Master) except Allah and His Apostle." 

There are other examples as well but I think that the above is sufficient to make the point. 

It is also important to point out that the prophet ( peace be upon him ) did not say "after 
me" (in any authentic narration). He only said "man kuntu mawlah fa Ali mawlah" without 
giving any time frame. This means that this fact is timeless. If the prophet ( peace be upon 
him ) had meant "whoever among you is under my leadership, he is also under the 
leadership of Ali", which is the meaning that the Shi`a understands, if the prophet had 
meant it as such, then there would be a big problem. Two leadership for the Muslim ummah 



at the time of the prophet ( peace be upon him ) does not make a lot of sense. 

Of course, the prophet did not mean it that way and also the companions at that time did not 
understand it that way, otherwise there would be a great fitnah.  However, it is possible to 
have more than one mawla at the same time - to love, help and aid the prophet and to love 
help and aid Ali (rah). 

I hope that the above is simple and clear.  If, however, you have any particular doubts or 
confusions, please let me know and inshaAllah I can delve more into it.  The Sunni view is 
that the hadeeth of ghadir khum has nothing to do with who the leader is after the prophet
(peace be upon him).  

It means, however, that Ali is loved by the prophet (peace be upon him) and that we should 
love him and give nusrah to him. May Allah (swt) join us with Ali and the rest of the 
companions (may Allah be pleased with them all) on the pool to drink from the honorable 
hands of the prophet ( peace be upon him ). 

 



Unmasking the other villains of Karbalâ

Retelling the tragedy of Karbalâ has traditionally been an important feature of Shî‘î spirituality. The 
passion plays of Iran and the Indian subcontinent, the literature, both prose and poetry, composed upon 
the subject of the martyrdom of Sayyidunâ Husayn radiyallâhu ‘anhu and the general atmosphere of 
mourning that reigns amongst the Shî‘ah during the month of Muharram, all bear eloquent testimony to 
importance of that event in the Shî‘î calendar. To the Shî‘ah, ‘Âshurâ is probably the most important day 
of the year.

However, it is regrettable that despite the huge amount of attention the subject of Karbalâ enjoys, the 
event is persistently portrayed as two-sided. It is always depicted as Husayn against Yazîd, Right rising 
up against Wrong, the Quest for Justice against the Forces of Oppression. Many an opportunist has even 
gone to the extent of superimposing upon the event the theme of Shî‘ah against Ahl as-Sunnah.

In this partial retelling that concentrates upon what actually happened at Karbalâ, and conveniently 
draws attention away from the other guilty party in the ‘Âshûrâ tragedy, lies another tragedy in itself. 
For while Husayn's martyrdom has been oft commemorated, and his physical opponents and killers 
identified, cursed and eliminated, no one has spared a moment's anger for those who deserted him at the 
crucial hour. It is these men in the shadows, who squarely deserve to be called the real villains of 
Karbalâ, upon whom this article seeks to cast light.

It was in Ramadân 60AH that the letters from Kûfah started to arrive at the house of ‘Abbâs ibn ‘Abd al-
Muttalib in Makkah where Husayn ibn ‘Alî was staying after his flight from Madînah, letters urging 
him to lead the Kû fans into revolt against Yazîd ibn Mu‘âwiyah, and assuring him of their loyalty and 
allegiance. Mu‘âwiyah died two months earlier, and there was much resentment for his son Yazîd for 
whom the bay‘ah was taken as his successor. The people of Kûfah especially were looking at Husayn 
for leadership, and soon there was stream of letters coming in from Kûfah. On certain days there would 
be as many as 600 letters, with messengers who enthusiastically described the support he would receive 
from the Kûfans.

Kûfah was a unique place, and the Kûfans a peculiar people. In 37AH Sayyidunâ ‘Alî radiyallâhu 
‘anhu shifted his capital from Madînah to Kûfah, and ever since that city became the home of those 
who claimed partisanship of the Ahl al-Bayt. After the reconciliation between Hasan and Mu‘âwiyah in 
41AH many of those who had been in Sayyidunâ Hasan's army settled in Kûfah. At the time of 
Mu‘âwiyah's death in 60AH pro-‘Alid sentiments were still to be found in abundance in Kûfah. At the 
time of Mu‘âwiyah' s death in 60 AH Kûfah was still very strongly pro-‘ Alid. Thus when the 
opportunity arose the Kûfans, who still regarded themselves as the Shî‘ah (supporters) of the Ahl al-
Bayt, turned to Husayn to lead them against Yazîd.

Sayyidunâ Husayn decided to send his cousin Muslim ibn ‘Aqîl to investigate the situation in Kûfah. If 
he found it feasible he would write to inform Husayn, who would depart with his family from Makkah 
to join him in Kûfah. Muslim arrived in in Dhul Qa‘dah. The Kûfans, when they learnt of his arrival 
presented themselves at the residence of Muslim ibn ‘Awsajah al-Asadî where he was staying. Soon 
there were 12 000 Kûfans who had given their solemn pledge to support and protect Husayn with their 
lives and all they possessed. When this number rose to 18 000 Muslim felt confident enough to dispatch 
a messenger to Husayn informing him of the bay‘ah of the Kûfans, and urging him to proceed from 
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