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1, I always indicate the Gregorian dates, while indicating the Hijri ones only when they 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
I was in Medina with Mufaḍḍal and some of our friends. 

We had an argument about [the Imam’s] divinity, and decided to go 
and ask Abū ʻAbd Allāh [Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq about the matter]. We arrived at his door, 

whereupon he came out to us and said, “They [the Imams] are but honorable servants [of God] who do 
not say anything before He does, and who know  

His command.” 
Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 591 

 

This dissertation studies a textual tradition which documents the earliest and hitherto 

little-known phase of two formative processes in Shiʻi thought which are tied together 

in a dialectical bond. One of these processes was, broadly speaking, the opposition 

between the believers in the Imams’ divinity and the proponents of their humanity, 

ending with the eventual defeat of the former. The other was the introduction of the 

Muʻtazilī theological school’s rationalist methods into Shiʻi thought.  

The two processes are connected in that not only the second followed the first 

(with a slight overlap), but also because some of its actors were involved in bringing the 

first process to its eventual end, i.e. to the defeat and demonization of the believers in 

the divine nature of the Imams. Thus, after a period of coexistence with their 

opponents in the 2nd/8th c., the believers in the Imams’ divinity were gradually pushed 

by them underground and were proclaimed heretics. They were suppressed in their 

native Iraq, and their offshoot the Nuṣayrīs transplanted their teachings to Syria. Their 

opponents, on the other hand, beginning from second half of the 3rd/9th century 

became influenced by the rational methods of the Muʻtazilī school of theology, and 

with time became the dominant, or orthodox, form of Twelver Shiʻism. The textual 

tradition which I study in these pages, then, consists of several theological treatises 
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which contain the teachings of, both, the believers in the Imams’ divinity, and the 

rationalistic wing of Shiʻism that had come under the influence of Muʻtazilī theology.  

To set the stage for the study, I will begin with a brief description of the two 

trends. One of the most contentious issues that occupied the Shiʻis from the 2nd/8th 

century on was the Imam’s nature and his relation to God. The views of numerous 

groups and individuals on this question vacillated between two extreme positions; one 

viewed the Imams as semi-divine beings with supernatural abilities, while the other 

presented them as merely knowledgeable leaders of the community and authoritative 

teachers of all things religious.1 Unsurprisingly, each group called the other by 

derogatory nicknames; for their “extreme” views on the Imam, the proponents of the 

Imam’s divinity were called ghulāt, “extremists”; these “extremists,” in their turn, 

branded their opponents with the term muqaṣṣira, “those who fall short” (of fully 

understanding the Imam’s nature).2 The teachings of the “extremists” included a 

number of other beliefs, probably dating to the pre-Islamic religions of the Middle East, 

and equally rejected by their opponents, such as the idea of transmigration of souls 

(tanāsukh), reincarnation of humans into non-human forms (maskh, masūkhiyya),3 and 

                                                                 
1 Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 19-34; Madelung, Religious Trends in Early Islamic Iran: 80-1; Howard, 
“Shīʻī Theological Literature”: 19.  

2 On the teachings of the “extremists” see, Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis; Halm, “Ḡolāt,” EIr, vol. 11: 62-4; id. 
“Das ‘Buch der Schatten’: Die Mufaḍḍal-Tradition der Ġulāt und die Ursprünge des Nuṣayritentums”, I 
and II; Hodgson, “Ghulāt,” EI2, vol. 2: 1093; Amir-Moezzi, “Savoir c-est pouvoir: exégèses et implications 
du miracle dans l'Imamisme ancien”; id. “Only the Man of god is Human: Theology and Mystical 
anthropology According to Early Imāmī Exegesis”; id. “Aspects de l’imamologie duodécimaine: 
remarques sur la divinité de l’imam.”  On the beliefs of the “moderates,” see Bayhom-Daou, “The Imam’s 
Knowledge and the Quran according to al-Faḍl b. Shādhān al-Nisābūrī (d. 260 A.H./854 A.D.).” 

3 For the Gnostic background of some ghulāt teachings, see  e.g., Wasserstrom, “The Moving Finger 
Writes”: 12, et passim; Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians: 14, 58, et passim. While the exact extra-Islamic 
origin of some of these beliefs in early ghuluw is difficult to trace, there is one detail in Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ, one 
of the Mufaḍḍal-works that will be studied in Chapter Two, which leaves little doubt as to its Manichean 
origin. It states that some people transmigrate into animals they have killed or inanimate objects they 
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God’s incarnation in human flesh (ḥulūl). The strong messianic element in their 

doctrines provided the ideological basis for several uprisings which took place in Iraq 

in the first half of the 2nd/8th century, all suppressed by the caliphal government.4  

The strife between the two camps eventually ended with the victory of the 

“moderate” wing, which became the orthodox form of Imami, or Twelver, Shiʻism. 

Having lost the battle for orthodoxy, the ghulāt were demonized by the Imamis and 

were eventually pushed to the fringes of Shiʻism, becoming an underground movement. 

In the first half of the 4th/10th century, one of the prominent ghulāt groups, the 

Nuṣayrīs, were transplanted by their leaders to Syrian soil, thus remaining the only 

survivors of the Iraqi ghulāt who exist to this day. Despite the victory of the “moderate” 

camp, some of the “extremist” doctrines, such as those regarding the Imam’s 

knowledge, made their way into the beliefs of Twelver Shiʻis through ḥadīth.5  

In Iraq and Iran, meanwhile, another process was taking place in Shiʻi thought. 

In the second half of the 3rd/9th century, some Shiʻi thinkers began introducing the 

rational methods of the Muʻtazilī school of theology into Imami discourse. This implied 

the use of reason in theological argumentation instead of reliance on revelation and 

ḥadīth only. Their opponent school of Qum was against reliance on reason, arguing, 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
have used; conversely, those animals or objects in their turn become reborn in human form, and then 
treat that person the way he had treated them, see section “Balance between Opposites.” Very similar 
teachings are found in the description of Manichean beliefs by 4th century Christian authors Hegemonius 
and Bishop of Jerusalem Cyril, see Jackson, “The doctrine of Metempsychosis in Manichaeism”: 253-5.  

4 Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians; id. “Rebels and Gnostics: al-Mughīra ibn Saʻīd and the Mughīriyya”; id. 
“Abū Manṣūr al-ʻIjlī and the Manṣūriyya: a Study in Medieval Terrorism”; id. “Abd Allah Ibn Muʻāwiya 
and the Janāḥiyya: Rebels and Ideologues of the Late Umayyad Period”; id. “Bayān b. Samʻān and the 
Bayāniyya: Shīʻite Extremists of Umayyad Iraq”; for a general survey of messianism in early Islamic 
history, see Arjomand, “Messianism, Millenialism and Revolution in Early Islamic History.”  

5 Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 17-8.  
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instead, for the primacy of ḥadīth and the Qur’ān as the sole sources for our knowledge 

about religion.6 The ḥadīth oriented school of Qum was not the only opponent of the 

Shiʻi rationalists, however. The latter also opposed the Kufan ghulāt and were probably 

involved in their downfall. It is not by chance that two prominent early Shiʻi rationalist 

thinkers, both members of the Nawbakhtī family,7 composed books refuting the 

teachings of the Shiʻi “extremists.”89 The activities of these thinkers thus mark the 

dialectical bond between the two trends described above, i.e. the waning of the ghulāt 

and the emergence of Shiʻi rationalism.10 

Both processes are documented very scantily. Precious little has remained of 

original ghulāt writings, and much of what we know about their teachings is from 

several accounts of medieval heresiographers and biographers, which, needless to say, 

are polemical and skewed.11 To this day, only three original complete works by the 

ghulāt have been published.12 One is the so-called Umm al-kitāb (Mother of the Book), a 

multi-layered text whose main part probably dates back to the late 3rd/10th century, and 

                                                                 
6 Madelung, “Imamism and Muʻtazilite Theology”: 15-9; Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 115 ff; 
Howard, “Shīʻī Theological Literature”: 27.  

7 On the Nawbakhtī family, see Iqbāl, Khāndān-i Nawbakhtī.  

8 Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, Tārīkh Baghdād, vol. 6: 380; Iqbāl, Khāndān-i Nawbakhtī: 117, 134-6.   

9 On the opposition of the Nawbakhtīs to the ghulāt, see also Arjomand, “Crisis of the Imamate”: 503-4.  

10 Saïd Amir Arjomand describes this transition, stating that, by accepting rational theological methods, 
Imami theologians “completed the transition of Imami Shiʻism from chiliasm to law,” see “The 
Consolation of Theology”: 553.  

11 On the sources about the ghulāt, see Buckley, “The Early Shiite Ghulāh”: 301-13; Halm, Die Islamische 
Gnosis: 27-31.  

12 Writing in 1982, Heinz Halm says that only two original ghulāt-texts have survived, see Die Islamische 
Gnosis: 31-2.  
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which has survived in a Persian translation.13 The other two texts ― Kitāb al-haft wa-l-

aẓilla (The Book of the Seven and the Shadows, henceforth, KH), and Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ (The Book of 

the Path, henceforth, KS) ― contain detailed descriptions of slightly different versions 

of the ghulāt theology of the 3rd/9th-4th/10th centuries.14 In addition to this, several 

passages from original ghulāt texts have survived in Nuṣayrī sources that were recently 

published in the series Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī.15  

Of the writings of the earliest phase of Muʻtazilī-influenced Imami thought, too, 

we know very little, and hitherto ― mainly from indirect sources.16 There are two 

texts, however, which do appear to be very early (if not the earliest surviving) 

specimens of Muʻtazilī influenced Shiʻi thought. Preserved in the third volume of 

Majlisī’s Biḥār al-anwār, they argue for God’s existence through purely rational 

arguments. One is called Kitāb al-ihlīlaja (The Book of the Myrobalane Fruit, henceforth, KI) 

― after the medicinal plant which figures in the text; the other is Kitāb al-tawḥīd (The 

Book of Divine Unicity, henceforth, KT). While the non-Shiʻi provenance of the former is 

                                                                 
13 For the most up-to-date analysis of Umm al-kitāb, and for the discussion of previous scholarship about 
it, see Anthony, “The Legend of ʻAbdallāh ibn Saba’ and the Date of Umm al-Kitāb,” especially p. 18; see 
also Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 113-98.  

14 Several works by Nuṣayrī authors share numerous elements with the two mentioned treatises, such as, 
e.g., the various texts published by Bar-Asher and Kofsky in The Nuṣayrī- ‘Alawī religion: an enquiry into its 
theology and liturgy, or the numerous Nuṣayrī texts published in the Silsilat al-turāth al-ʻalawī series (see the 
“Bibliography”). However, being composed by later Nuṣayrī authors who mostly lived in Syria, they are 
not necessarily representative of the Kufan Shiʻi extremism, being its later development.  

15 These will be discussed separately in my second and third chapters. Another treatise which contains 
elements of Iraqi ghuluw is Kitāb al-usus (edited by Ed. Jaʻfar al-Kanj Dandashī in Madkhal ilā l-madhhab al-
ʻalawī al-nuṣayrī, Arbad, 2000, and by Abū Mūsā and Shaykh Mūsā in Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī 9, Lebanon, 
2008: 45-139). According to a private communication by Annunziata Russo, the text is distinct from both 
KH and KS, and was probably composed in the milieu of Imam ‘Alī al-Riḍā (d. 202/818). I am grateful to 
Dr. Russo for generously sharing with me her findings about the text.  

16 Madelung, “Imamism and Muʻtazilite Theology”: 15; among the surviving works of the early Muʻtazilī 
influenced Shiʻi theology are the treatises of Abū Jaʻfar b. Qiba al-Rāzī; for their analysis, together with 
their Arabic texts and English translations, see Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 107-244.  
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not certain, leaving room for arguing that it need not necessarily have been written by 

a Muʻtazilī author and then adopted by Shiʻis, the latter’s Muʻtazilī origin is clearly 

documented: both the non-Shiʻi original, with rather clearly expressed Muʻtazilī 

elements, and its Shiʻi adaptation, have survived and are readily available in printed 

editions.   

The similarity of style and content unifies each of the mentioned pairs of texts; 

each pair originated in roughly the same religious milieu, discusses similar religious 

ideas, and contains similar terminology. There is one thing, however, which unifies all 

four texts ― their alleged authorship. In all four, the main narrator is Mufaḍḍal b. 

ʻUmar al-Juʻfī, the companion of the sixth and seventh Shiʻi Imams Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 

148/765) and Mūsā al-Kāẓim (d. 183/799). All four are written in the form of a dialogue 

between Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and Mufaḍḍal.  

An influential member of the Shiʻi community, Mufaḍḍal was actively involved 

in its life as a financial agent and probably also as a religious thinker. Reports about 

him in later Twelver tradition are rather contradictory; some authors have called him a 

heretic and an unbeliever, while others have considered him a learned man and a 

righteous scholar. The analysis of the numerous ḥadīth and the available reports in 

biographical works, however, shows that to the end of his life he was a close friend of 

the two Imams, even though at some point in his life his relations with Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq 

might have become strained.  

Apart from the mentioned four texts, another five are ascribed to Mufaḍḍal; yet 

none of the nine titles bearing his name (except, perhaps, two) are the work of his 
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pen.17 Like the mentioned four, they are the result of the subsequent three centuries of 

the development of Shiʻi doctrine and the product of sometimes contradictory 

theological traditions and approaches. The first work that might perhaps be Mufaḍḍal’s 

own, is Mufaḍḍal’s testament to the Shiʻi community, the Waṣiyyat al-Mufaḍḍal, a short 

letter in which he complains about his bad treatment by some Shiʻis in Kufa.18 The 

second text, Mā iftaraḍa Allāh ‘alā l-jawāriḥ min al-īmān (The Belief which God has Made 

Incumbent upon the Limbs), is a long letter allegedly sent to Mufaḍḍal by Jaʻfar, in which 

he rejects some of Mufaḍḍal’s theological views, such as, that religious obligations and 

prohibitions are men. Interestingly, this particular view is ascribed to the Khaṭṭābiyya 

ghulāt sect, of which Mufaḍḍal was probably a follower at some point in his life.19 There 

is nothing in these two texts, except his name, that specifically suggests that their 

author is Mufaḍḍal. However, since there is also nothing that proves the contrary, his 

authorship remains a possibility.  

The third Mufaḍḍal-text is an apocalyptic treatise about the advent of the 

Hidden Imam, called, because of its content, Mā yakūn ‘inda ẓuhūr al-Mahdī, or What will 

Happen upon the Appearance of the Mahdi. Despite the presence of several ghulāt elements, 

it is not an “extremist” work per se because such elements are very few. Duʻā’ samāt, the 

fourth text, is a short prayer, allegedly related to Mufaḍḍal by Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq, and 

                                                                 
17 For a short description of the Mufaḍḍal-works, see Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: 334-7; 
Asatryan, “Mofażżal  al-Joʿfi,” EIr [http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/mofazzal-al-jofi]; for the 
sources what quote the Mufaḍḍal-works, see Appendix 1. 

18 Kāfī has several ḥadīth mentioning a certain Waṣiyyat al-Mufaḍḍal, but the short passages that are quoted 
there do not seem to be taken from this text (or at least from this recension of the text), see Kulaynī, Kāfī, 
vol. 2: 344, 400-1.  

19 For a discussion of this idea, see my Chapter 3.  
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released to the Shiʻi community by the Hidden Imam’s second agent. Finally, a short 

text called Al-risāla l-mufaḍḍaliyya (The Mufaḍḍal-Epistle), is a text of obscure origin, 

quoted in Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī.20  

Of the nine texts comprising Mufaḍḍal’s legacy (henceforth “the Mufaḍḍal-

tradition”), the first four are the most valuable for the study of the early history of 

Shiʻism. First, because unlike the remaining five, which are mostly short and 

fragmented, these are full-fledged theological and cosmological texts.21 Secondly, and 

more importantly, they represent the formative period of two theological traditions 

which have left very few textual traces. Thus, they present firsthand accounts of the 

beliefs of the “extremist” branch of Shiʻites, and of the writings of the earliest Muʻtazilī-

influenced Imami authors. It is these four texts, therefore, that I study in my 

dissertation.  

None of texts were written neither by Mufaḍḍal nor by his interlocutor Jaʻfar al-

Ṣādiq. Firstly, because they were composed (perhaps, except for several parts of KH) 

one or two centuries later. Secondly, Jaʻfar is known to have excommunicated those 

among his followers who taught his divinity.22 Apart from this, very little is known 

about the origin and date of the texts. Thus far, all four have been studied very little, 

and most of the conclusions proposed hitherto concerning their authorship and dating 

need revision. Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ is studied by Leonardo Capezzone in the introduction to his 

                                                                 
20 In Al-majmūʻa l-mufaḍḍaliyya, Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī 6: 9-17.   
 
21 Al-risāla l-mufaḍḍaliyya does share, to be sure, some features with KS and KH. However, it is very short, 
only nine pages in the edition of Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī, and difficult to contextualize. Therefore, I will 
not focus on this text in my study.  

22 Perhaps the most famous such follower is Abū l-Khaṭṭāb al-Asadī, whom Jaʻfar cursed for divinizing him 
(see Chapter One).  
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own edition of the work.23 Kitāb al-haft has been studied by Heinz Halm in his long 

article on Mufaḍḍal and early ghulāt titled “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’: Die Mufaḍḍal-

Tradition der Ġulāt und die Ursprünge des Nuṣayriertums,”24 and in his book Die 

Islamische Gnosis,25 where he translates parts of the book into German. The two texts of 

the rationalist Mufaḍḍal-tradition, Kitāb al-tawḥīd and Kitāb al-ihlīlaja, have been briefly 

treated in an article by Colin Turner26 and in a book by Melhem Chokr.27  

The life of their alleged author Mufaḍḍal is also studied very little. Apart from 

several brief notes28 contained in larger bibliographical works, the first part of Halm’s 

abovementioned article is the only piece of research that deals with him at some 

length.29 However, the work does not engage several important sources on Mufaḍḍal’s 

life, and those which it does are presented in a descriptive manner, without historical 

contextualization. Overall, the reader is left with numerous unanswered questions 

about Mufaḍḍal and his position in the Shiʻi community.   

This dissertation, then,  revises all the previous views on the four works that 

make up the two strands of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition ― his “extremist” legacy, and his 

“rationalist,” or “Muʻtazilī” one. It contextualizes them by locating them in time and 

                                                                 
23 “Il Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ attribuito a Mufaḍḍal ibn ‘Umar al-Juʻfī.” Rivista degli Studi Orientali 69 (1995): 295-312.  

24  The article came out in two parts in Der Islam 55 (1978): 219-66, and 58 (1981): 16-86. 

25 Zürich and Munich, 1982: 240-74.  

26 “The ‘Tradition of Mufaḍḍal’ and the Doctrine of the Rajʻa: Evidence of ghuluww in the Eschatology of 
Twelver Shiʻism?” Iran: Journal of the British Institute of Persian Studies 44 (2006): 175-95. 

27 Zandaqa et zindiqs en Islam au second siècle de l’hegire, Damascus, 1993.  

28 Ivanow, Ismaili Literature: 30; GAL (s), vol. 1: 104; GAS, vol. 1: 534; Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: 
333-4; Amīn, Aʻyān al-shīʻa, vol. 10: 132-3; Munṣif b. ‘Abd al-Jalīl’s introduction to his own edition of KS 
(pp. 8-21) is the most detailed account. 

29 Pp. 224-235. 
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space, and by evaluating their importance for the development of Shiʻi thought 

(without, however, delving into the issue of the possible pre-Islamic influences). It also 

studies his life through a close reading and novel interpretation of all available primary 

sources.  

I begin my work with the study of Mufaḍḍal’s life and his religious and social 

environment. In Chapter 1 I examine all the available information about Mufaḍḍal in 

primary sources, including ḥadīth texts and isnāds, and passages in bio-bibliographical 

works.30 I study Mufaḍḍal’s role as a member of the Shiʻi community of Kufa and as a 

companion of the 6th and 7th Imams, while also trying to understand his religious views. 

I also inquire into the nature of the group which in heresiographic sources is called 

“Mufaḍḍaliyya” after him.  

In my Chapter 2, I analyze one of the two major treatises of the Mufaḍḍal-

tradition’s “extremist” strand ― Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ. One of the main problems in dealing with 

the Mufaḍḍal-texts being authorship, I begin the chapter by addressing (and ultimately 

rejecting) existing views about the identity of its author. I then situate it in place and 

time by combining scant references in the text itself with the comparison of its various 

features to other works whose authors, and hence the place and time of composition, 

are known; this allows me to situate the work somewhere between the two 

Occultations, i.e. between the years 260/874 and 329/941. Finally, I analyze the 

theology and cosmology of the work.  

In Chapter 3, I study Kitāb al-haft wa-l-aẓilla ― the second “extremist” Mufaḍḍal-

work. Here I also begin by analyzing, and again rejecting, the existing views of its 
                                                                 
30 I have deliberately omitted the Nuṣayrī material featuring Mufaḍḍal, as it is full of legendary features 
and presents Mufaḍḍal in a supernatural light, thus being of little help in reconstructing his life.  
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authorship. I further demonstrate that the text consists of at least seven separate 

layers, which were composed over two or three hundred years, beginning probably 

from the 2nd/8th century to the 5th/11th. Emerging in the ghulāt milieu of Kufa, the book 

was transplanted to Syria by the Nuṣayrīs, who added a few layers to it; the book is 

attested in its final form in the 5th/11th century among the Nuṣayrīs of Syria.  

Since the two works forming the rational strand of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition are 

relatively short, have very similar theologies and vocabularies, and, because of their 

similarity, present similar challenges for determining their authorship and dating, I 

analyze them together in the fourth chapter. As before, I begin by studying their 

authorship and date through the comparison of some of their features to other texts of 

known authorship. I combine this information with some textual features of the two 

texts and with references to them in bibliographic literature. The chapter ends with the 

analysis of the theological arguments of the two works.  

The conclusion sums up the findings of all the chapters and offers some further 

reflections on the relations between the various parts of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition on the 

one hand, and on the relation between the works and their alleged author on the other. 

It also looks at the later trajectories of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition’s two strands by 

examining their manuscript histories.  
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CHAPTER ONE  
MUFAḌḌAL AL-JUʽFĪ AND THE RELIGIOUS MILIEU OF KUFA IN THE 2ND/8TH CENTURY  

 
Kufa in the 1st/7th-2nd/8th Centuries  

Abū ʽAbd Allāh Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar al-Juʽfī lived in Kufa during the lifetime of the sixth 

and seventh Shiʻi Imams Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 148/765) and Mūsā al-Kāẓim (d. 183/799), 

and died before the latter’s death, i.e. the year 183/799.31 The Mufaḍḍaliyya, the group 

named for him, was described in the heresiographic sources as one of the numerous 

Shiʻi sects for which Iraq, and Kufa in particular, provided fertile soil during the second 

Islamic century. A hotbed of religious developments, Kufa’s place is especially 

important in the history of Shiʻism. From almost its very founding, it was a center of 

the pro-‘Alid movement, and it is not by chance that after the Battle of the Camel in 

34/656 ʽAlī b. Abī Ṭālib decided to transfer his capital from Medina to this town. A year 

later at the battle of Siffīn, ʽAlī’s partisans were mostly Kufans.32 Given the great 

importance this town played in the history of early Shiism, I will set the stage for the 

                                                                 
31 Biographical sources mention another Kufan living in the same period, with a similar name, and the 
same tribal affiliation ― Mufaḍḍal b. Yūnus al-Kūfī Abū Yūnus al-Juʻfī, who died in the year 178/794 (see, 
e.g. Ibn Ḥajar, Tahdhīb al-tahdhīb, vol. 10: 276-7 and Dhahabī, Tārīkh al-islām (years 171-80): 370-1; for 
numerous references to other sources, see Dhahabī, ibid.: 370, n. 5). Despite the similarities, however, it is 
certain that this is a different person. For one thing, his father’s name ― Ibn Yūnūs ― differs from 
Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar’s; for another, none of the persons that are said to have narrated from Mufaḍḍal b. 
Yūnus, or from whom he narrated himself, appear in Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar’s environment; thus, according 
to Dhahabī (see ibid.), the former Mufaḍḍal narrated on the authority of Awzāʻī, Ibrāhīm b. Adham, and 
Abū Jināb al-Walīd b. Bukayr, and the persons who transmitted from him are Abū Usāma, Ibn al-
Mubārak, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān b. Mahdī, Muḥammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhāb al-Qattād, and Khalaf b. Tamīm. None 
of these names appears among the narrators or authorities of Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar, as seen in Appendix 2. 
That the name of Mufaḍḍal’s father, presumably a Shiʻi like his son, was the name of the second “rightly-
guided” Caliph ‘Umar is no wonder, for despite the negative image of the first three caliphs in Shiʻa 
circles, such names were routinely given by Shiʻis during Jaʻfar’s time, see, e.g., my Appendix 2.  

32 Djaït, “Les yamanites à Kūfa”: 167; id. “Kufa”: 290-8; Wheatley, The Places where Men Pray Together: 46, 89.  
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study of Mufaḍḍal’s life and his apocryphal tradition by briefly presenting what is 

known about Kufa’s sectarian and social life in its early centuries. 

Kufa was founded in 17/638 by Saʽd b. Abī Waqqāṣ a year after his victory in 

Qādisīyya.33 In the beginning it was merely a military camp for the 30 000 veterans of 

this battle, and before the establishment of this settlement, the site had likely been 

populated by agriculturalists of Iranian and Aramean origin.34 However, it gradually 

began to transform into an urban center with permanent population growing at a 

steady pace, and so in about thirty years after Kufa’s founding it had more than 

tripled.35 The town’s center was occupied by the Friday mosque, the markets, the 

square (raḥaba), and the palace (qaṣr).36 The main bulk of Kufa consisted of the so-called 

khiṭaṭ (pl. of khiṭṭa), quarters where individual tribes were stationed, as the 

administrative divisions of Kufa followed a tribal pattern.37 In fact, tribalism remained 

one of the important features in the social texture of Kufa up till the 4th-10th century, 

and the political life here was strongly marked with factionalism between tribes, the 

main antagonism being between the Northern and the Southern, or Yemeni, tribes.38 So 

much so that in 50/670 the governor altered the administrative pattern of the town, 

                                                                 
33 Djaït, Al-Kūfa: 65-69.  

34 Wheatley, The Places where Men Pray Together: 45; Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest: 239.  

35 Wheatley, The Places where Men Pray Together: 45; Djaït, “Al-Kūfa,” EI2, vol. 5: 345.  According to Maurice 
Lombard, thirty years after its founding Kufa had a population of over 100 000, see The Golden Age of Islam: 
123.  

36 Djaït, Al-Kūfa: 91-115; see also p. 302 of the same work for a map of Kufa in its heyday.  

37 Wheatley, The Places where Men Pray Together: 45; Djaït, Al-Kūfa: 117-135; Massignon, “Exploration du 
plan de Kufa”: 46.  

38 The organization of the city along tribal lines began to gradually change into a sectarian one beginning 
from the 2nd/8th century, see Haider, The Origins of the Shīʻa: 231-48.  
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placing Northern and Yemeni tribes in mixed units, trying thereby to blur the 

boundaries between them.39 The strife between the two factions extended into the 

religious sphere, where the Yemenis were associated with the pro-ʽAlid camp.40 It is 

therefore no coincidence that the clan of Juʽfī, whose client Mufaḍḍal was, belonged to 

the Yemeni tribe of Madhḥij, the second largest Yemeni tribe in Kufa after Hamdān, 

whose members very early distinguished themselves as ardent supporters of the ʽAlid 

cause.41  

Another important constituent in the social life of Kufa were the non-Arab 

converts, the mawālī, mainly of Iranian and Aramean origin. The first mawālī appeared 

after the Islamic conquests and were prisoners of war and manumitted slaves, but there 

was also voluntary clientage (walā’), which bound the convert, usually from lower 

layers of the society, to an Arab patron. The lowly status of the mawālī in their new 

society remained such even after the conversion, and thereby alienated them from the 

                                                                 
39 On the administrative divisions of Kufa and the distribution of tribes, see Massignon, “Exploration du 
plan de Kufa”: 38-46; Wheatley, The Places where Men Pray Together: 46-47; Djaït, Al-Kūfa: 117-132; id. “Al-
Kūfa”; Rotter, Die Umayyaden und der Zweite Bürgerkrieg: 94.  

40 Watt, The Formative Period: 43; id.: “Shīʽism under the Umayyads”: 160; Patricia Crone argues that the 
Yemeni Arabs, as well as the mawālī, were especially devoted to the family of the Prophet because all the 
three groups were excluded from the political arena by the tribally minded Northern Arabs. Thus, the 
love of the Imams was the sign of a universalist outlook which transcended tribal boundaries: “the 
Hāshimites transcended ethnic divisions simply by being kinsmen of the Prophet, whether victimized or 
not. They formed a sacred lineage so greatly elevated above Arabs and non-Arabs alike that the 
differences between the two were drained of importance. Sunnīs might consider love of the Arabs to be 
part of the faith, but to Shīʽites, it was the love of the imāms that was mandatory, and it left no room for 
love of a special people as well,” see Crone, “Mawālī and the Prophet’s Family”: 185-86. Hishem Djaït 
expresses a similar view, explaining the Shiʻi sympathies of the Yemenis by the fact that both were 
marginalized by the Northern Arabs, see Djaït, “Les yamanites à Kūfa”: 171.  

41 Djaït, “Les yamanites à Kūfa”: 159. The tribe Madhḥij is mentioned as early as the second century AD in 
Yemeni inscriptions, see Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs: 233; Smith and Bosworth, “Madhḥij,” EI2, vol. 5: 
953. There were numerous Juʻfīs among the companions of the fifth and sixth Imams, see Safarī, “Juʻfī,” 
Danishnāma-yi jahān-i islām [published online at http://encyclopaediaislamica.com]; Tavoosi, Pazhūhish-i 
pīrāmūn-i Jābir b. Yazīd al-Juʻfī: 35-7 (I am grateful to Dr. Tavoosi for mailing me a copy of his book); Haider, 
The Origins of the Shīʻa: 237. 
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political life.42 Kufa and Basra became the main centers of the non-Arab Muslims 

because the converts had a tendency of migrating to these centers, but also because 

large numbers of Iranians, captives and mawālī alike, were relocated here from other 

parts of Iraq. As a result, the second generation of the population of the two towns 

were of mixed parentage and bilingual.43 That Mufaḍḍal himself was a mawlā is 

indicative of the importance of the mawālī in the religious life of the town. 

The political alienation of the mawālī probably became the reason for their 

attachment to the Shiʻi cause. As some scholars have argued, Shiʻism appeared as above 

ethnic and tribal boundaries, being therefore more inclusive and enabling non-Arabs to 

become involved in the political life.44 Mukhtār’s revolt of 66/685 was the first 

movement to actively engage the non-Arab elements,45 and the mawālī proved to be an 

active element in the ghulāt movements of the first half of the 2nd/8th century.46 Finally, 

the ʽAbbasid revolution was led by Abū Muslim, an Iranian convert, and included 

numerous Iranian elements as well.47 The large number of Iranian and Aramean 

                                                                 
42 Bulliet, Conversion to Islam: 41; Crone, Slaves on Horses: 49-50; ead.: “The Significance of Wooden Weapons 
in Mukhtār’s revolt”: 178; Watt, “Shīʽism under the Umayyads”: 163.  

43 Shaban, Islamic History, vol. 1: 170; Bulliet, Conversion to Islam: 81; Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest: 
212, 255.  

44 Crone, “Mawālī and the Prophet’s Family”: 185-86; ead.: God’s Caliph: 84-85; Tucker, Mahdis and 
Millenarians: 4.  

45 As well as the Yemenis, see Djaït, “Les yamanites à Kūfa”: 168; Goldziher, Muslim Studies, vol. 1: 95; 
Rotter, Die Umayyaden: 101-102; Crone, God’s Caliph: 80; Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians: 21. On the 
similarity between the mawālī and the Yemenis in their attitude to the ʽAlids, see footnote 40. 

46 Despite the fact that large numbers of mawālī took part in the anti-Umayyad revolts of the 8th century, 
these ghulāt uprisings by no means can be described as purely non-Arab movements, for the number of 
Arabs in them was likewise very large, see Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians: 3.  

47 Crone, God’s Caliph: 94.  
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converts among the Shiʻi population of Iraq may account for the preponderance of 

Manichean, Gnostic, and Iranian ideas among the Shiʻi “extremist” groups, for, having 

been raised in those traditions, they could import many ideas found in them into their 

new faith.48 

The third, and most pertinent to this study, element of the religio-political life 

of Kufa were the so-called Shi ‘i “extremists,” called in Arabic ghulāt.49 Mufaḍḍal al-Juʽfī, 

who lived in the 2nd/8th century and died toward its end, and the Shiʻi group named for 

him, were the product of the sectarian developments which had been taking place in 

Iraq for more than a century. The last quarter of the 1st/7th c. and most of the 2nd/8th 

were punctuated by revolts and movements of pro-‘Alid coloring with Kufa as their 

center. The first was that of the so-called Penitents (tawwābūn), who, repenting for 

their betrayal of Ḥusayn four years earlier, rose in 66/685 in order to avenge his blood, 

and were defeated by the superior forces of the Umayyads. In the same year, another 

uprising broke out in Kufa under the command of Mukhtār al-Thaqafī, who claimed to 

represent the interests of ʽAlī’s family and acted as the agent of ʽAlī’s son Muhammad b. 

al-Ḥanafiyya. After gaining control of Kufa in the same year, he executed all those who 

had to do with the massacre at Karbalā’ as an act of vengeance for the members of ‘Alī’s 

family. He held the town for about two years, but was eventually defeated and killed by 

the caliph’s forces.50  

                                                                 
48 Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 21; Bausani, Religion in Iran: 140-41; Wasserstrom, “The Moving Finger 
Writes”: 1-29; Prozorov, “Evoljutsiya doktrin krajnix shiitov - gulat”: 293; Radtke, “Iranian and Gnostic 
Elements in Early Taṣawwuf: Observations Concerning the Umm al-Kitāb”: 519-29.  

49 The term “extremist” will be discussed below.  

50 Watt, The Formative Period: 44-47; Belyaev, Araby, islam: 182.  
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About half a century later, when the Umayyad power was in decline, and 

immediately after the establishment of the ʽAbbasids, Iraq was shaken by several 

movements originating in Shiʻi groups which, for their peculiar views were called 

“extremists” (ghulāt) by later Shiʻi and Sunni heresiographers.51 The main doctrines 

ascribed to these sects in heresiographic works and biographical dictionaries written in 

the 3rd/9th century and later, were the incarnation of God in human body (ḥulūl), which 

implied the divinity of ʽAlī and other members of the Prophet’s family, transmigration 

of souls (tanāsukh), and expectations of the arrival of the Messiah, who would purge the 

world from injustice.52 Moreover, the leaders of the movements often claimed for 

themselves the position of the divine Imam’s messenger. Finally, the followers of the 

“extremist” sects were accused of antinomianism (ibāḥa), i.e. the abolition of the 

religious law.53 Among the licenses the sectarians were accused of, were eating carrion, 

pork, drinking wine, gambling, and sexual promiscuity.54  

                                                                 
51 On the development of this term, see Al-Qāḍī, “The Development of the Term Ghulāt.”  

52 According to Lombard, the reason for this kind of uprisings, “imbued with magico-religious elements 
from the East and with messianism, fervent and constant expectation of the Mahdi,” were the extreme 
poverty that struck the peasants, the urban lower classes, and the slaves at that time, see The Golden Age 
of Islam: 151.  

53 Early “extremist” Shiʻi movements have been extensively studied by William Tucker in several articles 
and in his book, see, “Rebels and Gnostics: al-Mughīra b. Saʻīd and the Mughīriyya”: 33-47; “Bayān b. 
Samʻān and the Bayāniyya: Shiʻite Extremists of Umayyad Iraq”: 195-207; “Abd Allāh b. Muʻāwiya and the 
Janāḥiyya: Rebels and Ideologues of the Late Umayyad Period”: 39-57; “Abū Manṣūr al-ʻIjlī and the 
Manṣūriyya: a Study in Medieval Terrorism”: 66-76; Mahdis and Millenarians. See also Modarressi, Crisis and 
Consolidation: 19-51; Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 199-217; id. “Ḡolāt,” EIr; Hodgson, “How did the Early Shīʽa 
Become Sectarian?”: 4-10; id. “Ghulāt,” EI2, vol. 2: 1093; Madelung, “Khaṭṭābiyya,” EI2, vol. 4: 1132; id. 
“Manṣūriyya,” EI2, vol. 6: 441; Bausani, Religion in Iran: 130-143.  

54 See, e.g. Ashʽarī, Maqālāt al-islāmiyīn: 10; Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-shīʽa: 95. The accusations of antinomianism 
seem to be a commonplace in heresiographic sources and do not necessarily have historical value, see 
Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians: 114; Buckley, “The Early Shiite Ghulāh”: 314. With regard to allegations of 
ibāḥa, Marshall Hodgson has noted that they could be “founded on fear or hate, or on a misinterpretation 
of deviations ― when a teacher has a different law from the usual, it may be recognized as not being law 
at all,” see his “Early Shīʽa”: 7. Alessandro Bausani offers a different interpretation to the accusations of 
libertinism. He notes that they might have been founded on the information about certain orgiastic rites 
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The first two movements were the so-called Mughīriyya, the followers of al-

Mughīra b. Saʽīd, and the Bayāniyya, the party of Bayān b. Samʽān, who rose with joint 

forces in the year 119/737 in Kufa, but were both defeated and killed by the governor 

Khālid al-Qaṣrī.55 The former taught that Muḥammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyya, the 

representative of ʻAlī’s family who would later rise against the ʽAbbasids, was the 

awaited messiah.56 The latter held that ʻAlī possessed divine nature which was united in 

him with his humanity, and which had passed from him to Muhammad b. al-Ḥanafiyya 

and then, to the latter’s son Abū Hāshim.57 Another “extremist,” a contemporary of 

Mughīra and Bayān, was Abū Manṣūr al-ʻIjlī, who believed that Muhammad al-Bāqir and 

the other Imams were divinely-inspired prophets,58 and that he himself was Bāqir’s 

legatee. Later on he proclaimed himself and his six descendants to be prophets after 

the Imams, the last one in this chain being the awaited Mahdi.59 Several years after 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
that, according to the Islamic tradition, had existed in the Mazdean religion. And because many of the 
“heretics” were erroneously qualified as majūs by the heresiographers, the idea of sexual promiscuity 
was easily attached to these “extremists.” Another reason for such accusations, according to the same 
author, might be “the scandal orthodox Muslims felt over a certain freedom the women may have 
enjoyed traditionally and for ethnological reasons in some social areas,” see Bausani, Religion in Iran: 140. 
That the accusations of antinomian behavior on the part of the “exaggerators” might have been well 
fabricated or imagined by the heresiographers, can also be verified by the fact that the whole Imami 
corpus of traditions lacks any mention of abolition of laws, see Amir-Moezzi, “Savoir c'est pouvoir”: 268. 
One further argument to show that the sinful acts ascribed to the “extremists” were invented is that all 
the authors of the heresiographical works that write about early ghulāt ascribe almost the same things to 
almost all the sects, and one gets the impression that the way they describe the ghulāt is a literary topos, 
rather than true description.  

55 Tucker, “Rebels and Gnostics”: 35; id. “Bayān b. Samʻān and the Bayāniyya”: 196-97; Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-
shīʻa: 75.  

56 Al-Baghdādī, Al-farq bayna l-firaq: 239.  

57 Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-shīʽa: 46.  

58 Madelung, “Manṣūriyya”; Lalani, Early Shīʽī Thought: 54.  

59 Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-shīʽa: 49.  
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Mughīra’s and Bayān’s uprising, in the forties of the 2nd/8th century, another 

“extremist” named ʻAbd Allāh b. Muʻāwiya rebelled in Kufa,  but was also defeated and 

killed. The teachings of the group most closely associated with him, the Janāḥiyya, 

allegedly professed the full set of Shiʻi ghuluww teachings described above.60 For 

example, they taught that God was first incarnated in Adam, and then his spirit passed 

through the prophets and the Imams to Abū Hāshim, who then passed it on to Ibn 

Muʻāwiya. This gave them the reason to consider him a prophet, or even god.61  

Around the mid-2nd/8th century a new term began to be applied to the 

“extremist” sects, which had to do with their perception of the Imam’s nature. 

According to Hossein Modarressi, the difference between the new tendency and the old 

ghulāt lay in that that whereas during the first half of the century, one of the main 

tenets of the “extremists” was the ascription of divinity to the Imams, the followers of 

the new type of sects claimed that God had delegated the Prophet and the Imams to 

rule the universe, enabling them to fulfill almost all of His functions, yet remaining 

subordinate to Him. Because of the idea of the delegation (tafwīḍ) of all of God’s 

functions to the Imams, the followers of these sects came to be called mufawwiḍa.62 

However, despite the application of the new term, the view of the Imam or the prophet 

                                                                 
60 Tucker, “Abd Allāh b. Muʻāwiya and the Janāḥiyya”: 44-45; Bernheimer, “The Revolt of ‘Abdallāh b. 
Muʻāwiya, AH 127-130: a Reconsideration through the Coinage”; Hodgson and Canard, “Al-Djanāḥiyya,” 
EI2, vol. 2: 441.  

61 Ashʽarī, Maqālāt al-islāmiyīn: 6; Baghdādī, Al-farq bayna l-firaq: 246.  

62 Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 21-28.  
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as an incarnation of God did not disappear altogether, as demonstrated by the sources, 

and even among the mufawwiḍa one can find ideas such as the divinity of the Imams.63  

One of the ghulāt sects was the Khaṭṭābiyya, called after the name of its founder 

Abū l-Khaṭṭāb al-Asadī, the companion of the sixth Imam Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq. Baghdādī tells 

us that first he taught that the Imams were prophets, but afterwards stated that they 

were gods. He also held that Jaʽfar was the incarnation of God who appointed him as His 

legatee (waṣī), telling him God's greatest name. Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq was first close with him 

Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, but then cursed him and banned from his presence.64 His followers 

consisted of several branches, each holding peculiar views on the nature of the Imam 

and their leaders.65 One group considered Abū l-Khaṭṭāb their leader and claimed that 

he was a prophet sent by Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq, who himself was god. They taught that in 

every age there had to be two prophets, one speaking (nāṭiq) and one silent (ṣāmit). 

Before, Muḥammad had been the speaking one and ʽAlī the silent one, now, Jaʽfar was 

the speaking one and Abū l-Khaṭṭāb the silent one. The followers of Bazīgh b. Mūsā, 

called after him Bazīghiyya, thought of their leader and Abū l-Khaṭṭāb as prophets sent 

by Jaʽfar. The followers of ʽUmayr b. Bayān al-ʽIjlī, called ʽUmayriyya, upheld the 

Bazīghiyya’s belief in the divinity of Jaʽfar. Similar to these views were the doctrines of 

the followers of Sārī l-Aqsām, who taught that Jaʽfar had sent him as a prophet to 

mankind. According to the Muʽammariyya, the sect called after Muʽammar b. al-Aḥmar, 

                                                                 
63 E.g. Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-shīʽa: 52.  

64 Al-Baghdādī, Al-farq bayna l-firaq: 247. 

65 The fullest account of the Khaṭṭābiyya doctrines is presented in Madelung’s article in the Encyclopaedia 
of Islam “Khaṭṭābiyya”; see also Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians: 113-115 and Amir-Moezzi, “Khattabiyya,” 
EIr; perhaps the fullest account of Abū l-Khaṭṭāb’s career is H. Ansari’s “Abū al-Khaṭṭāb” article in 
Encyclopaedia Islamica, vol. 2: 203-10.  
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the divine light had passed from ʽAbd al-Muṭṭalib to Abū Ṭālib, then to Muḥammad, ʽAlī, 

the Imams, and from Jaʽfar had passed into Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, and finally to Muʽammar. 

Among the branches of the Khaṭṭābiyya, some sources mention a group called 

Mufaḍḍaliyya after Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar. In the section that follows, I will examine all the 

available accounts about them, and will try to understand the nature of the group.  

 

Mufaḍḍaliyya   

All the accounts about the Mufaḍḍaliyya go back to two now lost original texts, 

unevenly copied by several later heresiographers. The first, and more detailed, account, 

written by Abū ʻĪsā al-Warrāq after 270/883, views the group as one of the Khaṭṭābiyya 

sects.  The second details the group’s beliefs with regard to seventh Imam Mūsā al-

Kāẓim’s death.  

For its brevity, I will discuss the second account first. It is preserved in two 

sources, in Khwārazmī’s Mafātīḥ al-‘ūlūm, composed around 367/977,66 and in the 

heresiographic work of the Ismaili author Abū Tammām who lived in the 4th/10th c. The 

two passages vary in length but present the same two essential points, namely, that the 

Mufaḍḍaliyya were “related to al-Mufaḍḍal b. ʻUmar,”67 and that they believed that 

seventh Imam Mūsā al-Kāẓim had died, as opposed to the Wāqifa68 who thought him to 

be alive and in hiding, to appear later as the awaited Mahdi.69 

                                                                 
66 Bosworth, “Al-Ḫwārazmī on Theology and Sects: the Chapter on Kalam in the Mafātīḥ al-ʻUlūm”: 85.  
 
67 Madelung and Walker, An Ismaili Heresiography: 112-3; for the Arabic see pp. 122-3 of the Arabic text. I 
am grateful to Paul Walker for kindly referring me to this passage; see also Khwārazmī, Mafātīḥ al-‘ulūm: 
31-2.  
 
68 On the Wāqifa see, Halm, “al-Wāḳifa or al-Wāḳifiyya,” EI2, vol. 11: 103; Modarressi, Crisis and 
Consolidation: 60; Kohlberg, “From Imāmiyya to Ithnā-ʻashariyya”: 531; Buyukkara, “The Schism in the 
Party of Mūsā al-Kāẓim and the Emergence of the Wāqifa.” 
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The accounts that copy al-Warrāq’s account are more valuable for the 

reconstruction of the Mufaḍḍaliyya’s beliefs as they detail their teachings about the 

nature of the Imam, of Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, and of Mufaḍḍal himself. Let us now look at the 

sources that are based on this account.70 The authors who copy this tradition are 

Ashʽarī (d. 324/935-36), Baghdādī (d. 429/1037), Isfarāyinī (d. 471-1078-9), Shahrastānī 

(1st half of the 6th/12thc), Nashwān al-Ḥimyarī (d. ca. 573-1178), and Maqrīzī (d. 

846/1442).71 Despite that all the accounts ultimately go back to one source and hence 

contain significant overlaps, some of these texts provide information missing in the 

other sources. Therefore, in order to reconstruct the mosaic to the extent possible, we 

have to rely on all the accounts that contain information missing in the others. Those 

texts, on the other hand, which copy or repeat others without adding anything new, 

will be dismissed.  

The first text to be discarded is the passage in Isfarāyinī’s Al-tabṣīr fī l-dīn as it is 

is based on Baghdādī’s Al-farq bayna l-firaq.72 Indeed, his entire description of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
 
69 Khwārazmī succinctly states that the “Mufaḍḍaliyya, […] stem from al-Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar, and […] are 
also called the Qaṭaʻiyya, because they make a break (qaṭaʻū) [in the line of the Imāms] and the death of 
Mūsā b. Ǧaʻfar b. Muḥammad” (Bosworth, “Al-Ḫwārazmī on Theology and Sects: 90-1; for the Arabic 
original, see Khwārazmī, Mafātīḥ al-‘ulūm, ibid.). In contrast, Abū Tammām goes in great detail, dividing 
the Mufaḍḍaliyya into four groups, each of which, while agreeing on the idea of Mūsā’s death, had 
different views on the identity and number of the other Imams, see Madelung and Walker, An Ismaili 
Heresiography, ibid. On the relation between the two texts, see the “Introduction” to Madelung and 
Walker, An Ismaili Heresiography, especially p. 12; see also Van Ess, Der Eine und das Andere, vol. 1: 555. ‘Abd 
al-Jabbār’s short note on the Mufaḍḍaliyya seems to be somehow related to this textual tradition, but the 
only piece of information that he gives about them is that they considered Mūsā Imam after Jaʻfar, 
without specifying what their views on his death were, see Mughnī, vol. 20.2: 181.  
70 See Madelung, “Khaṭṭābiyya.” EI2, vol. 4: 1132; id. “Bemerkungen”: 50 see also Amir-Moezzi, 
“Khattabiyya,” EIr.  
 
71 Ashʽarī, Maqālāt al-islāmiyīn: 13; Baghdādī, Al-farq bayna l-firaq: 249-50; Isfarāyinī, Al-tabṣīr fī l-dīn: 112; 
Shahrastānī, Al-milal wa l-niḥal, vol. 1: 122-23, 132; Abū Tammām, Kitāb al-shajara, in Madelung and 
Walker, An Ismaili Heresiography: 122-3 of the Arabic text, and 112-3 of the English translation; Ḥimyarī, 
Al-ḥūr al-ʻīn: 221-2; Maqrīzī, Al-mawāʻiẓ wa l-iʻtibār bi dhikr al-khiṭaṭ wa l-āthār, vol. 2: 352.  
 
72 Van Ess, Der Eine und das Andere, vol. 1: 713.  
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divisions of the Khaṭṭābiyya, including the Mufaḍḍaliyya group, copies Baghdādī’s 

account, with occasional paraphrases and abbreviations.73 The next account that can be 

discarded is Ḥimyarī’s Al-Ḥūr al-ʻīn, as it almost word for word follows Ashʻarī’s passage 

in his Maqālāt al-islāmiyīn. Maqrīzī does not introduce anything new, and so his passage 

in the Khiṭaṭ is also useless.74  

Thus, we are left with three texts ― Ashʻarī’s Maqālāt, Baghdādī’s Farq, and 

Sharhastānī’s Milal, and the five pieces of information below is what they tell us:  

 They were the followers of Mufaḍḍal the moneychanger (ṣayrafī) (this is mentioned 

in all the three works).  

 They deified the sixth Imam Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq (this is also attested in all the three 

sources).75  

 They dissociated themselves from Abū l-Khaṭṭāb because Jaʽfar did so (this is 

mentioned by Ashʽarī and Baghdādī).  

 The fourth point, mentioned by Ashʽarī alone, is somewhat unclear: the Arabic is, 

intaḥalū l-nubuwwa wa l-risāla, which literally means, “they claimed prophethood 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
 
73 Baghdādī, Al-farq: 247-50; Isfarāyinī, Al-tabṣīr: 111-2.  The only difference between Isfarāyinī’s version 
and Baghdādī’s (except the former’s shortness relative to the latter) is that in the former, Mufaḍḍal 
renounces Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, whereas in the latter, the entire Mufaḍḍaliyya movement does so (the 
renunciation will be discussed below). The difference, however, is based on the spelling of just two verbal 
forms, and could have arisen either from Isfarāyinī’s own misreading of Baghdādī’s story, or from a 
scribal or editorial error (the latter abound in the edition); for numerous examples, see Van Ess, Der Eine 
und das Andere, vol. 1: 722-3.  
 
74 Ḥimyarī, Al-ḥūr al-ʻīn: 221-2; on the heresiographic passages in the works of both authors,  see Van Ess, 
Der Eine und das Andere, vol. 2: 946 ff, 1167-74.  
 
75 In Shahrastānī, the passage is followed by this statement: “Jaʻfar b. Muhammad al-Ṣādiq dissociated 
himself from all these, he banished and cursed them, for all these people were perplexed and lost.” It is 
not clear, however, whether the statement refers to the Mufaḍḍaliyya or to all the groups of the 
Khaṭṭābiyya mentioned prior to the followers of Mufaḍḍal. The verb used for “dissociated” is tabarra’a, 
which in all other accounts is used as referring to Jaʻfar’s dissociation from Abū l-Khaṭṭāb specifically, 
which makes it more likely that the passage refers to all the branches of the Khaṭṭābiyya.  
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and apostleship.”76 It seems unlikely, however, that the entire movement would 

claim prophethood and apostleship for themselves, which shows that something in 

the texts might be missing. A possible reconstruction could be “they claimed 

prophethood and apostleship [for someone].” And since the movement is called 

after Mufaḍḍal, this someone would most likely be him. This can be confirmed by the 

slightly different, but related, fifth statement about this group.  

 Found in Shahrastānī’s work, the fifth point states that they considered him to be 

Imam after Abū l-Khaṭṭāb. Despite the difference in the role allegedly accorded 

Mufaḍḍal by his followers in the latter source, both passages are similar in that they 

show the Mufaḍḍaliyya as ascribing to their leader a superhuman role, be it 

prophethood or imamate, and the two assertions in all likelihood have similar 

origin.  

This is all we have on the Mufaḍḍaliyya. Whether it was a large movement or a 

small group of people gathered around Mufaḍḍal on the basis of common ideas, is hard 

to tell. All we can collect from the above information are these three statements: 1) 

they attributed to Jaʽfar divine characteristics, 2) they considered Mufaḍḍal to be an 

Imam or a prophet after Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, and that, 3) after having followed Abū l-

Khaṭṭāb, they later dissociated themselves from him.77  

                                                                 
76 Halm translates the phrase precisely this way, “Sie maβten sich selbst das Propheten- and 
Gesandtentum an,” see “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 224.  

77 Al-Sāmarrā’ī has a short passage on the Mufaḍḍaliyya in his book Al-ghuluw wa l-firaq al-ghāliyya (pp. 
102-03), which is based on the accounts of Shahrastānī and Ashʻarī alone. He states that the Mufaḍḍaliyya 
lasted until the fourth century AH. However, the passage on which he has based the statement has 
nothing to do with Mufaḍḍaliyya in particular, but is about Shiʻi extremists and some Sufis in general, 
and is, therefore, farfetched (cf. Cairo edition of 1950-4 by Muhammad ʻAbd al-Ḥamīd). 
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The first statement could very well be true. The attribution of divinity to the 

Imams by the 2nd/8th c. Shi ‘i “extremists” has been generally accepted in scholarship on 

the basis of descriptions found in heresiographic texts and in vast ḥadīth material.78 Of 

course, some authors have argued that not all sources which ascribe divinity to the 

Imams can be trusted, and that this idea could be a back projection of later 

heresiographers,79 but the existence of numerous traditions where the Imams are 

indeed described as supernatural beings, does demonstrate that such beliefs did exist 

among some Shiʻis.80  

Further, what makes the first statement about the Mufaḍḍaliyya more credible 

is that three traditions in Kulaynī and Kashshī ascribe the attribution of divine qualities 

                                                                 
78 See, e.g., Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation; Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis; id. “Ḡolāt”; see also Tucker’s 
articles and book on the second century “extremists” (see above), and Madelung’s articles in the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam (2nd ed.), “Manṣūriyya,” “Mukhammisa,” “Khaṭṭābiyya,” “Manṣūriyya.” 

79 In a recent article, Tamima Bayhom-Daou has argued that the deification of Imams, among other ideas, 
was ascribed to these sects by later Imāmī scholars in order to distance Imamis from the “extremists.” 
The only feature, according to her, that distinguished these groups from mainstream Shiʻism was their 
messianic character. Bayhom-Daou takes the relevant passages on the Khaṭṭābiyya from Nawbakhtī’s 
work allegedly belonging to the 8th c. Shiʻi theologian Hishām b. al-Ḥakam (d. 795/179), who was his main 
source of information on the ghulāt, and through textual analysis separates those passages which were 
really composed by Hishām, and which were later added by Nawbakhtī. As a result, she discovered that 
the statements about the deification of Jaʽfar, about the allegations of Abū l-Khaṭṭāb’s prophethood, the 
belief in transmigration of souls, and other Gnostic doctrines, were later additions by Nawbakhtī, and 
that the teaching of the Khaṭṭābiyya, as well as other ghulāt sects of the time, amounted to messianic 
beliefs. Another argument against the ascription of Gnostic teaching to the “extremist” groups of the 
2nd/8th century is that it was only in the 3rd/9th c. that works by Imāmī authors refuting the ghulāt 
doctrines began to appear, see Bayhom-Daou, “The Second Century Shīʽite Ġulāt”: 37-38, 43, 45. Bausani 
also agrees that the accusation of the heresiographers are “only partly exact,” and that the views about 
God’s incarnation in human flesh and transmigration of souls were ascribed to the ghulāt by their 
theological opponents in order smear them, see Bausani, Religion in Iran: 139-40.  

80 Amir-Moezzi, “Savoir c’est pouvoir”: 169; id. The Divine Guide in Early Shiʻism; the most thorough 
documentation of the occurrence of ghulāt in ḥadīth is perhaps Modarressi’s in his seminal Crisis 
Consolidation: 20ff. That early ghulāt did indeed believe that some men can be divine, is discussed in 
Wasserstrom’s “The Moving Finger Writes”: 6, 10, 17. What makes his reading of the sources all the more 
credible is that he convincingly demonstrates the pre-Islamic roots of the beliefs ascribed to one of the 
earliest ghulāt Mughīra b. Saʻīd (d. 119/736).  
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to the Imam to Mufaḍḍal himself.81 In one case only does Jaʽfar denounce him, for 

stating that the Imams distribute the sustenance of men.82 In the two others he says to 

Mufaḍḍal and to his friends, who were quarrelling about the Imam’s divinity, that the 

Imams are but servants of God and that they “never say anything before He does,” and 

hearken to His command.  

Finally, another testimony to the possibility of ascription of divinity to the 

Imams by early ghulāt are numerous allusions to this idea in one of the main “heretical” 

Mufaḍḍal-texts Kitāb al-haft, which, despite its possibly later origin, does contain the 

teachings found in the same religious milieu as the early Shiʻi extremists.83  Thus, it is 

very well possible that Mufaḍḍal and his circle did regard the Imams as beings of higher 

order than ordinary men.  

The second statement, about the imamate or prophethood of Mufaḍḍal after 

Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, seems more doubtful. Had such a claim occurred, Jaʽfar, who had 

banished Abū l-Khaṭṭāb for divinizing him, would very likely do the same with 

Mufaḍḍal, for it would undermine his own imamate and Muḥammad’s prophecy. 

Indeed, neither the biographical dictionaries nor ḥadīth contain any mention of Jaʽfar’s 

condemnation of Mufaḍḍal on account of his claims to imamate or prophethood. Only 

in two traditions does Jaʽfar blame him, but for different reasons. The Imam accuses 

him of unbelief and of teaching his son Ismāʽīl Khaṭṭābī ideas.84 What these ideas were is 

                                                                 
81 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 587, 591; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 8: 231-32.  

82 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 587.  

83 The teachings of this text will be discussed in great detail in my Chapter Three.  
 
84 Kashshī, Rijāl, nos. 581 and 586.  



 
 

27 
 

not clear, but nowhere does Mufaḍḍal appear to claim any supernatural power for 

himself, and according to one tradition, by the time he died he was in quite close 

relations with Jaʽfar’s son Mūsā al-Kāẓim.85 Furthermore, even after Mūsā’s death his 

son and eighth Imam ʽAlī al-Riḍā speaks of Mufaḍḍal very fondly.86  

If these two ḥadīth have any historical value at all, they indicate that by the end 

of his life Mufaḍḍal was on very good terms with the Imams, which rules out the 

possibility that he might have claimed the role of an imam, let alone that of a prophet. 

Likewise, there is no mention of a group of people who would attribute to him qualities 

of an imam or a prophet. True, the traditions presenting the relationships between the 

Imams and Mufaḍḍal as being good might be spurious. But if the Imāmī traditionalists 

did include such “unorthodox” traditions into their collections, there is no doubt that 

had there been in circulation a single ḥadīth condemning Mufaḍḍal or his followers of 

such heretical views, they would not miss the chance to record them as well. 

The third statement about the Mufaḍḍaliyya, namely, that they dissociated 

themselves from Abū l-Khaṭṭāb after having followed him initially, seems to be 

plausible on account of the traditions and the argument presented above, namely, even 

if the traditions which present the Imams speaking of him favorably after his death are 

fabricated, there are also virtually none stating the contrary. Besides, a tradition in 

Kashshī ends with a sentence which states that “Mufaḍḍal returned after [being a 

Khaṭṭābī]” (thumma rajaʽa baʽdu). This passage echoes Sahrastānī’s statement that 

Mufaḍḍal, among others, returned to the true Imam (see below), and the statement of 

                                                                 
85 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 597,  

86 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 593; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 320; Mufīd, Irshād: 319.  
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Ashʽarī and Baghdādī that the Mufaḍḍaliyya, unlike the other Khaṭṭābīs, dissociated 

themselves from Abū l-Khaṭṭāb. In fact, Mufaḍḍal’s complicated relationships with 

Zurāra b. Aʽyan, one of the people who, according to Shahrastānī’s account,87 was 

among those who returned to the true path after the initial confusion, and who in 

different traditions appears to be both Mufaḍḍal’s friend and foe, indicate that at 

different times they probably held different views, and at the time when they were on 

friendly terms, Zurāra might have been among his followers. It is also possible that 

Mufaḍḍal’s and Zurāra’s changing relationships were the reason of the latter’s 

changing relations with the Imam, who at times rebuked the latter for his independent 

views, but could not afford to dissociate himself from him altogether.88  

Summing up Abū ‘Īsā al-Warrāq’s tradition on the Mufaḍḍaliyya, we can state 

that it was a group of people gathered around Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar al-Juʻfī. What their 

views on the Imamate were is unclear. They probably attributed divine characteristics 

to Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq, but they did not claim the imamate or prophethood for Mufaḍḍal. 

They probably did initially adhere to the Khaṭṭābiyya, but then distanced themselves 

from it.  

Now let us briefly examine the relations between Warrāq’s tradition and the 

first one, preserved in Khwārazmī’s and Abū Tammām’s works. There is no 

contradiction between the two as to the beliefs of the Mufaḍḍaliyya, and so potentially, 

both accounts could contain truth. However, the first seems to be more informed, as it 

contains more details about their doctrines, and is more in keeping with what other 
                                                                 
87 Shahrastānī, Al-milal wa l-niḥal: vol. 1: 123. 

88 Kohlberg, “Imam and Community in the Pre-Ghayba Period”: 36-7. On the differences between the 
Imams and some of their followers, such as Zurāra, see Dakake, The Charismatic Community: 200.   
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sourses have to say about their leader. Thus, as will be shown below, Mufaḍḍal himself 

at some point followed the Khaṭṭābiyya,89 and Abū ʻĪsā al-Warrāq’s account echoes this 

by classifying the Mufaḍḍaliyya as one of the Khaṭṭābiyya sects. Neither Khwārazmī nor 

Abū Tammām, on the other hand, do not list the group as a Khaṭṭābiyya sect, clumsily 

classifying it with the Imāmiyya,90 showing that the author of the original text was 

poorly informed not only about this group, but about the Imāmiyya in general. Based 

on this, I propose that Abū ʻĪsā al-Warrāq’s tradition is a more reliable source of 

information about the Mufaḍḍaliyya than the second tradition.  

The last question that arises from the comparison of the texts of the 

heresiographers with the information found in ḥadīth and in biographical dictionaries 

is (quite paradoxically) whether such a group existed at all. One reason to doubt this is 

that the name “Mufaḍḍaliyya” itself only occurs in the several heresiographic texts, 

and never appears in any ḥadīth featuring Mufaḍḍal.91 Another reason is that he is not 

even associated with any coherent group of people capable of being called a sect, or is 

not said to have had any followers, only “associates” (aṣḥāb).92 Finally, none of the 

people who appear to be called his friends in the texts of Shiʻi ḥadīth, or narrate on his 

authority in the isnāds, are called anything like “Mufaḍḍaliyya.”93 It is possible that the 

sect was “invented” by the heresiographers, or their informers, because of the 
                                                                 
89 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 359; Quhpā’ī, Rijāl, vol. 6: 131; Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 581.  

90 Madelung and Walker, An Ismaili Heresiography: 111.; Khwārazmī, Mafātīḥ al-‘ulūm: 31.  
 
91 This observation was rightly made by Halm in his article “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 228.  

92 Cf. Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 592.  

93 Cf., e.g., Qāsim al-Ṣayrafī (Ḥā’irī, Muntahā l-Maqāl, vol. 5: 222), Khaybarī (Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 358); 
Muḥammad b. Sinān (Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 208-11), et al; see also Appendix 2, which lists all persons who 
could have been in contact with Mufaḍḍal according to the major Imami collections.  
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importance of Mufaḍḍal’s personality in the “extremist” circles of the 2nd/8th century, 

and in accordance with the custom of naming the followers of important religious 

leaders by adding the suffix –iyya to their name.94 Therefore, we can probably speak not 

of a real sect of Mufaḍḍal’s followers, but rather of a group of people gathered around 

him because of common religious and political views (or even economic interests), as 

will be shown below. But even in this case, what was said above about the Mufaḍḍaliyya 

can be applied to these people.  

 

Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar al-Juʽfī’s Life 

Sources and Methodology 

There are virtually no complete studies of Mufaḍḍal al-Juʽfī’s life. Ivanow has 

dedicated a short paragraph to Mufaḍḍal in his Guide to Ismaili Literature, where he 

mentions that he was “a devoted disciple of Imam Ja‘far, inclined towards extremism.”95 

His reading of Jufī’s life, however, is based only on Kashshī’s and Ṭūsī’s works, and is, 

therefore, incomplete. This probably led him to conclude that Mufaḍḍal was executed 

with Abū l-Khaṭṭāb in 762, whereas he died much later. Brockelmann, in his equally 

short note on Mufaḍḍal, replicates the information given by previous authors.96  

The only article that deals with Mufaḍḍal at length is Heinz Halm’s “Das ‘Buch 

der Schatten’,” in which the author presents how Mufaḍḍal is depicted in the later 

Imami tradition, quoting at length the ḥadīth about him found in Kashshī and Kulaynī, 

                                                                 
94 Bausani, Religion in Iran: 132.  On the custom of heresiographers to invent sects, see Buckley, “The Early 
Shiite Ghulāh”: 303-4.  

95 P. 30.  

96 GAL (s), vol. 1: 104.  
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in German translation. He divides them into two categories, calling the first, those in 

which Mufaḍḍal appears in a negative light, “Al-Mufaḍḍal aus imamitischer Sicht,” 

implying that this is how he is viewed by the Imamis in general. The second category 

comprises the ḥadīth from Kashshī and Kulaynī speaking of him favourably, and these 

he calls “Häretische Mufaḍḍal-Tradizionen.”97 However, Halm’s account is limited to 

simply quoting what is in the sources, without analysing the material and trying to 

understand who Mufaḍḍal really was, and the traditions found in other Shiʻi collections 

are left out altogether. The same author has dedicated another short passage to 

Mufaḍḍal in his Kosmologie und Heilslehre der frühen Ismā’īlīya, where he mainly presents 

how his image is viewed by the Nuṣayris.98 

A brief note on Mufaḍḍal is included in Sezgin’s Geschichte des arabischen 

Schrifttums, which simply states that he was a follower of Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, and mentions 

the Mufaḍḍaliyya group.99 Another short note on him is found in Modarressi’s 

bibliographic work Tradition and Survival, again, presenting what is known about him 

from Shiʻi sources, namely, that he was a moneychanger, client of the Juʽfī clan of Kufa, 

that he was the leader of the Mufawwiḍa, and that he transmitted from Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq 

and Mūsā al-Kāẓim. 

The editor of Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ Munṣif b. ‘Abd al-Jalīl dedicates several pages of his 

introduction to studying Mufaḍḍal’s life, and presents quite an extensive account by 

                                                                 
97 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 224-235.  

98 Pp. 163-65.  

99 Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, vol. 1: 534.   
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engaging traditions that are both favorable and unfavorable of Mufaḍḍal.100 Modern 

Shiʻi biographer Muḥsin al-Amīn, finally, also sums up the information about Mufaḍḍal 

in primary sources, concluding that the reports about him show that, “generally 

speaking, he was of good belief.”101 

The reason for our lack of knowledge on Mufaḍḍal is that there is no detailed 

narrative of his life in the sources. The only information we have are two short notes 

on him in the Rijāl books of Najāshī (d. 450/1058-59) and Ibn al-Ghaḍā’irī (early 

5th/11thc.). Ṭūsī (d. 460/1067) mentions him briefly in his Rijāl and Fihrist. In the first 

work he mentions Mufaḍḍal among the companions of Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq and Mūsā al-

Kāẓim,102 and in the second he calls him the author of the Kitāb al-waṣiyya.103 A notice on 

him is contained in the biographical work of Barqī (d. between 274-80/887-94), 

including him in the list of Jaʽfar’s companions.104 Other than that, all the information 

we have on Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar consists of over forty ḥadīth found in Kashshī’s (d. first 

half of the 4th/10th c.) Rijāl, Kulaynī’s (d. 329/941) Kāfī, Ṣaffār al-Qummī’s (d. 290/902-3) 

Baṣā’ir al-darajāt, Shaykh Mufīd’s (d. 413/1022) Irshād, Barqī’s Maḥāsin, and Ṭūsī’s 

Istibṣār.105 Although the biographical information on him in the two Rijāl works is 

outright negative, only two of the mentioned ḥadīth speak of Mufaḍḍal in a negative 
                                                                 
100 Kitāb al-ṣīrāṭ: 8-21.  

101 Aʻyān al-shīʻa, vol. 10: 132-3. 
 
102 Rijāl: 314, 360.  

103 Fihrist: 337.  

104 Rijāl: 90.  

105 Kashshī, Rijāl, nos. 216, 461, 502, 581-98, 982; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 52, 308, 309, 320, vol. 2: 92, 192, 209, 
vol. 4: 575, vol. 8: 231-32, 279-81, 273-74; Ṣaffār, Bāṣā’ir al-darajāt:. 144, 257, 284; Barqī, Maḥāsin, vol. 2: 168, 
197, 368, 481; Ṭusi, Istibṣār: vol. 2, p. 189, vol. 3, p. 104.  
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light, and only four present him in an ambiguous way, as someone arguing about the 

nature of the Imam and making “wrong” statements about him. The rest speak of him 

in a very favorable manner, depicting him as one of the closest companions of Imams 

Jaʽfar and Mūsā. Shaykh Mufīd has a note on Juʽfī where he praises him as Jaʽfar’s close 

person and a learned man, and his student Ṭūsī includes him among the praiseworthy 

companions of the Imams.106 Mufaḍḍal’s name also appears in the isnāds of numerous 

Shiʻi ḥadīth, where he very often narrates on the authority of Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq.  

There is, thus, very little direct information about Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar. What 

becomes clear right away is that he was repudiated by some representatives of the later 

Shiʻi tradition, namely, Najāshī and Ibn al-Ghaḍā’irī. However, the frequent occurrence 

of his name in the chains of transmitters, and the numerous traditions speaking of him 

favorably and showing his close connections with the Imams, found in the collections 

of no less orthodox Twelver authors, complicate the picture. In reality, however, the 

two types of evidence, the ḥadīth and the biographical entries do not contradict each 

other. The latter only reveal the attitude of later Shiʻi orthodoxy toward Mufaḍḍal (and 

other ghulāt in general), without furnishing any particular details about his life. The 

former contain much valuable information about his life, most of which, as I will 

demonstrate below, can be trusted. (The seeming contradiction, then, between the 

notions that he was a liar on the one hand, and that he was the two Imams’ close friend, 

only indicates that the later Twelver tradition had different standards for orthodoxy 

than the Imams’ contemporaries and even the Imams themselves had.)  

                                                                 
106 Mufīd, Irshād: 288; Ṭūsī, Ghayba: 210.  



 
 

34 
 

 Since ḥadīth accounts will be my main source of information on Mufaḍḍal, I will 

now briefly present the methodology which I will use to extract information about him 

and his milieu. Although the value of ḥadīth as a historical source has been disputed in 

western scholarship,107 in the recent decades, Gautier Juynboll in his several works has 

argued that ḥadīth is indeed a legitimate historical source, and has developed 

techniques for analyzing the historicity of individual traditions, or of finding their 

originators.108 The most important of these techniques is, perhaps, finding the so-called 

“Common Link”; thus, Juynboll proposes that if the first half of the isnād strand of a 

particular tradition is the same in the different versions of the same story, diverging 

afterwards, the real originator of the tradition can be considered the last person in the 

repeating part, whom he calls the “Common Link.” Of course, the traditions on 

Mufaḍḍal do not offer much material for this type of analysis, but even the few bits of 

information gleaned in this way may be important for the reconstruction of his life.109 

                                                                 
107 Goldziher, Muslim Studies, vol. 2: 19. In his The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence (p. 4), Joseph 
Schacht affirms Golziher’s position.  
 
108 See, e.g. Juynboll, “Early Islamic Society as Reflected in its Use of Isnāds”; id., Encyclopedia of Canonical 
Ḥadīth; id. Muslim Tradition; among other scholars who have worked on the question of extracting 
historical information from ḥadīth, see Görke, “Eschatology, History, and the Common Link: A Study in 
Methodology”; Sadeghi, “The Traveling Tradition Test: A Method for Dating Traditions”; among the most 
recent works, see also several articles by Harald Motzki, as well as the two articles by Nicolet Boekhoff-
van der Voort and Sean Anthony in the volume Analysing Muslim Traditions. For a reevaluation of recent 
scholarship on ḥadīth, see Reinhart, “Juynbolliana, Gradualism, the Big Bang, and Ḥadīth Study in the 
Twenty-First Century,” especially pp. 413-29, and Haider, The Origins of the Shīʻa: 24-34. For a brilliant 
discussion of the role and modes of ḥadīth transmission in the social life of the medieval Middle East, see 
Richard Bulliet’s Islam: The View from the Edge, especially Chapter 2, “Prophet, Quran, and Companions”: 
23-36. On the early development of Shiʻi ḥadīth, see Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: xiii ff.  

109 R. Buckley has demonstrated that a large number of ḥadīth related on the authority of Jaʻfar are 
fabrications, and that the Imam’s authority is invoked to validate the agenda of the narrators, see “Jaʻfar 
al-Ṣādiq as a Source of Shīʻī Traditions”: 115-22. And since a large part of ḥadīth featuring Mufaḍḍal go 
back to Jaʻfar, one might suppose that the reconstruction of his life from these sources is impossible. I 
hope to demonstrate, however, that with rigorous criticism, ḥadīth can in fact help us learn about 
Mufaḍḍal.  
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As to the traditions which occur only in one place, they too can contain 

important information. Although the method of “Common Links” cannot be used in 

this case, these ḥadīth do contain information which can be trusted. Namely, it is the 

information which has nothing to do with the particular tradition’s transmitter’s (or 

forger’s) personal attitude toward Mufaḍḍal and is, therefore, conveyed 

unintentionally, a so-called “unwitting testimony.”110 Thus, even if a certain ḥadīth on 

Mufaḍḍal was fabricated or altered by his friend or foe in order to praise or degrade 

him, there are details which the author of the story would have no reason to invent, 

such as his being a moneychanger. And if these details recur in various traditions found 

in different independent sources, this means they can be trusted.111  

A source of more or less unbiased information about Mufaḍḍal can be the isnāds 

containing his name. To study these chains, I collected all the traditions containing his 

name found in the earliest Shiʻi ḥadīth collections, namely Kashshī’s Rijāl, Kulaynī’s Kāfī, 

Ṣaffār’s Baṣā’ir al-darajāt, Mufīd’s Irshād, Barqī’s Maḥāsin, Ibn Bābūya’s (d. 381/991) Man 

lā yaḥḍuruhu l-faqīh, Al-khiṣāl, ʽIlal al-sharā’iʽ, and Kitāb al-tawḥīd, and Ṭūsī’s Istibṣār. In all, 

these books contain one hundred and seventy nine traditions with Mufaḍḍal’s name in 

their isnāds. The transmitters of these ḥadīth are two hundred and ninety, and among 
                                                                 
110 This type of information is characterized by Arthur Marwick as evidence that “‘slips’ into written 
documents ‘by accident’ ― that is to say without the writer of the document being aware that matters he 
unconsciously includes will be of great value to historians,” see The Nature of History: 218.  
 
111 This method of dealing with anecdotal material such as ḥadīth follows Roy Mottahedeh’s approach to 
anecdotes found in historical sources. He states that “… anecdotes are filled with details which are meant 
to make them seam “real” and therefore believable; and when we find such details repeated, it is a fair 
guess that the details represented a view of the world,” see his Loyalty and Leadership: viii. Although he 
talks here about details which are included by their authors on purpose, are part of their main message, 
and are liable, therefore, to exaggeration or alteration, he still considers their frequent recurrence a sign 
of their trustworthiness. In our case, the details are not only frequently repeated, but they are not part of 
the main message of the author, and are not meant, as far as I can tell, to make his story seem “real.” 
Hence, they are all the more trustworthy as their authors would be less prone to invent or exaggerate 
them.  
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these, seventy nine narrate directly on Mufaḍḍal’s authority, while he himself narrates 

on the authority of fifteen. To know who these narrators were is important because one 

may assume that the people standing next to Mufaḍḍal in the chains of transmitters 

must have been in direct contact with him, and many of them must have considered 

him trustworthy enough to transmit ḥadīth on his authority, while he himself must 

have narrated from people that he trusted.  

A more direct way of learning about the friends or companions of Mufaḍḍal is 

studying the texts of the traditions. It can be assumed that if someone is called his 

friend in a tradition, this has to be true. In the texts of the ḥadīth which I have studied, 

three people are mentioned as his friends, and seven are said to have attacked him by 

word or deed. There are still others who are said to have been in contact with him on 

various occasions. The study of these people can give information about his ethnic and 

professional background of the people he dealt with. Whether a person is called 

trustworthy (thiqa) or weak in ḥadīth (ḍāʽīf) by the biographer who wrote a century or 

two later, is another indication about who the people in Mufaḍḍal’s surrounding were 

(this, of course, taking into account the possible biases of a particular author). Again, 

some traditions, along with their isnāds, can be forged, but some can likewise be 

original. And if some features of the transmitters consistently recur, I argue they can be 

trusted.  

 

Mufaḍḍal as a Moneychanger  
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Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar lived and was active in Kufa.112 We know this from the 

account of Najāshī,113 the note of Barqī,114 both of whom say that he is Kufan, and from 

three traditions in Kāfī115 and Kashshī’s Rijāl.116 The tradition in Kāfī is a story about 

Mufaḍḍal walking around in Kufa with Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq. Although it cannot be considered 

historical because of its legendary details, it is hard to think of any ideological reasons 

for the originator of the ḥadīth to lie about the place where Mufaḍḍal lived. The same 

can be said about the two traditions found in Kashshī. In one of them,117 some people 

from Kufa complain to Jaʽfar about Mufaḍḍal’s behavior, accusing him of mixing with 

thugs and wine-drinkers. Through a clever ruse Jaʽfar and Mufaḍḍal proved to these 

people that it is not true. In the third tradition,118 Mūsā al-Kāẓim bemoans his death, 

mentioning that it happened in Kufa. Another indication that he was Kufan, finally, is 

that he was a mawlā of the Juʽfī clan, which belonged to the Yemeni tribe of Madhḥij 

that was stationed in Kufa. The Juʽfīs had their own lot in Kufa, and even their own 

mosque called “Juʽfī” after them.119 

                                                                 
112 Although this fact has not been disputed, it is, nevertheless, useful to demonstrate this for the sake of 
more clarity.  

113 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 359.  

114 Barqī, Rijāl: 90.  

115 Vol. 8: 279-281.  

116 Nos. 592 and 597. 

117 No. 592.  

118 No. 597.  

119 See Djaït, Al-Kūfa: 302; id.: “Les yamanites à Kūfa”: 60; Safarī, “Juʻfī”; Al-ʻAlī, Al-Kūfa wa ahluhā fī ṣadr al-
islām: 267-9.  
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Mufaḍḍal’s importance in the early Shiʻi community becomes clear in that he 

was the financial agent of the Imams, i.e. not only he himself had considerable sums of 

money at his disposal, but he was needed by the leaders of the Shiʻi community because 

of his ability to raise large sums of money through his network of followers or 

companions. Below, I will analyze the evidence pointing to this fact, and will 

demonstrate that the information about his financial activities can largely be trusted.  

It is accepted in secondary literature that by profession Mufaḍḍal was a 

moneychanger (ṣayrafī),120 which primarily denoted exchanging different currencies 

(dirhams and dinars),121 but also money lending and other financial activities.122 

Although apart from the three abovementioned Sunni heresiographers there appears 

to be no other mentions of his profession, the statement, nevertheless, appears to be 

true. Moreover, Mufaḍḍal appears to have been part (and possibly head) of an extended 

network of moneychangers in Kufa, which played an important role in the Shiʻi 

community.  

First, there are several moneychangers said to be his friends or companions. 

Perhaps the most famous of them was the Shiʻi theologian Abū Jaʻfar Muhammad b. ‘Alī 

al-Aḥwal, known as Mu’min al-Ṭāq in Shiʻi sources, and Shayṭān al-Ṭāq in Sunni ones.123 

In a ḥadīth, Jaʻfar asks Mufaḍḍal to tell him on his behalf to stay silent124 (perhaps 

                                                                 
120 Cf. Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 26; id.: Tradition and Survival: 333; Madelung, “Khaṭṭābiyya.”  

121 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 5: 244-52; Ṭūsī, Nihāya, vol. 2: 284-8.  

122 Dūrī, Tārīkh al-ʻIrāq al-iqtiṣādī: 192.  

123 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: 338-9.  

124 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 460. 
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because of his quarrelsome character125). Another is Qāsim al-Ṣayrafī, who appears once 

in Barqī’s Maḥāsin, and three times in the Kāfī, and who is called “Mufaḍḍal’s partner” 

(sharīk Mufaḍḍal) even when appearing in the isnāds.126 Another one is a certain Abū 

Jaʽfar Muḥammad b. al-Fuḍayl b. Kathīr al-Azraq al-Azdī/Thaqafī al-Ṣayrafī al-Kūfī, who 

is said to be a friend of Mufaḍḍal.127 In Ṭūsī’s Kitāb al-ghayba, Mufaḍḍal appears in the 

company of yet another moneychanger, Sadīr al-Ṣayrafī.128 Two other moneychangers 

stand next to Mufaḍḍal in the isnāds of the traditions which I have studied. One is Isḥāq 

b. ʽAmmār al-Ṣayrafī, who in Kāfī narrates together with Mufaḍḍal a tradition about the 

poor among the Shiʻis,129 and in Kashshī’s Rijāl, along with another person, relates about 

their meeting with Mufaḍḍal and their travel to the grave of Ḥusayn.130 ʽAlī al-Ṣayrafī, 

finally, narrates on the authority of Mufaḍḍal in Ṭūsī’s Istibṣār.131 It is interesting to note 

that Mufaḍḍal’s companion Isḥāq b. ‘Ammār al-Ṣayrafī was member of the large clan of 

moneychangers Banū Ḥayyān, many of whom narrated ḥadīth from Imams Jaʻfar and 

                                                                 
125 Cf. Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 462.  

126 Barqī, Maḥāsin, vol. 1: 443-44; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 2: 24, 25, vol. 8: 231-32, 374.  

127 Halm mentions him in his “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I (p. 228), quoting Aḥmad al-Ḥusaynī’s edition of 
Kashshī (printed in Karbalā’). Abū Jaʽfar Muḥammad b. al-Fuḍayl was also the companion of the 6th, 7th, 
and 8th Imams, see Amir-Moezzi, “Savoir c’est pouvoir”: 168.  

128 Ṭūsī, Ghayba: 105; Ṭūsī (Rijāl: 314, 360) says that he was the companion of the 4th, the 5th, and the 6th 
Imams.  
 
129 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 2: 265. In the isnād he refers to them, saying: Isḥāq b. ʽAmmār wa Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar, 
qālā… “Isḥāq b. ʽAmmār and Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar, the two of them said.”  

130 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 589. The author here states that he found the tradition in the book of Jibrīl b. Aḥmad 
al-Fāriyābī, who was a traditionist and scholar living in Kish, the homeland of Kashshī, and was greatly 
revered by the latter, see Ḥā’irī, Muntahā l-maqāl, vol. 2: 221-22.  

131 Vol. 3: 104.  
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Mūsā.132 Mufaḍḍal’s acquaintance and possible partnership with him links him with the 

remaining members of the family as well, thus further indicating that Mufaḍḍal 

belonged to an extended network of ṣayārifa.  

There are a number of traditions indicating that Mufaḍḍal was involved in some 

kind of financial activities, further corroborating the idea that he was a ṣayrafī. 

Moreover, these ḥadīth also indicate that his profession had deeper implications 

concerning his position in the Shiʻi community and his relationship with the Imams. In 

some of his works, Massignon speaks about the special role of the Kufan ṣayārifa in the 

Shiʻi movement of the late Umayyad and the ʻAbbasid periods. According to him, they 

acted as special financial agents of the Imams, receiving donations from the devotees of 

the Shiʻi cause and often financing ʻAlid uprisings from these funds.133 Among these 

“bankers” he names Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar.134 The moneychangers had even their own 

quarter, the so-called sūq al-ṣayārifa (lit. “market of moneychangers”), located far from 

the center of the town, in the south-western corner, next to the mosque of the Banū 

Jadhīma.135 Massignon does not provide firm enough grounds for his argument, but 

below I will argue that his insight about the role of ṣayārifa can indeed be corroborated 

and further developed by studying the sources.   

                                                                 
132 Muḥsin Amīn provides a detailed entry about the family in his Aʻyān al-shīʻa, vol. 2: 92-3. Banū Zubayr 
al-Ṣayārifa are another such clan mentioned in Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 1079.  

133 On moneychangers and moneychanging in the medieval Islamic world, see Lindsay, Daily Life in the 
Medieval Islamic World: 113; see also the articles “Ṣarf” and “Ṣarrāf” in EI2, by A. Zysow and Abdullah Saeed 
respectively (vol. 12 (Supplement): 703, 710). For a general account of the economic activities of the 
moneychangers in Iraq from the first Islamic century onwards, see Dūrī, Tārīkh al-ʻIrāq al-iqtiṣādī: 192-5.  

134 Massignon, “Exploration du plan de Kufa”: 49-50.  

135 Djaït, Al-Kūfa: 276-77; id. “Kufa”: 292; Massignon, “Exploration du plan de Kufa”: 49.  
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Indeed, from what is related in five traditions from Kashshī’s Rijāl, Kulaynī’s Kāfī, 

Barqī’s Maḥāsin, and Ṭūsī’s Istibṣār, it can be seen that Juʽfī was not just a moneychanger 

or in some way involved in financial operations, but that he was part of a larger 

network of moneychangers who were likely involved in much more than exchanging 

currency, but acted as Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq’s (and perhaps his son Mūsā al-Kāẓim’s and his 

father Muhammad Bāqir’s) agents in Kufa.  

The evidence in ḥadīth is corroborated by the distribution of names containing 

the nickname al-Ṣayrafī in the first three centuries of Islam.136 Thus, out of the 104 men 

with this nickname living in the first three centuries of Islam, 65 lived in Kufa, of them, 

45 narrated ḥadīth from Jaʻfar, 2 from his father Bāqir, and 2 from his son Mūsā (those 

who narrated from Jaʻfar together with Bāqir or together with Mūsā are included in the 

45 names of Jaʻfar’s narrators).137 Just a tiny fraction of ṣayrafīs narrated from Imams 

who were farther removed from Jaʻfar’s time ― 3 from his grandson ʻAlī al-Riḍā (d. 818) 

and just one from his great grandfather ‘Alī Zayn al-‘Ābidīn (d. ca. 712 or 713).138  In 

sum, during the first three centuries of Islam, a disproportionately high concentration 

of moneychangers is found in Kufa during the lifetime of Jaʻfar, most of whom narrated 

from the Imam. The several ḥadīth below might explain why this is so, illustrating not 

                                                                 
136 The information is culled from the main Shiʻi and Sunni biographical dictionaries, the Shiʻi ones are 
Ṭūsī’s Fihrist and Rijāl, Kashshī’s Rijāl, Najāshī’s Rijāl, Ibn Shahrāshūb’s Maʻālim al-‘ulamā’, and Ibn al-
Ghaḍā’irī’s Rijāl, and the Sunni works are Mizzī’s Tahdhīb al-kamāl and Dhahabī’s Tārīkh al-islām. In using 
statistical data provided in biographical dictionaries, I heavily rely on the method of Richard Bulliet, cf. 
e.g., his Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period.  

137 See Appendix 3.  

138 Several people with unidentified locations narrated from Imams other than Jaʻfar as well, but their 
number is so small that even if they are proven to be non Kufan, this still does not disrupt the 
abovementioned trend, namely, that the biggest concentration of ṣayārifa in Kufa was in Jaʻfar’s time. 
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only Mufaḍḍal’s role as a moneychanger, but also his involvement in their network, as 

well as the types of activities in which ṣayārifa were involved.   

Let us look at the direct references found in Shiʻi ḥadīth compilations. First of all, 

Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq’s positive attitude toward the ṣayārifa is clearly reflected in a ḥadīth 

where he repudiates Ḥasan al-Baṣrī’s alleged condemnation of moneychangers by 

stating that “the People of the Cave were also moneychangers”139 (referring to the 

Qur’ānic Aṣḥāb al-kahf).  

Secondly, Mufaḍḍal’s role as the Imam’s financial agent, but also the role of the 

network of Kufan moneychangers and their importance for Jaʻfar, is illustrated in the 

following tradition: 

Some Kufans wrote to al-Ṣādiq (peace upon him), saying: “Mufaḍḍal mixes with 
thugs (shuṭṭār), pigeon fanciers (aṣḥāb al-ḥamām),140 and people who drink wine. 
You should write to him and tell him not to mix with them.” [Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq] 
wrote a letter to Mufaḍḍal, sealed it, gave it to them, and ordered them to hand 
it to Mufaḍḍal. They brought the letter to Mufaḍḍal. Among them were 
Zurāra,141 ʽAbd Allāh b. Bukayr,142 Muhammad b. Muslim,143 Abū Baṣīr,144 and Ḥujr 

                                                                 
139 Ibn Bābūya, Man lā yaḥḍuruhu l-faqīh, vol. 3: 129; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 5: 329.  

140 On playing with pigeons (liʽb al-ḥamām), which was a despicable occupation, see Halm, “Das ‘Buch der 
Schatten’” I, f. 81.  

141 This is the famous Zurāra b. Aʽyan, with whom Mufaḍḍal had strained relations. Their relations will be 
discussed in more details below.  

142 ʽAbd Allāh b. Bukayr b. Aʽyan b. Sunsun al-Shaybānī: all we know about him is that he was a mawlā and 
narrated from Jaʽfar, see Najāshī, vol. 2: 23; his name indicates that he was Zurāra’s relative.  

143 Muhammad b. Muslim Abū Jaʽfar al-Awqaṣ al-Ṭаḥḥān: Najāshi calls him a prominent man, a theologian 
and a faqīh. He was a mawlā of Thaqīf, see Najāshī, vol. 2: 199-200.  

144 Abū Baṣīr Layth al-Murādī: there are contradictory views on his character. He is noted to be 
trustworthy, but according to some accounts, Jaʽfar disliked him. He was a mawlā of Banū Asad, see Ḥā’irī, 
Muntahā l-maqāl, vol. 5: 263-66.  
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b. Zā’ida.145 They gave the letter to Mufaḍḍal, he opened and read it. Written 
there was the following: “In the name of God, the merciful, the compassionate; I 
want you to purchase this, this, and this.” [The Imam] did not mention [in the 
letter] anything about what they had told him [about Mufaḍḍal]. When he read 
the letter, he gave it to Zurāra, Zurāra gave it Muhammad b. Muslim, until it 
circulated among all of them. Then Mufaḍḍal asked them: “What do you say?” 
They replied: “This is a lot of money for us to look for, to gather, and to bring 
you. We never knew of this [amount of money] until we saw you look at it [i.e. 
the letter].” They wanted to leave but Mufaḍḍal said: “You have to stay with me 
until morning (taghdū ʽindī).146” He locked them up (ḥabasahum) until morning 
and summoned his friends who had been slandered. They came, and he read to 
them the letter of Abū ʽAbd Allāh (peace upon him). They left him, and he 
locked up those men in order that they would have breakfast with him. The 
young men (fityān147) came back, each of them carrying, in accordance with their 
income, one or two thousand dinars, a bit more or a bit less, before those would 
finish their breakfast. Mufaḍḍal asked them: “Do you order me to dismiss 
these?” [Then he turned to the slanderers and said:] “Do you think God needs 
your prayers and your fasting?!”148 
 
The story is a valuable source of information on Mufaḍḍal and the 

moneychangers of his time. Although it is hard to prove its authenticity, I would like to 

argue that even if some of its details have been invented, it does contain much 

information which is historical. First of all, it is confirmed by other sources that he 

dealt with money and finances. This detail is unlikely to be forged for it appears also in 

                                                                 
145 Ḥujr b. Zā’ida al-Ḥaḍramī was considered a trustworthy narrator, and transmitted ḥadīth on the 
authority of Muḥammad al-Bāqir and Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq, see Najāshī, vol. 1: 347; see also Modarressi, Tradition 
and Survival: 272.  

146 The phrase could also be translated as “you have breakfast with me”.  

147 “Young men” is not a very precise translation for fityān, for the term has a special connotation, 
referring to the members of urban semi-military organizations called futuwwa, which had their codes of 
ethics and hierarchy. The qualities valued in such groups were, among others, generosity and altruism, 
and it is possible that the term is used on purpose, to underscore that Mufaḍḍal’s companions possessed 
these qualities, which were expressed by their financial support for him. On futuwwa see, e.g. Cahen, 
Mouvements populaires et autonomisme urbain dans l’Asie musulmane du Moyen Âge. On Kufan futuwwa see 
Shaybī, Al-ṣila bayna l-taṣawwuf wa l-tashayyuʽ: 281-83, 489-91.  

148 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 592.  
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five other traditions, and there is not a single tradition ascribing him a different 

profession. The second piece of information that can be gleaned here is that he had 

some enemies that tried to present him as evil before Jaʽfar. That these were the people 

mentioned in the ḥadīth should not be doubted, I suggest, for even if it were invented 

by a supporter of Mufaḍḍal, it would make no sense for him to smear people who were 

not against him. The third piece is that Mufaḍḍal had a group of people, either friends 

or followers, who were able to raise considerable sums of money, probably because 

their profession had to do with finances. These people might have been 

moneychangers, which, as I mentioned earlier, implied not only exchanging different 

currencies but other types of financial transactions as well. I would propose that this 

information should also be trusted because even if the ḥadīth is not authentic in its 

entirety, it is more or less an established fact that Mufaḍḍal himself was a 

moneychanger, and dealt with the finances of the Imams (as will be seen from the other 

traditions). Furthermore, of all the twelve Imams, Jaʻfar had the largest number of 

followers in Kufa who were moneychangers, as I demonstrated above. Finally, he was a 

prominent person in the Shiʻi community of Kufa, which can be seen from the 

abundance of ḥadīth narrated on his authority, and from the fact that he was closely 

associated with the Imams. Thus, it is only natural that he would have a group of 

people, agents, who would assist him in his operations. One of such “colleagues” of 

Mufaḍḍal could have been ʽUthmān b. ʽĪsā Abū ʽAmr al-ʽĀmirī al-Kilābī, the head of the 
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Wāqifa, who was in charge of the seventh Imam’s finances,149 and narrated from Juʽfī in 

Kāfī.150 

Other traditions testify that he was in charge of the Imams’ finances. Kashshī’s 

ḥadīth number 595, for instance, portrays him receiving donations on behalf of Mūsā 

al-Kāẓim:  

Mūsā b. Bakr151 narrates: “I was in the service of Abū l-Ḥasan [Mūsā al-Kāẓim] 
(peace upon him), and I saw that he receives nothing apart from what is sent by 
Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar. Often I saw people bringing to him [i.e. the Imam] 
something, and he refused to take it and told them to give these things to 
Mufaḍḍal.”  
 
 There are two more traditions which speak of Mufaḍḍal as someone who not 

only received donations for the Imams, but also was able to use the Imams’ finances as 

he found fit. In one, Mufaḍḍal reconciles two people arguing over inheritance by giving 

them four hundred dirhams. This money, he then told them, was given to him by Jaʽfar 

al-Ṣādiq so that he would be able to reconcile those Shiʻis who happened to argue over 

something.152 In the second one, recorded by Barqī, he sends Ṣafwān al-Jammāl (lit. “ 

the cameleer”) to buy a camel for the Imam.153 

                                                                 
149 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 151-52.  

150 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 165.  

151 He was Mūsa al-Kāẓim’s companion and probably a Wāqifī, see Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 359; Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 339.  

152 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 2: 209.  

153 Barqī, Maḥāsin, vol. 2: 481.  
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Finally, a story recorded by Ṭūsī portrays Jaʽfar picking from a handful of coins 

before him a forged coin, made of two layers of silver, a layer of copper, and another 

layer of silver, and telling Mufaḍḍal to break it and never to use it.154  

One further remark, supporting the historicity of the information on the 

financial activities of Mufaḍḍal, is in order. The five ḥadīth where Juʽfī appears to be 

dealing with money are found in different sources, some quite early ones, e.g. Barqī 

died between 274/887 and 280/94, i.e. around ninety years after Mufaḍḍal’s death. 

Moreover, the traditions are all on different topics, and some mention his connection 

to the Imams’ money only inter alia. This rules out the possibility of conscious forging 

by Mufaḍḍal’s supporters, for it is unlikely that several people in different times would 

invent the same profession, especially in stories which have a completely different 

focus. For example, in the one where Mufaḍḍal sends Ṣafwān to buy a camel, the whole 

morale of the story is that it is inappropriate to torture animals. Finally, Abū ʽĪsā al-

Warrāq, the source of Ashʽarī’s account on Mufaḍḍal, who had died even earlier than 

Barqī (250/864), also states that Mufaḍḍal was a ṣayrafī.   

Thus, Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar did indeed deal with finances. Moreover, he was in all 

likelihood receiving donations on behalf of the Imams, and had the right to dispose of 

them as he saw fit. Finally, he was part or head of a group of people involved in the 

same trade, who were active in the mentioned in Kufa during Jaʻfar’s time. If Maria 

Dakake is right in positing that during Jaʻfar’s and Mūsā’s time the Shiʻi community 

tried to ensure that the finances of its members circulated within its limits, giving rise 

                                                                 
154 Ṭūsī, Istibṣār, vol. 3: 104.  
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to a network of appropriation and redistribution, then Mufaḍḍal, no doubt, was its 

important part.155 

Mufaḍḍal’s dealings with finances testified to his wealth, his close relations with 

the Imams, and hence, to his prominent position in Kufa. Despite this, he is presented 

in a negative light by two biographers both of whom died in the 5th/11th century, 

Najāshī and Ibn al-Ghaḍā’irī. To the reports of these two authors, and to two traditions 

where al-Ṣādiq curses him, are opposed a number of ḥadīth, recorded in different 

collections, where Mufaḍḍal appears to be a very close associate of Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq and 

Mūsā al-Kāẓim. In order to better understand the nature of his relations to the two 

Imams, in the next section I will examine and juxtapose both types of evidence.  

 

Mufaḍḍal and the Imams 

In this section I will examine the evidence about the relationships between 

Mufaḍḍal and his contemporary Imams Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and Mūsā al-Kāẓim. I will try to 

show that, despite some possible conflicts, throughout his life he was their close 

associate.  

Let us first look at the two rijāl reports. Najāshī (d. 450/1058-9) relates that 

Mufaḍḍal was “corrupt in his beliefs (fāsid al-madhhab), confused in his traditions 

(muḍṭarib al-riwāya), unworthy of attention. It is said that he was a Khaṭṭābī. There are a 

number of works ascribed to him which are not reliable… His narrators are [likewise] 

confused in their traditions.”156 According to Ibn al-Ghaḍā’irī (early 5th/11th c), Mufaḍḍal 

                                                                 
155 Dakake, The Charismatic Community: 245-6.  

156 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 359.  
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was “weak [in ḥadīth], incoherent, arrogant in his speech (murtafiʽ al-qawl), Khaṭṭābī... In 

his traditions he gave much importance to the ghulāt, so it is not permissible to record 

his ḥadīth. He narrated from Abū ʽAbd Allāh [Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq] and Abū l-Ḥasan [Mūsā al-

Kāẓim], peace upon them.”157  

The main points presented here are, first, that he was a follower of the 

Khaṭṭābiyya, the designations fāsid al-madhhab and murtafiʽ al-qawl being clichés 

referring to the Mufawwiḍa,158 of which the sect was part. Secondly, that his traditions 

are not reliable on account of his dealings with the “extremists.” None of the two 

accounts contains information about the nature of Mufaḍḍal’s relationship with the 

Imams (except that he narrated from Jaʽfar and Mūsā), i.e. whether he was close with 

them, or whether they disliked him. That he was “corrupt in his beliefs,” “confused in 

his traditions”, “weak”,  etc., are also judgments based on the views accepted in the 

later Imami tradition, where everyone suspected of ghuluw views could be branded a 

heretic, and do not tell us anything about his real position with regard to the Imams. 

Therefore, they do not contradict the numerous ḥadīth where Mufaḍḍal appears as 

Jaʽfar’s and Mūsā’s close associate, for, as was discussed above, being accused of holding 

“extreme” views by Imami authors in the 5th/11th century did not necessarily mean 

being a heretic in the 2nd/8th. 

Despite the “official” Imami views, which regarded Mufaḍḍal a heretic, a 

number of traditions depict him as a trusted person of Jaʽfar and Mūsā. Though it is 

hard to prove the authenticity of all these ḥadīth, the information provided in them is 

                                                                 
157 Quhpā’ī, Rijāl, vol. 6: 131.  

158 For numerous examples, see Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 22-4.  
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not contradicted by any other accounts, which may indicate that, as a whole, what they 

tell us about Mufaḍḍal is tenable. True, there are two ḥadīth where the Imam curses him 

and urges other people to do so as well, but they both have to do with his “extremist” 

views, and, therefore, the act of cursing may have been invented by later Imamis. These 

two traditions will be discussed separately below.  

Furthermore, the very fact that different independent sources all agree that he 

was close to the sixth and seventh Imams, might indicate that this information can be 

accepted as true, and that at least some of the ḥadīth must be authentic. All the more so 

that two no less respected Imami authors, Shaykh Mufīd and Ṭūsī, express high 

opinions about Mufaḍḍal (I will discuss their passages below).  

The closeness of Mufaḍḍal to Jaʽfar is indicated, for instance, in a tradition 

occurring twice in Barqī’s Maḥāsin and once in Kāfī, where he sends one of his 

associates, Durust b. Abī Manṣūr al-Wāsiṭī, to the Imam. When this person entered the 

Imam’s house, he saw a plate of green apples on the table and wondered, how Jaʽfar 

could eat them when everyone hated them. The Imam replied that the apples helped 

him reduce his fever. Kulaynī’s variant and one of Barqī’s variants have a similar isnād, 

ending in Muhammad b. ʽAlī al-Hamadhānī as their Common Link.159 About this person 

we do not have much information, other than that he narrated from the 8th Imam ʽAlī 

al-Riḍā (d. 203/818).160 Following Juynboll’s logic, one might consider that the 

originator, if not author, of this tradition is this person, who in both variants is 

separated from the original story by two other narrators. This fact might make the 

                                                                 
159 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 6: 355-56; Barqī, Maḥāsin, vol. 2: 367.  

160 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 236.  
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truthfulness of the ḥadīth doubtful. However, in the third variant, found also in the 

Maḥāsin,161 the narrator of the story, Sulaymān b. Durustawayh al-Wāsiṭī appears to be 

the Common Link. The name considerably differs from Durust b. Abī Manṣūr al-Wāsiṭī, 

however, the peculiar Persian name Durust, and the nisba al-Wāsiṭī, suggest that the 

form found in the third variant might be a scribal error. All the more so that it does not 

occur in any of the Shiʻi biographical dictionaries. Thus, if the Common Link of the 

story is the narrator himself, i.e. the last name appearing in the isnād, there is a much 

higher degree of possibility that the ḥadīth is authentic.  

In yet another tradition, found in Kashshī’s Rijāl and in Ṣaffār’s Baṣā’ir al-

Darajāt,162  Hishām b. Aḥmar163 goes to Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq to ask him about Mufaḍḍal, and 

before he could begin to talk, the latter repeats the name of Mufaḍḍal over thirty times 

and then says that Mufaḍḍal was his second father (wālid baʽda wālid or wālid baʽda l-

wālid).164 The same words are ascribed to Jaʽfar in another tradition, where the latter 

bemoans Juʽfī’s death.165 The Common Link in the first two variants is a certain Ibn Abī 

ʽUmayr, who is probably the same as Muhammad b. Abī ʽUmayr, a person highly praised 

by Najāshī for his courage in not betraying his fellow Shiʻis when he was imprisoned 

and tried by Hārūn al-Rashīd, and who lived during the lifetime of Mūsā al-Kāẓim and 

                                                                 
161 Barqī, Maḥāsin, vol. 2: 369.  

162 Kashshī, no. 585; Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir: 257; the tradition is also quoted in a later source, namely in Tūsī’s Kitāb 
al-ghayba: 210.  

163 This is how he appears in Kashshī; in Ṣaffār’s variant he is Hishām b. Aḥmad; none of the two forms is 
found in Shiʻi biographical literature.  

164 The translation is according to Halm, see “Das ’Buch der Schatten’” I: 229-30.  

165 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 582.  



 
 

51 
 

ʽAlī al-Riḍā.166 Even if the Imam did not pronounce precisely these words, the fact that 

Najāshī, someone who viewed Mufaḍḍal negatively, praises a person who praises 

Mufaḍḍal, gives the ḥadīth a high degree of credibility.  

Kashshī and Kulaynī have recorded four variants of a tradition, with two 

different Common Links, Isḥāq Abū Yaʽqūb b. Muhammad al-Baṣrī167 and Aḥmad b. 

Muhammad b. ʽĪsā, where two men harass Mufaḍḍal and the Imam Jaʽfar reprimands 

them, but to no avail.168 Although the latter is considered a ghālī by the Imami 

tradition,169 the occurrence of almost the same story with two entirely different chains 

of transmitters also makes the story highly credible.  

Finally, in another ḥadīth, Mufaḍḍal tells that once, when he was sitting with 

Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq, Mūsā al-Kāẓim, then a young boy, entered and his father asked Mufaḍḍal 

to take care of his son and to entrust him to whomever he trusted among his friends.170 

The Common Link in this tradition is Juʽfī himself, which indicates that he himself was 

possibly the originator of the ḥadīth.  

There are several traditions where Mūsā al-Kāẓim and ʽAlī al-Riḍā speak of 

Mufaḍḍal favorably.  In one, Mūsā calls Mufaḍḍal his close friend (uns).171 That Mufaḍḍal 

till the end of his life remained close to the Imams can be seen from two traditions. In 

                                                                 
166 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 204-05.  

167 Kashshī, Rijāl, nos. 583 and 584.  

168 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 598; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 8: 373-74.  

169 Ḥā’irī, Muntahā l-Maqāl, vol. 2: 31.  

170 Mufīd, Irshād: 289; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 308, 309.  

171 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 982.  
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one, Mūsā bemoans Juʽfī’s death. Another portrays ʽAlī al-Riḍā sitting with some of his 

companions, and when enters his son and 9th Imam Muhammad al-Jawād (d. 220/ 835), 

he tells the people around him to greet his son and to give him allegiance. Then he is 

said to have pronounced: “God bless Mufaḍḍal, he could do without this,”172 probably 

meaning that Mufaḍḍal would greet and give allegiance to Jawād without his father 

having to tell him. The tradition is found with a similar isnād in Kāfī and Irshād, and with 

an altogether different one in Kashshī, which indicates that even if there is a possibility 

of copying in the first two (the authors lived in the same period, so either one could 

have copied from the other), which is still unlikely since Mufīd’s isnād is longer by two 

transmitters, it is highly probable that Kashshī’s variant is altogether independent, 

which makes it more likely that the ḥadīth is not fabricated. Both traditions indicate 

that Mufaḍḍal was in good relations with the Imams until his death, and that even 

afterwards they remembered him fondly.  

Finally, the famous Imami scholar Shaykh Mufīd (d. 413/1032), a contemporary 

of the two biographers who wrote negatively about Mufaḍḍal, and his no less famous 

student  Muhammad b. al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī (d. 459 or 460/1066-7), have a very high 

opinion about him. The former calls him an “older companion of Abū ʽAbd Allāh,” “his 

chosen one,” “his friend,” “his trusted one,” and a “righteous scholar,”173 and the latter 

includes him among the “praised” (mamdūḥūn) companions of the Imams.174 This 

                                                                 
172 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 593; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 320; Mufīd, Irshād: 319.  

173 Mufīd, Irshād: 288.  

174 Ṭūsī, Ghayba: 210.  
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indicates that in the 5th/ 11th century Juʽfī’s image was still not altogether negative in 

Imami circles, which is why the two Twelver theologians thought of him so highly. 

The evidence found in isnāds also suggests that Mufaḍḍal was the Imams’ close 

associate.175 Thus, in the traditions featuring his name, his name stands next to Jaʻfar’s 

one hundred and twenty seven times, and next to Mūsā’s ― twice.  

There are, as noted above, two traditions where the Imam curses Mufaḍḍal al-

Juʽfī. In one of them, Jaʽfar curses him, saying in one variant “You, unbeliever, you 

idolater, what have you done to my son?”176  The other one is somewhat different. Here 

the Imam is said to have said, “If you see Mufaḍḍal, tell him: you idolater, you 

unbeliever, what do you want to do to my son? You want to kill him!”177 Which of his 

sons Jaʽfar refers to is unclear. However, Kashshī adds a note after the first variant, 

saying that “He means Ismāʽīl b. Jaʽfar, who had become secluded with him [Mufaḍḍal] 

(kāna munqaṭiʽan ilayhi), speaking of him as of a Khaṭṭābite, then he came back.” 

Whether indeed Jaʽfar’s son Ismāʽīl had been a Khaṭṭābī, is impossible to tell, but there 

are reports showing his connections with “extremist” Shiʻis, and with Mufaḍḍal in 

particular.178 On the other hand, a hint about Abū l-Khaṭṭāb’s views of Ismāʻīl is found in 

the Kitāb al-Zīna by the 3rd/9th-4th/10th century Ismāʻīlī author Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī. It 

reads:  

                                                                 
175 I will discuss my methodology of studying the isnāds below.  

176 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 581. 

177 Ibid., no. 586.  

178 Daftary, The Ismāʻīlīs: 91-2; id. “The Earliest Ismāʻīlīs”: 216-8, 224.  
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Abū l-Khaṭṭāb… believed in the Imamate of Ismāʻīl b. Jaʻfar during his father’s 
life, but when Ismāʻīl died, they [i.e. his followers] returned to their belief in the 
Imamate of Jaʻfar.179  
 
Thus, if the followers mentioned here included Mufaḍḍal, which is probably 

because he was a Khaṭṭābī, he could have been among those who told Ismāʻīl that he is 

the Imam even during Jaʻfar’s lifetime. In fact, Kashshī has a tradition where Mufaḍḍal 

is told to have stated that Ismāʻīl is the Imam after Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq.180 Therefore, Jaʻfar’s 

rebuke of Mufaḍḍal could have been his reaction to this very fact. Kashshī’s note about 

Ismāʻīl being carried away by Mufaḍḍal, and about his Khaṭṭābiyya leanings, then, could 

refer to his acceptance of their idea that he is the Imam. Despite this, Mufaḍḍal and 

Jaʻfar were reconciled, as Abū Ḥātim’s passage hints, and as the several ḥadīth quoted 

above show explicitly. And if we trust the former source, this happened after Ismāʻīl’s 

death, 181 i.e. after 136/754.182  

The context of the other cursing of Juʽfī by Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq is also connected to 

his “extremist” views. When two men asked the Imam whether it is true that the 

Imams distribute the sustenance of men, as Mufaḍḍal had told them, Jaʽfar answered in 

the negative, saying that no one but God could do this, cursing Mufaḍḍal and telling 

these men to curse him and to dissociate themselves from him as well.183 The first part 

of the ḥadīth is most likely true, for, being a Khaṭṭābī, Mufaḍḍal could have held views 

                                                                 
179 P. 289; cf. also Ansari, “Abū l-Khaṭṭāb,” EncIslamica, vol. 2: 205. 

180 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 590.  

181 See also Shahrastānī, Al-milal wa l-niḥal: vol. 1: 123.  

182 Cf. Daftary, The Ismāʻīlīs: 507.  

183 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 587: Laʻanahu Allāhu wa bari’a minhu, lit. “may God curse him and dissociate Himself 
from him.” 
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about the supernatural abilities of the Imams. The second part, where the Imam curses 

Mufaḍḍal, could have been fabricated. First, because in two other traditions where he 

appears to have had similar ideas about the divinity of the Imam, the Imam simply 

rejects these views, without cursing Mufaḍḍal and those who hold similar views.184 

Secondly, because one of the two persons whom the Imam is said to have told to curse 

Mufaḍḍal, was Ḥujr b. Zā’ida, one of the men who had written to Jaʽfar that Mufaḍḍal 

mixes with thugs and wine-drinkers in the long ḥadīth quoted above, which means that 

there was personal enmity between him and Juʽfī, and the curse of the Imam could have 

been invented in order to present him in a negative light.185 

Even if the cursing did occur, however, this might have been due to two reasons, 

none of which undermines the close relationship between Mufaḍḍal and the Imams. 

According to Modarressi, the Imams often cursed their followers that deified them “in 

order to protect the Shīʻite community from possible discredit by the blasphemies of 

those groups, [whose] wild ideas […] could […] be harmful to the image of Shīʻism.”186 So 

Jaʻfar could have cursed him for precisely this reason.  

An interesting note on Mufaḍḍal is found in Shahrastānī’s work, which might be 

connected to the ḥadīth depicting Mufaḍḍal’s relation with Ismāʽīl. In his Al-milal wa l-

niḥal Shahrastānī states that some Shiʻis, among them Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar, were in 

confusion over the Imamate after Jaʽfar, but when they saw that it passed to Mūsā, they 

                                                                 
184 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 591; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 8: 231-32.  

185 For references to ḥadīth related to the enmity between Mufaḍḍal and Ḥujr, see Modarressi, Tradition 
and Survival: 272-3.  

186 Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 21.  
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returned to the right path.187 Kashshī’s tradition number 590 supports this passage 

somewhat. Here Mufaḍḍal states that the Imam after Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq is Ismāʽīl. One 

might think, therefore, that by confusion over succession Shahrastānī meant that Juʽfī 

supported Ismāʽīl’s right to the Imamate. This is unlikely, however, since Ismāʽīl died 

before Jaʽfar, i.e. before the Imamate passed to Mūsā, whereas the passage states that 

Mufaḍḍal returned after he saw that Mūsā had become Imam. There is no other 

information which would support Shahrastānī’s passage. Therefore, it is possible that 

under Mufaḍḍal’s “confusion” and “return” one should understand his conflict and 

reconciliation with the Imam. It is also possible that Mufaḍḍal did think that Ismāʽīl was 

the rightful Imam after Jaʽfar, but had to give up his view after Ismāʽīl’s death, not 

Jaʽfar’s, i.e. Shahrastānī is only wrong in his last assertion. However, there is no other 

evidence supporting this information, and I will, therefore, refrain from further 

speculations here.  

The two other people mentioned by Shahrastānī, the ones who had been in 

confusion over Jaʽfar’s succession together with Mufaḍḍal, are Zurāra b. Aʽyan and 

ʽAmmār al-Sābāṭī. The mention of these two persons is not accidental for they appear 

to have been in the circle of Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar.188 ʽAmmār most probably had 

“extremist” leanings, for while Najāshī holds him to be trustworthy,189 Ṭūsī calls him 

weak and corrupt,190 and Kashshī quotes a tradition showing his affinity with ghulāt 

                                                                 
187 Shahrastānī, Al-milal wa l-niḥal: vol. 1: 123.  

188 This is probably why the fourth division of the Mufaḍḍaliyya, according to Abū Tammām, was headed 
by ‘Ammār, see Madelung and Walker, An Ismaili Heresiography: 113 and 123.  
 
189 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 138.  

190 Ṭūsī, Istibṣār, vol. 1: 370; I am grateful to Bella Tendler Krieger for this reference.   



 
 

57 
 

circles. According to this ḥadīth, he once asked Jaʽfar to tell him God’s Greatest Name. 

When the Imam agreed to do so, he put his hand on the floor, and ʽAmmār felt that the 

house began to revolve around him and that he was about to perish, so he asked the 

Imam to stop.191 This passage shows clear connection to ghulāt ideas, for many of the 

leaders of the “extremists” claimed to have the knowledge of God’s greatest name, 

which constituted part of the sacred knowledge inherited by the Imams and some of 

their prominent followers from the prophets.192 Here too, it possesses supernatural 

power, making ʽAmmār feel that the house revolves around his head. Mufaḍḍal’s 

association with this person, whose name is connected with ghuluw ideas such as that of 

God’s Greatest Name, is another indication that he himself did have “extremist” views. 

‘Ammār’s “confusion” over Jaʻfar’s succession had to do with the fact that he was a 

Faṭḥī, i.e. believed that the successor to Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq was his son ‘Abd Allāh al-Afṭāḥ, 

who afterwards accepted the Imamate of Mūsā.193 

                                                                 
191 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 471. In the same tradition he adds that ʽAmmār was a Faṭḥī, i.e. believed that Jaʽfar 
should be followed by his son Abū ʽAbd Allāh “al-Afṭaḥ” (flatfooted), who then was to be followed by his 
brother Mūsa al-Kāẓim. Amir-Moezzi has found a very similar tradition in Ṣaffār’s Baṣā’ir, but instead of 
ʻAmmār and Jaʻfar he has ʻUmar b. Ḥanẓala and al-Bāqir, see The Divine Guide: 93.  

192 The idea of God’s Greatest Name is likely borrowed from Gnosticism and can be found in the Greek 
Egyptian magical literature and in Judaism, see Meier, Najm al-Dīn Kubrā: 82; Friedlaender, “The 
Heterodoxies of the Shiites” (1908): 82; Van Ess, “Der Name Gottes im Islam”: 172-4. Among the early Shiʻi 
ghulāt, it is found in the teachings of Mughīra b. Saʻīd and Bayān b. Samʽān. The former claimed that 
when God created the world, He uttered the Greatest Name, which flew up to his head and became his 
crown, see Tucker, “Rebels and Gnostics”: 40; Hodgson, “Bayān b. Samʽān”; see also Wasserstrom, “The 
Moving Finger Writes: Mughīra ibn Saʻīd’s Islamic Gnosis and the Myths of its Rejection”: 8. Later this 
idea became very important in Sūfism and popular religion in various parts of the Islamic world, see 
Meier, Najm al-Dīn Kubrā: 149-154; Anawati, “Le nom supreme de Dieu”: 20-36. On the idea of the Greatest 
Name among early Shiʻis, see Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide: 92-93 and Uri Rubin, “Prophets and 
Progenitors in the Early Shīʻa Tradition”: 47. Shaybī, in his Al-ṣila bayna l-taṣawwuf wa l-tashayyuʻ (pp. 382-
4) presents a detailed account of how the idea developed in early Shiʻism and Sufism; cf. also Nöldeke, 
Geschichte der Perser und Araber: 183, n. 1.  

193 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival: 199. In fact, his views as presented in Abū Tammām’s account fully 
correspond to his Faṭḥī outlook, i.e. someone who accepted the Imamate of ‘Abd Allāh b. Jaʻfar “al-Afṭaḥ”, 
see Madelung and Walker, An Ismaili Heresiography: 113 and 123.  
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Mufaḍḍal’s association with Zurāra reveals another facet of his relations with 

the Imams’ environment. The Imams were surrounded by followers with diverse 

religious and political views who competed with one another for influence in the 

Imam’s camp and for closeness with the Imam.194 Mufaḍḍal’s uneasy relation with 

Zurāra is the reflection of such competition between the two men. The long ḥadīth 

quoted above, where Zurāra complains to the Imam that Mufaḍḍal drinks wine and 

mixes with thugs, is a testimony thereof. Eventually, the Imam sides with Mufaḍḍal, 

which could be because Zurāra’s relations with him were not too smooth either, for he, 

a prominent scholar of his time and a member of the powerful clan of Aʻyan,195 never 

shied from disagreeing with the Imam on theological points.196 One might imagine that 

since the Imam could not afford to repudiate him openly,197 he used Zurāra’s conflict 

with Mufaḍḍal to teach the former a lesson.198  

 

Mufaḍḍal’s Milieu as Reflected in the Transmission Chains 

Alongside the texts of traditions featuring Mufaḍḍal, some information about 

him can be deduced through the study of isnāds containing his name. To be able to do 

so, I will first make several assumptions. First, I assume that the person whose name 

                                                                 
194 Amir-Moezzi, “Savoir c’est pouvoir”: 172. 
 
195 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: 404-5; Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 325; Najāshī, 
Rijāl, vol. 1: 397.    
 
196 Dakake, The Charismatic Community: 200; Buckley, “Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq as a Source of Shīʻī Traditions”: 119, 
121; Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 325-6.  
 
197 Kohlberg, “Imam and Community in the Pre-Ghayba Period”: 37.  
 
198 Despite this, the relations between Mufaḍḍal and Zurāra do not seem to have been outright hostile, for 
Mufaḍḍal has also been presented as the latter’s companion and is said to have praised him as very 
knowledgeable in ḥadīth, see Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 216.  
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stands next to Mufaḍḍal’s in the chain of narrators, i.e., he/she who narrated on his 

authority, or from whom Mufaḍḍal himself narrated ḥadīth, was someone whom he met 

and knew personally. I also assume that they both trusted one another to a degree that 

they transmitted ḥadīth from each other. I further assume that if some such name 

occurs frequently next to Mufaḍḍal’s, this indicates that either there was close 

relationship between the two, or that they at least met frequently.   

As is seen in Appendix 2, from among the ninety two199 authorities who were in 

direct contact with Mufaḍḍal, i.e. who narrated from him or to him, or who are said to 

have met with him according to the texts of ḥadīth, twenty eight are considered by Shiʻi 

biographical dictionaries (mainly Najāshī’s Rijāl) “trustworthy” (thiqa) or “very 

trustworthy” (thiqa thiqa ― the word is repeated for emphasis), and only eleven are 

described as “weak” transmitters (ḍuʽafā’), “liars” (kadhdhābūn), or “extremists.” Thus, 

only very few of those with whom Mufaḍḍal had direct contact, are deemed not to be 

trustworthy by the later Imami tradition. Almost a third are good Shiʻis whose 

traditions can be accepted.  

To sum up, among the persons who have either transmitted ḥadīth on 

Mufaḍḍal’s authority, or who have met with him on other occasions, as indicated in the 

texts of some traditions, the number of those who were deemed good believers exceeds 

the number of “liars” almost threefold. And even if some of the traditions and their 

isnāds had been fabricated, it is unlikely that all the chains of transmitters are spurious. 

Therefore, it becomes obvious that the demonization of Juʽfī happened at a later period, 

                                                                 
199 This excluding the Imams’ names. The names are taken from the major Imami compilations 
mentioned above in this chapter, and the list is, therefore, not exhaustive, missing, e.g., the authorities 
narrating from and to Mufaḍḍal in Nuṣayrī texts.  
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and that during his life he was in good relations not only with the Imams (from Jaʻfar 

personally he narrated 127 times according to mentioned Imami collections), but with 

people who even by the later Imami tradition would be viewed in a positive way.200 This 

further affirms the notion that not only the term ghulāt itself is the invention of later 

writers,201 but that during the time of Jaʻfar and Mūsā (of not later), the “extremists” 

freely mingled with “non-extremists,” and there was no social barrier between the two 

groups.  

The isnāds can also provide information about the ethnic environment in which 

Mufaḍḍal, himself a mawlā, lived. The same appendix shows that from the ninety two 

people who stand next to him in the chains of transmitters, twenty seven are said to be 

mawālī, and only two appear to be Arabs according to the biographical sources. The 

ethnic affiliation of the rest remains unclear. In should be noted that there was a large 

number of non-Arab converts around Mufaḍḍal, most of them probably of Iranian or 

Aramean origin. They probably remembered their religious Gnostic, Manichean, or 

Zoroastrian background,202 for, given the slow pace of conversion, it is likely that by the 

second half of the 2nd/8th century, the time when Juʽfī was active, most of them were 

third, second, or even first generation converts. Therefore, Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar could 

have had first-hand acquaintance with pre-Islamic ideas if not from his parents or 

                                                                 
200 Among the authorities who do not stand next to Mufaḍḍal in the isnāds, the “trustworthy” 
transmitters also prevail. Thus, from the one hundred ninety eight people, sixty nine are trustworthy, 
twenty nine are weak, and one hundred and one are either neutral or are not mentioned in the 
dictionaries.  

201 Cf. Qāḍī, “The Development of the Term Ghulāt in Muslim Literature”: 315-6.  

202 Buckley, “The Early Shiite Ghulāh”:  317.  
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grand-parents (we do not know how many generations ago his family had converted), 

then from the people with whom he interacted. 

The same method may shed light on Mufaḍḍal’s professional milieu as well. 

Again, going back to the same appendix, we see that from those ninety two 

transmitters, twenty three are said to be craftsmen, traders, or moneychangers. The 

occupation of the rest is not mentioned, but we can assume that he mostly dealt with 

middle class people, for in the 2nd/8th century the Kufan Shiʻis belonged mostly to this 

social layer.203 

 

Conclusion 

Thus, what I managed to gather from the seemingly disorderly information 

contained in ḥadīth and biographical works about Mufaḍḍal b. ʽUmar al-Juʽfī, is the 

following: he lived in Kufa, was the mawlā of the Juʻfī clan, and the financial agent of the 

Imams Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq and Mūsā al-Kāẓim. He was a member or head of a network of 

people who dealt with money, probably moneychangers (ṣayārifa). Throughout his life 

he was in good relations with Jaʽfar and Mūsā and was trusted by them. However, at 

some point in his life he probably adhered to the Khaṭṭābiyya, and likely also incited 

Jaʻfar’s son Ismāʻīl to follow him, angering thereby his father. Later, however, they were 

reconciled. He held views on the Imams’ nature which by the later Imami tradition 

were considered “extreme,” such as ascribing to the Imams superhuman qualities; this 

resulted in his depiction as a heretic by some later Imami authors. Still, his reputation 

                                                                 
203 See Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 395. See also Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 25-6. 
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was such that two later Twelver theologians highly praised him. Mufaḍḍal died during 

Mūsā’s lifetime, i.e. before 183/799.  

The study of Mufaḍḍal’s life shows that in its early period, when Shiʻism had not 

yet fully crystallized, the distinction between “extreme” and “moderate” was not yet 

clearly defined,204 and that people who were in close relations with the Imams could be 

branded as heretics by the later Imami tradition for not conforming to their standards 

of religious “orthodoxy.” Such is the case also with abovementioned ʽAmmār al-Sābāṭī, 

who is considered to be trustworthy by one Imami source, but in another appears in a 

context which shows his “extremist” ideas.  

On the other hand, Mufaḍḍal’s life shows the struggle for political influence in 

the Shiʻi community among some followers of the Imams, as is shown in the story 

depicting his encounter with Zurāra b. Aʻyan.  

  

                                                                 
204 Cf. Buckley, “Early Shiite Ghulāh”: 313, 318.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
MUFAḌḌAL THE HERETIC (1): THE AUTHORSHIP AND MILIEU OF KITĀB AL-ṢIRĀṬ  

 
 

Introduction 

The Book of the Path, or Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ, is one of the three book-length theological treatises 

ascribed to Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar al-Juʻfī. The only extant manuscript205 of the work has 

been copied in 1206/1791-2 by Yūsuf b. al-Shaykh ‘Arīb in the village Ra’s Baʻliyya in the 

region of Tripoli, Lebanon.206 It was then discovered by Joseph Catafago in Syria along 

with a number of Nuṣayrī manuscripts, and presented in a brief note in Journal Asiatique 

in 1876.207 Since then the manuscript has been part of the collection of Bibliothèque 

nationale de France (Ms. Arabe 1449, ff. 1a-83b). The work is briefly described by 

Dussaud in his Histoire et religion des Noṣairîs, as a book transmitted by Mufaḍḍal from 

Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq.208 Massignon has included the treatise in his “Esquisse d’une 

bibliographie Nusayrie,” where he lists it among Mufaḍḍal’s works.209 Halm views it as a 

later Nuṣayrī work.210 Modarressi briefly mentions the book as “attributed to Mufaḍḍal” 

in his work Tradition and Survival, under the entry “Mufaḍḍal al-Juʻfī.”211 Finally, Yaron 

                                                                 
205 GAS I: 534.  
 
206 The colophon, which comes at the end of the MS, is reproduced in the edition of Capezzone on pp 405-
6, whereas Ibn ‘Abd al-Jalīl’s edition simply recounted its contents in a footnote, see p. 206, f. 843.  

207 7th series, vol. 8: 523-5, no. 16. Kitāb al-haft, another work ascribed to the same author is also found in 
the list.  

208 Paris, 1900: xviii-xix.  

209 P. 642.  

210 “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” 2: 80-1. 

211 Oxford, 2003: 335.  
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Friedman describes the work in his book The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs,212 without expressing a 

definitive opinion on its authorship.  

 

A Note on the Editions and the Structure 

KS was edited and studied for the first time by Leonardo Capezzone in 1995 in 

Rivista Degli Studi Orientali,213 and for the second time―by al-Munṣif b. ‘Abd al-Jalīl in 

2004 as a separate book.214  Although both editions are done from the same manuscript, 

the second editor seems to be unaware of the first edition’s existence.  

Due to the poor quality of the manuscript, both editions have unclear 

passages.215 The advantage of Ibn ‘Abd al-Jalīl’s edition (henceforth, J) is that the editor 

has tried not only to show how the original wording varies from his interpretations, as 

Capezzone has done too, but has tried to eliminate scribal repetitions, marking them in 

the footnotes.  

Capezzone’s version (henceforth, C), on the other hand, is more faithful to the 

manuscript. However, because of the lengthy repetitions occurring in the manuscript, 

                                                                 
212 Leiden, 2010: 244-5. 

213 “Il Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ attribuito a Mufaḍḍal ibn ‘Umar al-Ju‘fī,” Rivista degli Studi Orientali 69 (1995): 295-416. 

214 Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ, Banghāzī, 2004. 

215 There are passages which the two editors have interpreted differently but which nontheless remain 
vague, such as: “wa hum ashaddu [the last word is added by editor] dar’an fi l-nūr wa-ashaddu tayhan wa-
ḥayratan”(J: 62). Capezzone’s variant is “wa hum dhurwatun fī l-nūri [he mentions that the original is 
spelled d-r-w-a] minhum [Ibn ‘Abd al-Jalīl has deleted this word, which seems to be the correct choice], 
wa-ashaddu…” (C: 319). I have chosen to follow Ibn ‘Abd al-Jalīl’s version because it seems to make slightly 
more sense, but the passage still remains vague: “But they were stronger in pushing back light.” Cf. also: 
fa-lammā ashkala ʻalayhim [fi] l-ḥālayni ṣadara ʻanhu l-ʻālam, lit. “when He became difficult for them in these 
two conditions, the world emanated from him…” (C: ibid); fa-lammā shtakala ʻalayhim fi l-ḥālayni ṣaddū 
ʻanhu l-ʻālam, lit. “When He became difficult for them in these two conditions, they pushed Him away 
from the world” (J: ibid). Given the meaning of what follows, the correct version seems to be simply 
ṣaddū ʻanhu “they shunned Him.” 
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which the editor has retained, the text is at times difficult to follow.216 Besides, J 

contains footnotes with explanations and commentaries on names and historical 

events, lacking in C. In all, Ibn ‘Abd al-Jalīl, has also tried harder to make the text more 

intelligible, correcting passages that do not make sense, at the same time marking his 

additions so as to keep the original text visible to the reader.217 Despite this, none of the 

two editions is perfect, and therefore, in analyzing KS I have used both, together with 

the manuscript. Where one editor’s variant appears more correct, I just refer to his 

edition.   

Like many other Mufaḍḍal-texts, KS is composed in the form of a dialogue 

between Mufaḍḍal al-Juʻfī and the sixth Imam Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq. Mufaḍḍal asks the Imam 

questions, addressing him “My Lord” (yā mawlāya), and the latter embarks on lengthy 

explanations of theological issues, usually beginning his speech with “know o 

Mufaḍḍal” (iʻlam yā Mufaḍḍal).  Sometimes the Imam asks Mufaḍḍal whether he knows 

the answer to a theological question, and when the latter responds negatively, the 

Imam presents his explanation. Some theological discussions begin just by the Imam’s 

“know o Mufaḍḍal.” Instead of the usual form of referring to the Imam in the third 

person “peace upon him” (‘alayhi l-salām), KS’s author uses “peace from him” (minhu l-

                                                                 
216 See, e.g., C: 374, J: 149.  

217 See, e.g., J: 176: …fa-min dhalika taḥlīl [al-amr] marratan wa-taḥrīmuhu marratan ukhrā wa-[an yakūna 
ashadda] iṣran [marratan] wa-ḥaṭṭā iṣran [marratan ukhrā] “This is why at times He is allowed, and at times 
banned, and sometimes his burden his light, and sometimes heavy.” Capezzone’s version (p. 388), 
without the words added in square brackets, does not seem to fit the context.  



 
 

66 
 

salām), which appears to be a common feature in texts of ghulāt origin.218 Jaʻfar himself 

uses this formula to refer to the Prophet Muhammad throughout the text.  

Although KS consists of blocks of text discussing specific theological problems, 

the composition is not coherent, and various ideas are at times scattered throughout 

the book in passages, or are embedded in discussions of other ideas. This has made the 

reconstruction of the theological system of KS a complex task, requiring assembly and 

analysis of thematically related passages from different parts of the text.  

The book is divided into nine chapters each of which is called after one of the 

theological ideas that it discusses. The naming is not always very accurate as it often, 

especially in the case of longer chapters, reflects the content of the beginning of a 

particular chapter, ignoring the remainder, which may be on an entirely different 

topic. In the MS, the chapters’ titles are marked with a larger handwriting. However, it 

is not clear whether headings originally did belong to the text or were added by a later 

scribe.   

 

                                                                 
218 Such as, e.g., KH (se, e.g., Ch. 32), Nuṣayrī texts such as Khuṣaybī’s Al-risāla l-rastbāshiyya (p. 107), or 
Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib attributed to Isḥāq al-Aḥmar (p. 281; on the book, see below).  
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Authorship and Theological Milieu 

The alleged author of KS is Mufaḍḍal al-Juʻfī. According to the isnād of the 

book―where he narrates from Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq―, and according to the text, it was 

dictated to him by Jaʻfar. At the same time, the treatise is probably accepted by the 

Nuṣayrī canon,219 and its theology and terminology bear a number of striking 

similarities to those found in a number of Nuṣayrī treatises written after KS.220 In fact, 

two of the alleged transmitters of the treatise are Khaṣībī (d. 346/957 or 358/969), the 

founder of the Nuṣayriyya, and his disciple Jillī. However, the work was composed 

before the formation of the Nuṣayrī movement, and is not a Nuṣayrī work per se.221 And 

although, as the Italian editor argues, the work was not authored by Mufaḍḍal, it still 

belongs to the “extremist” Shiʻi milieu of Kufa and contains valuable firsthand 

information on the theological ideas current there before the Greater Occultation.222 In 

this section, I will demonstrate that its authorship as proposed by Leonardo Capezzone 

is not correct. I will then situate the book in the theological milieu, and will try to find 

an approximate timeframe for its composition.     

                                                                 
219 A short passage from it is quoted in Nuṣayrī author Abū Ṣāliḥ al-Daylamī’s Hidāyat al-mustarshid wa sirāj 
al-muwaḥḥid (202-4), whom Massignon includes in the list of Nuṣayrī authors that lived between the 11th 
and the 16th centuries (Massignon, “Esquisse d’une bibliographie Nusayrie”: 645). Despite this broad 
categorization, it is certain that Daylamī lived before the 9th/15th century as the work is prefaced with the 
introduction by Ḥasan al-Ajrūd al-‘Ānī, who died in 836/1432 (ibid.: 647; Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 
64). On Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ, see Massignon, “Esquisse d’une bibliographie Nusayrie”: 642; Friedman, Nuṣayrī 
‘Alawī Religion: 244-5.  

220 See, e.g., the several Nuṣayrī works edited and analyzed by Bar-Asher and Kofsky in Nuṣayrī ‘Alawī 
Religion; see also the treatise on the transmigration of souls edited by Strothmann, “Seelenwanderung bei 
den Nuṣairī.” 

221 Friedman has listed it under the category of “Pre-Nuṣayrī sources transmitted from the Ghulāt,” in The 
Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 241 and 244.  

222 Much of knowledge on the ghulāt sects of 2nd/8th-3rd/9th centuries Iraq has been preserved in the works 
of two Shiʻi and two Sunni heresiographers, Nawbakhtī, Qummī, Ashʻarī, and Shahrastānī, whose works, 
although valuable, are nonetheless very polemical and try to present the “extremists” in a negative light.   
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Is Isḥāq al-Aḥmar KS’s author? 

In Capezzone’s view, KS’s author was Iṣḥāq al-Nakhaʻī al-Aḥmar (d. 286/899), the 

leader of the Isḥāqiyya ghulāt sect, and probably also the follower of the ‘Alyā’iyya 

movement.223 He argues that the Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ mentioned by Masʻūdī as a book 

composed by Isḥāq b. Muḥammad al-Nakhaʻī al-Aḥmar, is this very Book of the Path.224  

He bases his argument on a number of other indications found in Shiʻi ḥadīth, historical 

sources, and on the isnād of the work. The latter contains a temporal break of about 

fifty years, which coincides with the lifetime of Isḥāq. The break is then followed by the 

name of Khaṣībī, by whose time the Nuṣayriyya doctrine was finally shaped and broke 

with the circle of Isḥāq. Here, Capezzone argues, one should put the name of Isḥāq al-

Nakhaʻī, who, according to him, was the real author of the work.225 The hypothesis 

                                                                 
223 See Capezzone’s introduction to the text, pp. 302-5. The ‘Alyā’iyya will be discussed below. On Isḥāq al-
Nakhaʻī, see Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’”, I: 245-52; id.: Die Islamische Gnosis: 278-82. 

224 Murūj, vol. 3: 265-6: Ibn Ḥazm has a similar but a slightly longer passage about Isḥāq and his opponents 
(Friedlaender, “The Heterodoxies of the Shiites in the Presentation of Ibn Ḥazm”: 65-7): “The second 
party among the sects of the Extremists is that which attributes divinity to anyone beside Allah… This 
sect still subsists today, (nay), is even increasing and embraces large numbers. They are called the 
‘Ulyāniyya. One of them was Isḥāḳ b. Muhammed al-Nakhaʻī (of the Banū Nakhaʻ), al-Aḥmar (the Red), of 
Kūfa, who was one of their dogmatists. He wrote a book on this subject under the title “aṣ-Ṣirāṭ” (the 
Path). He was refuted by al-Bhnkī (?) [should be Nahīkī, see Masʻūdī, M.A.] and al-Fayyāḍ as regards (his 
views) mentioned above. They maintain that Muhammed is the apostle of ‘Alī. 

A group of Shiʻites known as Muḥammadiyya, maintains that Muhammad is Allah, - but Allah is 
exalted above their unbelief. To these belonged al-Bhnkī [see my note above, M.A.] and al-Fayyāḍ b. ‘Alī. 
The latter composed a book on this topic, which he called “al-Ḳustāṣ” (the Balance).” According to 
Masʻūdī, Isḥāq’s book was refuted in Fayyāḍ’s mentioned work.  

 
225 Capezzone’s other arguments in favor of Isḥāq’s authorship are, e.g. that in Kashshī he is reported to 
have called the Prophet al-sayyid al-akbar “the greatest master,” an expression which occurs also in KS 
(see his Introduction, p. 304). However, Muhammad is called by this or similar epithets in other related 
texts of the period as well, cf., e.g. al-sayyid al-akbar in Kitāb al-Kashf: 24 (on this text, see p. 49). Another 
similarity between the terminology used by Isḥāq and KS’s author, which Capezzone points out as 
evidence of Isḥāq’s authorship, is the term iẓhār al-daʻwa “the bringing forth of the call/propaganda” 
(ibid.). However, the term daʻwa has been used very widely to denote religious or political propaganda, 
including the ‘Abbasid movement and the Ismāʻīlī mission, so its occurrence in both texts is in no case a 
rare phenomenon and could be used by anyone, see, e.g., Canard, “Daʻwa”, EI2, vol. 2: 168; Daftary, 
“Ismaili Daʻwa and the Fatimid Dawla”: 62-88.  
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might be confirmed by the fact that, as noted by Friedman, “most of the early Nuṣayrī 

sources admit that it is Isḥāq al-Aḥmar who transmitted the Ṣirāṭ.” In particular, he 

mentions three Nuṣayrī works composed by Jillī, who died after 384/994, Ḥasan b. 

Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, who lived in the second half of the tenth century, and his nephew 

‘Alī b. Ḥamza b. ‘Alī b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī.226  

The views of both Capezzone and Friedman appear to be incorrect, however. 

The former’s ― because of the discrepancy between Isḥāq’s teachings as attested in 

biographical sources. Friedman’s view can be rejected by looking at the passages said to 

be quotations from Isḥāq’s Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ in Ḥarrānī’s work.  A reading of the quotations 

reveals that they have nothing to do with our KS.   

With the study of the latter passages I will begin my discussion of KS’s 

authorship. I will then look at another work ascribed to Isḥāq, titled Ādāb ‘Abd al-

Muṭṭalib,227 and, finally, will examine what heresiographers have said about Isḥāq and 

his teachings. I will then compare the three above sources to KS and will demonstrate 

that its teachings are clearly at variance with the Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ of the Nuṣayrī sources, as 

well as Isḥāq’s other work, and from his teachings as presented in Firaq works.  

The ten passages from Isḥāq’s Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ are preserved in Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-

Ḥarrānī’s Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn, and in ‘Alī b. Ḥamza b. ‘Alī b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī’s Ḥujjat al-

                                                                 
226 Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 244, f. 19.  

227 The work is part of the collection of writings ascribed to Mufaḍḍal al-Juʻfī titled Al-majmūʻa l-
mufaḍḍaliyya, pp. 261-87. Friedman, however, argues that the real author of the text is Isḥāq because the 
first paragraph describes a scene where he is sitting in the company of some of his companions, who ask 
him to tell the fundamentals of their religion (The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 249). The text which follows, then, is 
presented to be Isḥāq’s answer to them. Friedman’s argument seems to be plausible because the main 
doctrines described in the book, namely, that ‘Alī is God, correspond to what the heresiographers say 
about Isḥāq’s teachings. In any case, even if the book’s author is not Isḥāq himself, it could have been 
composed by his followers, who must have held the similar ideas.  
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ʻārif.228 They clearly are not part of KS, first of all, because none of them coincides with 

any part of it. Neither could they have been deleted from it for two reasons. First of all, 

the structure of the quotations reveals a text which considerably differs stylistically 

from KS. Thus, while KS begins with an isnād (which in all likelihood does not belong 

with the original text), the main bulk of the text does not contain any other 

transmission chains. Meanwhile, three of the ten quotations of Isḥāq’s Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ do 

begin with isnāds.229 Furthermore, although some do discuss topics similar to KS’s 

content, e.g., the relation between the maʻnā and ism,230 others speak of topics which are 

unrelated to the content of KS. For example, some of the passages state that some 

actions, such as homosexual intercourse and singing, have a praiseworthy aspect and a 

blameworthy one.231 There is nothing which would remotely resemble this material in 

KS, and it is very unlikely that these passages have ever been part of KS. It is therefore 

safe to state that Isḥāq’s Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ, mentioned by Masʻūdī and cited in the Nuṣayrī 

sources, is not the same work as KS.  

                                                                 
228 Both works are published in the fourth volume of Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī (Lebanon, 2006).  

229 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 53, 165, 170.   

230 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 23, 53; ‘Alī b. Ḥamza, Ḥujjat al-ʻārif: 258.  

231 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 135, 141, 167. The praiseworthy aspect of homosexual intercourse, 
according to Isḥāq, is presented as the esoteric (bāṭin) equivalent of “asking him who is more 
knowledgeable than you about the knowledge of Divine Unicity (tawḥīd), for he of the believers who is 
more knowledgeable is male, and he who less knowledgeable is female.” There is nothing in the passage 
which would show whether this is allegory, or whether the author meant real sexual intercourse. 
Whichever the case, it is no doubt these kinds of statements that have made heresiographers accuse 
some Shiʻis of “immoral” acts. Regarding a Nuṣayrī text of similar content ― Ṭabarānī’s (d. 426/1034) 
Kitāb al-ḥāwī fī ‘ilm al-fatāwī (p. 49), where initiation into esoteric knowledge is compared to sexual 
intercourse ― Bella Tendler Krieger argues that the sexual and marriage symbolism is in reality an 
allegory, see her article “Marriage, Birth, and bāṭinī taʾwīl: A Study of Nuṣayrī Initiation Based on the Kitāb 
al-Ḥāwī fī ʿilm al-fatāwī of Abū Saʿīd Maymūn al-Ṭabarānī.” 
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Arguments for Isḥāq’s authorship of KS can be rejected also by looking at 

another work allegedly authored by him, titled Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib. Like the 

mentioned quotations, this one also contains teachings which clearly contradict KS’s 

content. Here, ‘Alī is several times explicitly designated as God,232 and Muhammad ― as 

his apostle.233 Further, in one place the author states that God can be seen in five 

persons, quoting the same list as Saʻd b. ‘Abd Allāh al-Qummī’s, i.e. ‘Alī, Fāṭima, Ḥasan, 

and Ḥusayn, adding to it the name of Muhammad.234  Trough the knowledge of God, 

furthermore, the believer strives toward the degree of prophets.235 This resonates with 

the statement of Ibn al-Jawzī (d. 597/1200) about the beliefs of Isḥāq’s followers, the 

Isḥāqiyya.  They believed, the author says, that whoever possesses the knowledge of 

the Imams (who are, in this case, synonymous with God), is a prophet.236  

  Now let us look at what Isḥāq and his followers taught according to 

heresiographic accounts, the most detailed of which is Qummī’s Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-

firaq.237 The ‘Alyā’iyya sect, whose follower Isḥāq allegedly was, believed that ‘Alī was a 

creator God (rabb khāliq), who appeared in “‘Alī-ness” (ẓahara bi l-‘alawiyya), bringing 

forth his follower, servant, and apostle in “Muhammad-ness” (bi l-muḥammadiyya), i.e., 

he brought forth Muhammad, who is his servant and apostle. According to the same 
                                                                 
232 Pp. 270, 272, et passim.   

233 P. 265.  

234 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 263. In this, the ‘Alyā’iyya resemble the Mukhammisa, the only difference being 
that they worshipped ‘Alī instead of Muhammad.  

235 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 285: wa bi maʻrifat Allāh yas’al al-mu’min darajat al-anbiyā’.  

236 Ibn al-Jawzī, Talbīs Iblīs: 191.  

237 Pp. 56-61. See also Rāzī, Kitāb al-zīna: 307; Shahrastānī, vol. 1: 128-9. The translation and discussion of 
Qummī’s passage is found in Halm’s Die Islamische Gnosis: 218-25. See also Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 744.  
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author, they worshipped four out of the five persons worshipped also by the 

Mukhammisa, i.e. ‘Alī, Fāṭima, Ḥasan, and Ḥusayn.238 Ismaʻīlī heresiographer Abū Ḥātim 

al-Rāzī and Shahrastānī239 add that they blame Muhammad because he was sent by ‘Alī 

and named a god so that he would call the people to ‘Alī, but instead he called them to 

himself.240 According to Nawbakhtī, Isḥāq al-Nakhaʻī also believed that ‘Alī is God who 

sent Muhammad, and who appeared as Ḥasan in his time, and as Ḥusayn in his.241  

From the above account it appears that Isḥāq’s and Isḥāqiyya’s religious views 

as expressed in Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib and in attestations of heresiographers are 

incompatible with KS’s, and, therefore, neither he nor any of the followers of his sect  

could have written it. The first major divergence is that KS does not divinize ‘Alī,242 or at 

                                                                 
238 Qummī, Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 59. For the Mukhammisa, the group was headed by Muhammad who 
was the incarnation of God. Their name is derived from khamsa “five,” because of their worship of the 
five persons. The doctrine of the group will be discussed later in this chapter.   

239 Shahrastānī’s account closely resembles Rāzī’s, and is either copied from it or belongs to the same 
textual tradition.   

240 Milal wa-l-niḥal, vol. 1: 129; Kitāb al-zīna: 309. 

241 This work of Nawbakhtī is lost, and the passage is quoted in Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī’s Ta’rīkh Baghdād, vol. 
6: 380.  See also Friedlaender, “The Heterodoxies of the Shiites”: 66. Given the fact that both Nawbakhtī 
and Qummī were slightly younger contemporaries of Isḥāq (the first died between the years 300/912 and 
310/922, and the second in 301/913-14), their accounts of his teachings, and of the ‘Alyā’iyya and 
Mukhammisa, can largely be trusted.  

242 Capezzone states that KS implicitly implies the Imam’s divinity in the person of ‘Alī (see his 
introduction, p. 309). The passage which he quotes, however, contains no mention or allusion to ‘Alī or 
any other Imam: “[As] I have previously done before, I will explain and clarify to you what God meant 
when saying: {When He turned to the sky, which was smoke ― He said to it and the earth, ‘Come into 
being, willingly or not’, and they said, ‘We come willingly’}[Qur’ān 41: 11, this is Abdel Haleem’s 
translation which will be used throughout]. This means, o Mufaḍḍal, that the Creator created the sky, 
which is the living Door (bāb muqīm) and the eternal house (bayt qadīm) which He created, and the master 
Muhammad, the ḥijāb of your Lord, and His Name internally (bāṭinan), and His servant and prophet 
externally (ẓāhiran). When He created him from His essence (min dhātihi), He created from him the earth, 
which is the Greatest Yatīm, which is Miqdād [b. Aswad al-Kindī], whom He created from His/his [i.e. 
Muhammad’s?] substance (jawhariyya), then revealed Himself to him, and he saw Him in His greatness, 
and adored and worshipped Him, [but] was unable to perceive Him. [So] He showed him that His end 
(ghāya) is above him. [Then] he stopped worshipping [Him], and waited [to see] what He would bring 
fourth, and then he perceived that from the intention of his Lord. [Then] the Eternal One (al-azal), who 
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least does not divinize him to the exclusion of Muhammad.243 True, KS’s author does 

state that God becomes incarnate in the Imams, mentioning among them ‘Alī, but so 

does He in all the prophets who preceded them. In any case, the Imams are not 

accorded any special position in the long chain of God’s manifestations in the world. In 

fact, the divinity of the Imams is rejected in the beginning of the book: in an apologetic 

passage, the author complains that people accuse the Imams of claiming divinity. 

Whenever God sent to the mankind a prophet who performed miracles as signs of his 

prophecy, he says, the people called his actions magic. And when the Imams also 

performed miracles, they were accused of claiming divinity, and their followers ― of 

divinizing the Imam and putting him above the Prophet:  

When similar things [i.e. miracles] happened in the positions of the Imamate (fī 
maqāmāt al-imāma)… they accused them of similar things [i.e. magic] and of 
unbelief, saying that they claim that the Imam, who brought these obvious 
indications and dazzling miracles, is God, and that the Imam’s degree is higher 
than the Prophet’s, whom they had accused of magic and sorcery. They also 
accused the Imams, [saying] that whoever accepted them and believed in them, 
also accepted their magic. They also accused the Imam of claiming divinity, and 
[claimed] that whoever followed them [i.e. the Imams], worshipped them and 
rejected God.244  
 
The second point whereby KS’s theology differs from the teachings of the 

‘Alyā’iyya or the Isḥāqiyya is that it never speaks of the four or five Divine persons that 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
does not perish, appeared to him, and manifested His divinity (maʻnawiyya), and then [Miqdād] accepted 
Him in devotion. Then He made the greatest master Muhammad manifest in earthly humanity 
(bashariyya turābiyya) and demonstrated to him [i.e. Miqdād] that his body is made of that earth. And 
when He manifested him [i.e. Muhammad] in humanity, He appeared to him [as his] equal (bi l-istiwā’), as 
a human, saying then to the sky: {it was smoke}, i.e. luminous in its first being (fī l-kawn al-awwal), 
[whereas] the earth was the [equal of] earthly humanity (bashariyya arḍiyya). Those two are one, so He 
said: {‘Come into being, willingly or not’, and they said, ‘We come willingly’}. This was when He 
manifested Himself to them, and when they both looked at Him, and believed in Him at once” (C: 389-90, 
J: 179-80).   

243 The passages which could be interpreted as divinizing ‘Alī and/or Muhammad will be discussed later.  

244 C: 321, J: 65.  
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appear in Qummī’s Maqālāt and in Isḥāq’s Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib. ‘Alī, Muhammad, 

Ḥusayn, and Ḥasan are mentioned in other contexts, mostly separately from each 

other, and the name of Fāṭima never appears in the text at all.  

These two major differences between the teachings of Isḥāq and the ‘Alyā’iyya 

and those of KS, together with the fact that KS and the preserved passages from Isḥāq’s 

Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ have nothing in common, allow me to firmly state that neither he, nor any 

of his followers, authored the work. Who the real author of the book was, is difficult to 

tell, but it was composed after the Smaller Occultation (260/873), for in one place it 

states that God has become manifest in the positions of the prophets and the Imams, till 

the present time, “until the ghayba will be announced.”245 There is no indication as to 

the terminus post quem of the work’s composition. 

 

Theological Context and Period of Composition 

In what follows, I will try to situate the work in the theological context, and to 

find the approximate period of its composition.246 First, let us look at the “extremist” 

Shiʻi milieu in which it was probably written. A good starting point would be the two 

sects mentioned by Masʻūdī and Ibn Ḥazm, the ‘Alyā’iyya and the Muḥammadiyya, for 

these seem to be the only two ghulāt groups of the post-ghayba period known to us. The 

period of their activities is said to be between the mid-2nd/8th century until the 

beginning of the 4th-10th. The main difference between them was that one believed in 

the divinity of ‘Alī, and the other believed that Muhammad was God.  

                                                                 
245 C: 404, J: 204-5.  

246 Halm has convincingly demonstrated that the Kufan ghulāt tradition, of which KS is a part, is not 
connected to the Ismāʻīlīs, see his Kosmologie und Heilslehre der frühen Ismāʻīlīya: 142-68.  
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We know about the teachings of the two groups from heresiographic sources 

and two original works. One of these works, the abovementioned Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib, 

is ascribed to Isḥāq b. Aḥmar, and is composed probably either by him or by his 

followers. The other is an exposition of the Mukhammisa doctrine in the form of a 

dialogue between the eight century Kufan “extremist” Jābir al-Juʻfī247 and the Imām 

Muhammad al-Bāqir titled Umm al-kitāb (UK).248 In a note by Masʻūdī and Ibn Ḥazm, 

Isḥāq was the follower of a sect called ‘Ilbāniyya and was refuted by two followers of a 

certain Muḥammadiyya movement, al-Fayyāḍ b. ‘Alī b. Muḥammad b. al-Fayyāḍ in his 

lost book al-Qisṭās, and by a certain al-Nahīkī.249 In a number of other sources, a sect 

with similar teachings appears as ‘Alyā’iyya or ‘Ilbā’iyya,250 the followers of Bashshār al-

Shaʻīrī, a ghālī who lived in Kufa during the lifetime of Jaʻfar, and, along with other 

“extremist” ideas, taught that ‘Alī is God, and that he is superior to Muhammad. Hence, 

they also came to be called ‘Ayniyya251 (by the first letter of “‘Alī”)252.  

                                                                 
247 On him, see Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 96-112.  

248 The Persian text of the treatise, which is a translation from Arabic, was edited and published by 
Ivanow as Ummu’l-kitāb in Der Islam 23 (1936): 1-132. The contents of the work were analyzed and 
classified by the same author in “Notes sur l’Ummu’l-kitāb des Ismaéliens de l’Asie Centrale”: 419-481. 
For the discussion of the scholarship on the work, and for its possible dating see Halm, “Die Ǧābir-
Apokalypse Umm al-kitāb,” in Die Islamische Gnosis: 113-24, see also id., Kosmologie und Heilslehre: 147-64. 
The most up-to-date discussion of the text’s date and content is Sean Anthony’s “The Legend of ʻAbdallāh 
ibn Saba’ and the Date of Umm al-Kitāb.” 

249 Fayyāḍ’s father was a kātīb for the Caliph al-Muʻtaḍid, and Nahīkī was the finance officer of one of the 
districts of Baghdād, see Kohlberg, “Muḥammadiyya,” EI2, vol. 7: 459-61; Friedlaender, “The Heterodoxies 
of the Shiites in the Presentation of Ibn Ḥazm”: 66-7. 

250 Cf. Shahrastānī, Milal: 128-9, Qummī, Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 59.  

251 Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 225-30.  

252 Rāzī, Kitāb al-zīna: 307; Massignon, “Salman Pak”: 468-72. 
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If Halm is right, the three different names, ‘Ilbāniyya, ‘Alyā’iyya, and ‘Ilbā’iyya, 

denote the same sect, whose representative Isḥāq was. The two persons refuting KS, 

mentioned by Masʻūdī, belong to the opposing sect, the Muḥammadiyya, who upheld 

the divinity of Muhammad and were also called “Mīmiyya” after the first letter of the 

Prophet’s name.253 Another denomination of the Muḥammadiyya is “Mukhammisa,” 

derived from the Arabic root denoting number five ― kh-m-s ―, because apart from 

Muhammad’s divinity, they upheld the divinity of four other members of his family, 

‘Alī, Fāṭima, Ḥasan, and Ḥusayn.254  

In short, Isḥāq and the ‘Alyā’iyya, who taught that ‘Alī is God, were opposed by 

the Mukhammisa/Muḥammadiyya, who taught Muhammad divinity. At the same time, 

both groups accepted the divinity of all five members of the Prophet’s family, 

Muhammad, ‘Alī, Ḥasan, Ḥusayn, and Fāṭima.255 For Qummī, the ‘Alyā’iyya believed only 

in the four of these, excluding Muhammad from the list,256 but Isḥāq’s alleged work has 

all the five names.257  

Where does KS belong in this debate? Despite the numerous similarities 

between the doctrines of KS and the teachings found in UK and Isḥāq’s work, there is 

no explicit indication in the text that its author believed in either ‘Alī’s or Muhammad’s 

                                                                 
253 ‘Asqalānī, Lisān al-mīzān, vol. 2: 73; Friedlaender, “The Heterodoxies of the Shiites in the Presentation 
of Ibn Ḥazm”: 66-7.  

254 Madelung, “Mukhammisa,” EI2, vol. 7: 517-8; Kohlberg, “Muḥammadiyya,” EI2, vol. 7: 459-61. On the 
Mukhammisa, see also Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 218-25; id., Kosmologie und Heilslehre: 157-63; Qummī, 
Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 56; see also Rāzī, Kitāb al-zīna: 307; Shahrastānī, Milal, vol. 1: 128-9.  

255 UK: 102; Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 56.  

256 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 59.  

257 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 263.  
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divinity. In fact, the divinity of the Imams is rejected in the very beginning of the book, 

as I showed above. Muhammad is called God’s Name (ism) and Door (bāb), but never 

God.258 True, in one passage the author does imply Muhammad’s and ‘Alī divinity.259 But 

this, as I will argue below, is done on political grounds, and neither Muhammad nor ‘Alī 

are considered as more divine than any of the other of God’s numerous manifestations. 

Furthermore, KS has no mention of the Divine Pentad. This means that KS’s author did 

not belong to any of the two groups.260 He did, however, write in the same theological 

milieu, which is seen from the numerous similarities between KS’s theological systems 

and terminology and the other ghulāt texts or accounts of ghulāt beliefs the discussed 

period, i.e. between the end of the 3rd/9th, beginning of the 4th/10th century.  

To demonstrate that KS belonged to the same theological milieu as the 

‘Alyā’iyya and the Mukhammisa, I will enumerate some of the most fundamental 

similarities between KS and the three other texts either written by followers of the 

groups, or about them, i.e. Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib, UK, and Qummī’s account of the 

Mukhammisa.  

1. God’s incarnation in human form. In all four texts, God became incarnate in 

human beings. For KS, God manifested Himself in all the prophets and Imams, 

                                                                 
258 C: 381, J: 163-6. Throughout the text, Muhammad is addressed with honorific epithets such as sayyid  
(C: 319, J: 62) “master,” al-sayyid al-akbar (C: 320, J: 64-5; C: 325, J: 71) “the greatest master,” al-sayyid al-
ajall al-aʻẓam258 “the most glorious and greatest master” (C: 355, J: 118). These, however, do not imply his 
divinity for it is also used in other ghulāt texts of the same period, in which his divinity is not accepted, 
cf. Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 281 and Kitāb al-kashf: 24.  

259 C: 381, J: 163-6. 

260 Interestingly, Massignon has included KS, with the rest of Mufaḍḍal’s works, in the category “Auteurs 
Mukhammisa incorporés à la tradition littéraire des Nosayris,” see “Esquisse”: 641-2.  



 
 

78 
 

beginning with Adam, and ending with Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq.261 For the Mukhammisa, Qummī 

says, despite their name, which implies that the manifestations are confined to the holy 

Pentad, God became manifest in the prophets and kings before Muḥammad and 

appeared in Arabs and non-Arabs alike. KS too states that God can become manifest in 

different ethnicities. The only difference from KS is that God, in this case, is 

Muhammad:  

They claimed that Muhammad was Adam, Nūḥ, Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, ‘Īsā. He was not 
manifest (ẓāhir) [only] among Arabs and Persians (‘ajam). Just as he was manifest 
among Arabs, he became manifest among Persians, in a form (ṣūra) other than 
the form in which He became manifest among Arabs. In the form of Akāsira262 
and kings who ruled the world.263   
  
A passage in UK closely resembles Qummī’s account. Here, Jābir al-Juʻfī 

addresses the Imam (who, it is implied, is God’s incarnation) with the following words: 

…I testify that… You have become manifest (ẓuhūr kardī) in Ādam, in Nūḥ, in 
Ibrāhīm, in Mūsā, in ‘Īsā…264 
 
The exact same sequence of God’s manifestations ― Adam, Nūḥ, Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, 

and ‘Īsā, is found in KS.265 

2. Transmigration of souls and transformation. From among the four texts, this idea 

is most developed in KS. Here, human souls not only transmigrate into other human 

                                                                 
261 All the ideas of KS discussed in this section are described in the section on its theology.  

262 Plural of Kisrā, the Arabic rendering of the name Khusraw, which was given to several Persian kings.  

263 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 56. 

264 UK: 89.  

265 See sub-section “Manifestations.”  
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bodies, but also into animals and inanimate objects.266 In UK, this doctrine is not as 

developed as in KS, but is denoted by the Persianized form of a phrase used in KS - 

karrat va rajʻat “repetition and return.”267 In KS this expression occurs once in the same 

form and meaning, and its first component, karra (pl. karrāt) is used several times 

separately in its singular and plural forms to denote the same idea.  

According to Qummī, the Mukhammisa teach that the souls of those who deny 

(jaḥada268) their cause are subject to transmigration (tanāsukh). They transmigrate not 

only into other humans, but, like in KS, into animals and inanimate objects.269 

Moreover, he quotes the same Qur’ānic verse as the author of KS does in describing 

transformation into minerals: {Be stone, or iron, or any other substance you think 

hard}270. Interestingly, this same verse is also quoted in KH, in the layer which, as I will 

argue, was written in the same period as KS, i.e. during the late 9th and early 10th 

century.271 

Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib states that those who “deny and reject” the true cause, will 

be transformed into “narrow bodies.”272 In another place, the same sin is punished by 

                                                                 
266 See section “Transmigration of Souls and Transformation.”  

267 UK: 23.  

268 According to KS, denying God, denoted by the same term, is one of the greatest sins.  

269 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 58-9.  

270 Qur’ān 17: 50-51. 

271 See my Chapter Three and Appendix 4.  

272 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 265.  
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masūkhiyya .273 The term is not explained here but in KS it denotes transformation into 

animals. The words used to mean, respectively, “denial and rejection” and “narrow 

bodies” are the same as the ones used in KS: juḥūd wa-inkār (cf. also Qummī’s usage of 

juḥūd in the previous paragraph), and hayākil274 ḍayyiqa. To designate the bodies into 

which one enters on the way to God, both Qummī275  and KS’s author276 use the term 

qamīṣ “shirt.”277  

Another group of words denoting this idea are the derivatives of the root n-q-l, 

occurring in all the four texts, denoting transportation or movement. The forms nuqla, 

yunqalu, and manqūl are attested in KS278, nuqla is used in Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib,279 nuqlān 

“transmigration” is used in UK,280 and Qummī writes yatanaqqal “transmigrates.”281  

3. Antinomianism. Having reached the seventh degree of the spiritual hierarchy, 

KS says, the believer is able to contemplate God and becomes free from the necessity to 

                                                                 
273 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 270.  

274 The word haykal literally means “frame,” “building,” or “skeleton.”  

275 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 57.  

276 See the section on the “Transmigration of Souls and Transformation.”   

277 Of course, the ideas of transformation and transmigration of souls, while chiefly ghulāt teachings, are 
found in mainstream Twelver sources as well; see, e.g., Crow, “The Death of al-Ḥusayn b. ‘Alī and Early 
Shīʻī Views of the Imamate”: 99-101.  
 
278 For a discussion of the terms see below.  

279 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 268.  

280 UK: 51. 

281 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 59.  
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abide by the law (sharīʻa).282 Qummī states that, according to the Mukhammisa, for those 

who acquire the knowledge of the seven degrees, the observation of the law becomes 

unnecessary, and many things hitherto forbidden become allowed, such as sexual 

promiscuity, homosexuality, etc.283 That the forbidden things such as these become 

allowed is probably the exaggeration of the heresiographer, for they are not mentioned 

in KS. However, the idea that the Sharīʻa becomes redundant to those who achieve a 

certain degree in their belief and knowledge does exist in KS and is not Qummī’s 

invention.284  

4. Bāb. God’s Door (bāb), according to KS, is represented by Mufaḍḍal, Salmān al-

Fārisī,285 and Muhammad. Qummī’s Mukhammisa believe that Salmān is His Door,286 and 

                                                                 
282 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 57, 59. True, Qummī’s description of what becomes allowed to the believer 
upon reaching the degree is never mentioned in KS, and is, in all likelihood, an exaggeration common in 
heresiographic accounts (more on this, see Chapter One). However, the idea that Sharī’a becomes 
redundant to those who achieve a certain degree in their belief did exist among the Kūfan ghulāt, as 
indicated by its occurrence in KS.  

283 See more on this idea in my Chapter One.  

284 Becoming free of the necessity to worship echoes the accusations of antinomianism by authors of 
heresiographic works leveled against early “extremist” Shiʻis. However, the accusations of 
heresiographers are twofold. On the one hand they accused the “extremists” of abolishing the religious 
law and freeing their members of the duty to observe the ritual. On the other hand, they accused them of 
sinful acts, such as eating pork, drinking wine, sexual promiscuity, etc. (see Tucker, Mahdis and 
Millenarians: 124 et passim; Madelung “Ibāḥa II,” EI2, vol. 3: 662). This second type of accusations is most 
probably the invention of the heresiographers, as has been shown by several authors (see the discussion 
in footnote 54 in Chapter One). The first type, however, resembles the idea of “becoming free of the duty 
to worship.” On the one hand, this indicates that at least part of the allegations of antinomianism made 
by the heresiographers against the “extremists” is true, namely, that upon achieving certain spiritual 
perfection, one does not need to perform religious duties incumbent upon ordinary people. On the other 
hand, this is another indication that KS was written and circulated in the ghulāt circles mentioned by 
those authors. 

285 KS also holds that Salmān is the internal meaning of each of the seven heavens (C: 350, J: 110). In this 
passage he is called Salsal, which is the name by which Salmān was called by the ghulāt, see, Massignon, 
“Salman Pak”: 468; Ivanow, “Notes sur l’ “Ummu’ l-kitab””: 430.   

286 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 57.  
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UK holds that Salmān is God’s Door287 and ‘Alī ― Muḥammad’s288. In a discussion on 

minerals and their human prototypes, KS states that silver/Abū Bakr is gold’s/ʻUmar’s 

Door, which in this case means representative.289  

5. Abū Dharr and Miqdād. The position of the Prophet’s well-known companions 

Miqdād b. al-Aswad al-Kindī (d. 33/653-4) and Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī (d. 32/652-3) is 

another point of similarity between UK, KS, and Qummī’s text.290 In the UK, they are the 

second and third highest degrees of the spiritual hierarchy. Qummī states that 

according to the Mukhammisa, these two figures are the two yatīms, Miqdād being the 

big yatīm, and Abū Dharr the small one.291 KS, where yatīm is one of the highest degrees 

of the sevenfold hierarchy, does not name Abū Dharr a yatīm, but agrees with Qummī 

that Miqdād is the greatest yatīm.292  

6. Claiming ‘Alī’s/Muhammad’s kinship. KS states that those who claim to be of 

Muhammad’s or ‘Alī’s kin, as a punishment will be transformed into animals.293 Qummī 

says that the Mukhammisa and the followers of Bashshār al-Shaʻīrī believe that 

whoever claims to be of Muhammad’s clan (āl Muḥammad), is a liar.294 Both use similar 

terminology: KS uses nisba for kinship, and Qummī uses a derivative of the same root, 
                                                                 
287 UK: 104.  

288 UK: 71.  

289 See sub-section “Raskh and the Mineral World.”  

290 See Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 370, n. 258; id., Kosmologie und Heilslehre: 154.  

291 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 57;  

292 Abū Dharr does appear in the text, but in a different context, see the sub-section “Maskh” below.  

293 C: 381, J: 163-6. 

294 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 60.  
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intasaba, “claims kinship”. Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib has a passage where the author states 

that whoever claims to belong to ‘Alī’s offspring (wuld), is a friend of tyrants.295 

7. The Sevenfold Hierarchy of Believers. The description of the sevenfold hierarchy 

of believers is very similar in KS, Qummī’s Maqālāt, and Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib, and is 

slightly different in UK. Qummī’s and Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib’s versions of the hierarchy is 

almost identical with that of KS: Believer (mu’min; being the starting point, it can be 

considered the zero degree), Examinee (mumtaḥan), Devout (mukhliṣ), Elect (mukhtaṣṣ), 

Noble (najīb), Chief (naqīb), Unique (yatīm), and Door (bāb).296 In KS, the Chief comes 

before the Noble. UK also speaks of seven degrees, and uses the same term as KS to 

denote them ― manāzil. The degrees themselves, however, differ somewhat from those 

of the three other texts.297 Thus, UK states that there are seven degrees leading from 

believer to God: the first is the degree of Salmān, the second is that of Miqdād, the third 

is that of Bā Dharr (the Persianized for of Abū Dharr), the fourth is that of the naqībān 

(pl. of naqīb), the fifth is the degree of the najībān (pl. of najīb), the sixth if that of the 

muwaḥḥidān (pl. of muwaḥḥid, i.e. those who assert God’s unicity), and the seventh 

degree is that of the mumtaḥanān (pl. of mumtaḥan).  

Thus, I demonstrated that the teachings of KS resemble ideas found in three 

other texts, all written in the end of the 3rd/9th-beginning of the 4th/10th centuries. Of 

course, the mere similarity between KS’s and the teachings of the three other texts is 

no firm indication that it was composed at the same time as they. There is one more 

                                                                 
295 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 268.  

296 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 57; Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 265.  

297 UK: 65-6.  
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detail, however, which reinforces my hypothesis about its time of composition. KS 

contains a passage that refutes the validity of the rational approach to truth, arguing 

that the inclination to understand religious truths through the intellect prevents 

seekers from ascending into higher degrees of spiritual perfection.298 Now, as I already 

said in the Introduction, and will discuss further in Chapter Four, Muʻtazilī rationalism 

was introduced into Shiʻi thought in the second part of the 3rd/9th and the beginning of 

the 4th/10th cc. The representatives of this school, however, were not only busy 

introducing Muʻtazilī methods into Shiʻi theology, but were also engaged in polemics 

against the ghulāt: e.g., two theologians of this tradition, both Nawbakhtīs, wrote 

treatises refuting the ghulāt.299 This polemic against rationalism in KS, then, is very 

likely a counterattack against this very rationalist trend in Shiʻi thought, which sets a 

terminus post quem for its composition the second part of the 3rd/9th century, partly 

reinforcing my hypothesis about the time of KS’s composition.  

As to the place of its composition, there is some indirect evidence that it is the 

product of the Kufan ghulāt milieu. First of all, because Shiʻi ghuluw is a predominantly 

Kufan phenomenon, as was discussed in Chapter One. Secondly, the discussion of 

metamorphosis and the mention of certain metamorphic animals found in KS points to 

Kufan concerns about purity.300 According to the KS, virtually everyone can be 

punished by transformation into a lower being, and the number of animals and objects 

into which people turn is not limited. However, KS’s author mentions several species 

                                                                 
298 The passage will be discussed in more detail below in this chapter, in the secion on KS’s theology, see 
p. 84.  

299 Iqbāl, Khāndān-i Nawbakhtī: 117, 134-6.   

300 See below, the sub-section “Types of Transformation.”  
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which, according to Michael Cook, were prohibited specifically in the Kufan Shiʻi milieu 

for having previously been humans who transformed into animals.301 In particular, 

apart from a number of animals which have been prohibited in all or almost all Islamic 

schools of law, such as serpents, mules, hyenas, and dogs, KS mentions among the 

musūkh (i.e. metamorphic beings) animals that were deemed impure particularly in the 

Kufan milieu302: eel (jirrī, marmāhī) and hare (arnab). The mention of just these two 

maskh animals cannot be a decisive indication of KS’s place of composition, to be sure, 

because the latter two species are mentioned along with numerous animals which were 

prohibited in all schools of law, and some that were not prohibited at all (cows, sheep, 

goats, etc.). However, if Cook is right in arguing that the anxiety about certain animals 

being metamorphic is an Iraqi, and particularly Kufan, phenomenon, even as reflected 

in Sunni ḥadīth dealing with the issue, this might be a helpful hint, if not a firm proof, 

that KS originated in Kufa.  

 

What do the Political Views Expressed in KS Tell us? 

As I mentioned above, KS alludes to the divinity of ‘Alī and Muhammad. In this 

section I will argue that this is not an indication that KS is a 

Mukhammisa/Muḥammadiyya or ‘Alyā’iyya/Isḥāqiyya work. Firstly, because these two 

persons are no more divine than any other prophet or Imam in whom God was 

incarnated since the creation of humanity. Secondly, because the assertion of 

Muhammad’s and ‘Alī’s divinity has a political agenda, namely, repudiating the 

                                                                 
301 Cook, “Early Islamic Dietary Law”: 230, 231, 259, et passim.  

302 See the table presenting the stance of various legal schools with regard to certain animals in ibid: 259.  
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‘Abbasids’ claim to power. In fact, their divinity is very cautiously hinted at but never 

asserted explicitly, whereas, as was shown earlier, the author explicitly distances 

himself from those who divinize the Imams.  

The discussion303 begins with the statement that whoever falsely claims to be 

related to God will not be punished right away, but will eventually be transformed into 

other beings: he will “undergo what the people in transformation (nuqla) and deception 

undergo.” This passage is immediately followed by another one stating that “those who 

claim the kinship of mīm are not in the same position as those who claim the kinship of 

ʻayn,” for those who claim to be of the Hashimite clan, priding themselves with 

Muhammad, will become transformed into animals, ranging from proud steeds to 

snakes in the sea. Whereas those who claim the kinship of ‘ayn304 are transformed into 

“lovely pigeons, or ringdoves, or the birds that speak, and answer… They are in waters, 

in the sea, in rivers, in fishes, such as carp, starlet… and all good looking and tasty sorts 

[of fish].”  

The letters mīm and ‘ayn here designate, respectively, Muhammad and ‘Alī. And 

since this passage is immediately preceded by one which speaks of those who claim to 

be related to God, and of their punishment, we can conclude that it alludes to the 

divinity of these two persons. However, despite that the passage implies the divinity of 

the two persons, its main focus remains political. Its aim is to repudiate the claim of the 

‘Abbasids to be Muhammad’s kin and, hence, to be rightful rulers.  

                                                                 
303 C: 381, J: 163-6. 

304 Al-Nisba l-‘alawiyya can be translated as “ʻAlī’s kinship” or “kinship to ‘Alids.”  
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The movement that won power in the Caliphate in 132/750 to become the 

‘Abbasid dynasty, was called Hāshimiyya, from the name of the Prophet’s ancestor 

Hāshim. They adopted this name to show their affinity with Muhammad as a means of 

legitimizing their political claims.305 And the author of KS explicitly repudiates their 

claim to be related to Muhammad and to be rightful rulers. Thus, the sentence 

describing the punishments of those who claim to be related to Muhammad is followed 

by the following statement: “They are [the ones who claim to be] the kin of the 

Hāshimites, who were proud of Muhammad… [and] these are all the degrees [into 

which] the claimant to be of the Hashimite clan, priding themselves in Muhammad, 

[descends],” referring to the transformation into non-human forms as punishment 

from God.  

The repudiation of the claim to be the Prophet’s kin is followed by a statement 

implying that their claim to rule is false. Several paragraphs later, Jaʻfar warns 

Mufaḍḍal not to divulge what he told him, “for if they learn it, they will declare your 

blood permissible… [and] will kill you. They will say about you that you have falsified 

their kin, rejected their honor, erased their memory, and deprived them of their 

crown.” The word used for “crown” is tāj, which denoted royal headgear.306 The last 

sentence, thus, implies that these people, in addition to claiming to be Muhammad’s 

relatives, also claim to be of royal origin. Their claim to power seems to logically follow 

                                                                 
305 Concerning the relation of the ‘Abbasids to the Prophet, see Zaman, Religion and Politics: 33-4; id. “The 
Quest for Stability”: 148.  

306 Björkman, “Tādj,” EI2, vol. 10: 57. See also, Al-Azmeh, Muslim Kingship: 68. The term tāj mainly denoted 
crowns given by the caliphs to their subjects (see Al-Azmeh, Muslim Kingship: 68; Marsham, Rituals of 
Islamic Monarchy: 268 ff), but in this case it is clear that the crown of ‘Abbasid caliphs is meant. 
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their claim to be of the Prophet’s kin, for they will accuse Mufaḍḍal of decrowning 

them after the latter divulges the secret of the falsity of their relation to Muhammad.  

That the passage is an allusion to the ‘Abbasids explains why those who “claim 

the kinship of ‘ayn” are punished less harshly than those who “claim the kinship of 

mīm” (if transformation into more likeable beings is indeed a lighter punishment). In 

their rhetoric of legitimization, the dynasty stressed their being Muhammad’s kin, and 

so rejecting it was directly aimed at rejecting their right to political power.  

 

The Theology of Kitāb al-Ṣirāṭ 

The reconstruction of the theological system of KS is a complex task because the 

various theological ideas are not described in a systematic manner, but are often 

scattered throughout the text in passages of various size. Another difficulty is that 

there are very few texts relating to the same period that could be helpful in 

understanding vaguely expressed ideas or theological terms. The majority of texts that 

bear traces of the same religious tradition, mainly Nuṣayrī works, were composed 

centuries later, so it would be difficult to separate later ideas from the ones that existed 

in the time KS was composed. Therefore I have used caution in using such texts in 

trying to understand the theological worldview of KS’s author. 

Humanity (bashariyya), according to KS, is an intermediate position between the 

higher luminous (ʻulwī nūrānī) world, consisting of a Path (ṣirāṭ), which one may ascend 

due to one’s good deeds and effort, thus reaching God’s realm, and between the lower 

(suflī) world of animals, plants, and inanimate objects. Continuous rebirth into human 

or lower forms is viewed as a punishment for unbelief and for rejecting God’s call 
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(daʻwa). But one may be saved from the endless cycle of rebirth (karra, pl. karrāt) by 

reaching the understanding of God and His Path. The higher luminous world and the 

lower world of transformations are often contrasted with one another in terms of 

purity (ṣafā’) and impurity (najāsa). They form a continuous hierarchical ladder, the 

upper one consisting of seven consecutive degrees, and the lower one consisting of 

several types of transformations.307  

 

The Path (ṣirāṭ)  

The cornerstone of the theology of KS is the idea of the Path, hence the title of 

the book. It appears in the book in the combination ṣirāṭ mustaqīm nine times, and is 

evidently borrowed from the Qur’ān, where mustaqīm is one of the most frequently 

occurring adjectives for the word “Path.”308 This Path consists of seven consecutive 

degrees, called variously ʻaqaba (pl. ʻiqāb),309 manzila (pl. manāzil), martaba (pl. marātib), 

daraja (pl. darajāt, daraj), and rutba (pl. rutab).310 The ultimate goal of a believer is to 

ascend these degrees, which “are a Straight Path, a way and a goal for those who know 

                                                                 
307 This view of the world could be traced back to the Neo-Platonic idea of the Chain of Being, cf. Lovejoy, 
The Great Chain of Being: 62.  

308 See Frolov, “Path or Way,” EQur, vol. 4: 28-31; Monnot, “Ṣirāṭ,” EI2, vol. 9: 670. Another use of ṣirāṭ that 
echoes its Qur’anic use is ṣirāṭ sawī, cf. C: 353, J: 116 and Qur’ān 19:43 and 20:135.  

309 The singular of the word means “obstacle,” “difficulty” (see Lisān, s.v. ʻ-q-b), but also a “mountain-
road” and is used here in order perhaps to underscore the difficulty with which the Path can be passed.  

310 Bar-Asher and Kofsky state that the idea of the seven obstacles are related to the notion of seven 
arches that support the ṣirāṭ, which is the bridge separating paradise from hell, see, “The Heavenly 
Ascent of the Nuṣayrī Gnostic”: 85. The idea of a path consisting of seven degrees also resembles the 
story of Muhammad’s nocturnal journey, miʻrāj, during which he passed through the gates of seven 
heavens, see Böwering, “Miʻrāj,” Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 9: 6058—62.  
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(maṭlab al-ʻārifīn).”311 The aim of ascending the Path is, first, to escape the condition of 

humanity, which is lowly, and which necessitates continuous rebirth in bodily forms, 

whether human (naskh/nasūkhiyya), or, worse, in animals and inanimate objects 

(maskh/masūkhiyya, waskh, raskh, these will be discussed below in detail), depending on 

the degree of one’s sin. Secondly, ascending the Path is the only way to enter Paradise 

and to reach God. Entering Paradise, however, is only the outer (ẓāhir) aspect of 

traversing the Path. The inner (bāṭin) aspect is to acquire true knowledge (maʻrifa, ʻilm), 

for, according to the author, “Paradise is the true ultimate knowledge” (al-maʻrifa l-

ḥaqīqiyya bi-ghāyat al-maʻrifa).312  

The degrees of the Path are sometimes equated with seven heavens (samāwāt),313 

each of which is made of a particular substance. According to a saying attributed to the 

Prophet Muhammad, “God has a heaven from smoke, a heaven from fog, a third one 

from silver, a fourth one from gold, a fifth one from ruby, a sixth one from emerald, 

and a seventh heaven from light.”314  

The seven degrees are, respectively, that of the Examinee (mumtaḥan315), the 

Devout one (mukhliṣ), the Elect one (mukhtaṣṣ), the Noble (najīb), the Chief (naqīb), the 

                                                                 
311 C: 377, J: 153.  

312 C: 330, J: 81.  

313 Cf. C: 328, J: 78.   

314 C: 350, J: 110.  

315 Both editions have the word spelled as MMTḤN (C: 325, J: 72) with no vocalization, but it is apparent 
from the context that the word should be read as a passive participle. First, because this is the first 
degree where the person striving towards God has to demonstrate his willingness to pass the path, and 
has, therefore, to be examined. Secondly, the same written form appears later on with an active 
meaning, i.e. denoting the one who gives inner knowledge to the seeker. It is logical, therefore, to 
vocalize the latter as active participle (mumtaḥin), and the former as passive.   
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Unique one (yatīm), and the Door (bāb). The greatest yatīm is Miqdād b. ‘Amr b. 

Tha‘laba, the Prophet’s famous companion. The text has no mention of a small yatīm, 

but looking back at the other three texts speaking of sever degrees, we can assume that 

here is such, and that he is, for KS’s author, Abū Dharr.  In each of these degrees the 

believer receives more of the inner knowledge (ʻilm bāṭin, maʻrifa) than in the previous 

one, and having successfully internalized it, deserves ascent into a higher position. 

However, the inability to accept the knowledge of any of the degrees necessitates 

punishment: 

In each of these seven degrees, when he reaches them, he will attain knowledge 
much greater, better, and higher than the one he heard in the lower degree. 
Every time he bears knowledge from that degree, he will need to hear what is 
higher, loftier and better than that. And every time he is unable to perceive the 
knowledge of the degree [that he wants to enter], his punishment for his 
inability in the higher and greater degree will be greater than the punishment 
in the degree in which he is and from which he rises.316 
Having achieved the degree of the Door, the believer acquires supernatural 

abilities. He can become invisible, can disappear, and nothing can be concealed from 

him. He finds whatever he desires without the need to seek, sees without having to be 

shown, and hears without having to listen. He can also see and hear God. The believer 

will also be liberated (muḥarrar317), will become free of the duty to worship (kharaja ʻan 

al-taʻabbud)318, will acquire freedom of choice (yaṣīr mukhayyaran) and will know without 

the necessity to be taught (taʻlīm).319  

                                                                 
316 C: 326, J: 73.  

317 This is a Qur’anic hapax, see Capezzone, “Il Kitāb al-Ṣirāt attribuito  Mufaḍḍal Ibn ʻUmar al-Ğuʻfī”: 312.  

318 The expression yatakhallaṣu min jamīʻ mā kāna ʻalayhi could also be interpreted in a similar way, “he will 
become liberated from all his obligations,” see C: 329, J: 79.   

319 C: 22, J: 79-80.   
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A point worth mentioning in the passage is the acquisition of freedom of choice 

upon reaching the degree of the Door. All human actions, according to the author of KS, 

are predetermined and performed in reality by the order of God, for no one has power 

(qudra) to perform an action, except when God gives him the power to do it. The author 

states that “those who believe in divine Unicity (ahl al-tawḥīd) and those who [follow] 

the truth, are assured that action (fiʻl) and power (qudra) belong to the Almighty.”320 He 

argues that the only reason why something happens is that God commands someone to 

do something, and when He gives him or her power to perform that action  

The Almighty can order an enemy or a friend to perform these actions, and that 
person will [only] speak what He wants him to. The Almighty Meaning (maʻnā) 
makes the action take place, and possesses power [to do it], but the enemy 
(ḍidd321) can only speak [about it, and not do it]. Thus, such and such may 
perform an action through power, but the only power belongs to the Meaning. 
An enemy cannot do this [i.e. perform the action] except when the Almighty 
makes power manifest. The Almighty only commands a person, friend (walī), or 
enemy, to speak. Speech, thus, comes from that person by the order of the 
Almighty, but the action [takes place] through His power. One can argue this 
way, o Mufaḍḍal, against the one who claims that an enemy has power, or that 
something happens because of that person, without a command from the 
Almighty.322 
 
This determinist view echoes the numerous Shiʻi ḥadīth that reveal strong 

compulsionist inclinations among early Shiʻis, which stand in contrast to the later 

rationalist Imami theology.323 There is a passage in KS which further develops the 

predestinarian thought of the author, stating that even reaching the truth and 

                                                                 
320 C: 386, J: 173.   

321 The term is often used in the text to refer to the enemies of true religion. 

322 C: 384-85, J: 171.   

323 Dakake, The Charismatic Community: 141-55.  
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salvation depend on God’s will, and without His help the believers may turn away from 

him in doubt.324 The notion that God has predetermined who of the humans will be 

saved and who will perish is very similar to the early Shiʻi idea, expressed again in 

ḥadīth, that the believers and non-believers were already differentiated in pre-

eternity.325  

Ascending along the Path requires strong commitment and effort on the 

believers’ part, and failing to exert it results in severe punishment. The person striving 

to reach higher degrees of the Path, called ṭālib “seeker,” is expected to work hard, to 

have firm knowledge of the Lord, and to long for more of this knowledge, trying to 

reach the one who is on a higher degree than him. Thus he will be elevated to higher 

positions, will wear a “shirt” (qamīṣ)326 which is purer, and the attainment of purity 

(ṣafā’) will become easy for him.327 However, if the seeker becomes satisfied with the 

knowledge that he has received and does not long for more of it, or if he doubts it and 

does not accept it, he will remain on the same degree, or may even lose his position and 

descend into lower ones, shedding his light and pure shirt, and acquiring one which is 

                                                                 
324 C: 360, J: 126.   

325 See Dakake, ibid; the primordial differentiation of the believers and unbelievers is expressed in a well-
known Shiʻi tradition about two different substances from which the souls and bodies of the Imams and 
their followers, and the souls and bodies of their enemies are made, called, respectively, ʻillīyūn and sijjīn, 
which are Qur’anic terms that commentators have explained as one of the highest levels of Paradise, and 
one of the lowest levels of Hell. The tradition states: “God made us from ‘illīyūn, and made the souls of our 
party from what he created us, and this is why their souls are yearning for us. He created their bodies 
from what is below it, and created our enemies from sijjīn, and created the souls of their party from what 
he created them. Their bodies He created from what is below that,” see Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir al-darajāt: 40. On 
this idea, see Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide: 38-39; id.: “Seul l’homme de Dieu est humain”: 200-1.   

326 The term refers to the body, see below.  

327 See C: 353, J: 115, et passim.  
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dirtier, darker, and lower than the shirt which he shed.328 Following the same line of 

argument, the author states that failing to acknowledge the primacy of religion (dīn) 

over the material world (dunyā), leads one to damnation and repeated rebirth, 

preventing from ascending higher degrees.329  

Rational approach to truth and the inclination to understand religious 

knowledge through intellect is one of the reasons that prevents seekers from accepting 

it and ascending into higher stages. The author makes a clear distinction between 

sciences,330 such as pronunciation and interreligious disputes, and the knowledge of 

religious truths, stating that “[T]he one who gives [the meaning of] this [religious 

knowledge] is not like the one who teaches other meanings.” The person who has 

reached a high position in sciences is inclined to testing (tajrīb) the proofs of the 

teacher, forcing him into an argument, and refusing to accept his teachings “with only 

one proof” (bi ḥujja wāḥida). If he tries to understand truth this way, however, he will be 

overcome with doubt every time something becomes clarified to him.331 

Ascending the Path can be done either with the help of someone who is higher 

in his degree, or by oneself, for there are some whom God guides by themselves, 

making them find their own path to salvation. Those, however, who have achieved a 

certain degree within the Path, have the obligation to help those who are below them, 

                                                                 
328 C: 363, J: 130; C: 377, J: 154; C: 378, J: 157.  

329 C: 353, J: 115.  

330 The expression used to denote sciences as a field of rational knowledge is ʻulūm ṭālibiyya the origin of 
which I was unable to find. One could speculate (alas, without much textual support) that this polemic 
could be directed against the rationalizing wing of Shiʻism, which is expressed in the two other works of 
the Mufaḍḍal-tradition that will be studied in Chapter Four.  

331 C: 358, J: 123-24.  
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and to ascend to a higher degree. KS contains a lengthy discussion of the importance of 

guiding other seekers, for “a believer is not a believer if he does not wish for his 

believing brother what he wishes for himself.”332 Helping other seekers to ascend to a 

higher degree, and to become equal to oneself, being thus a mean (sabab) between the 

people and God, is considered a high virtue: 

He who puts his believing brother above himself, and who serves the believers, 
he serves God and obeys Him. This enables God to make his share of belief (īmān) 
and knowledge (maʻrifa) abundant and elevated. By that he becomes a guide, a 
path, and a connection [to God for other believers], which makes God elevate 
him to a [high] position, by which He [shows His] love toward him from among 
His servants. He who loves God to the degree of his effort (ijtihād) in serving 
believers, requests thereby God’s mercy.  There are some whom God, through 
His mercy, makes His connection with many people, giving him elevated and 
wide knowledge and a body, spreading before him clear and luminous 
knowledge, and making him a goal for the believers, opening before him the 
secrets of inner sciences (bawāṭin al-ʻulūm). This [knowledge and sciences] 
become his life and salvation, and the life of those who strive toward him, and 
accept from him [guidance and knowledge]. Some of them become the path to 
guidance and salvation for a hundred of those who love God, and some become 
the path to the guidance of ten [people] or less or more.333 
 
It is not sufficient to guide someone. The person who guides a seeker has great 

responsibility for him. Thus, if he fails to give the understanding (fiqh) of the 

knowledge that he gives, leaving the “soul, to which he has given some knowledge 

about the Unicity [of God] (tawḥīd), and does not feed it, teach it, and educate it, leaving 

it prudent yet perplexed, lost and puzzled about his salvation, not knowing where to 

take refuge, and with whom to seek friendship, and to whom to strive,”334he leaves the 

                                                                 
332 C: 329, J: 81.  

333 C: 357, J: 121.  

334 C: 359, J: 125. 
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seeker to be taken by transformation, and will  be punished himself, becoming 

transformed into a lower and narrower body. 

These bodies, called sometimes shirts (qamīṣ, pl. qumuṣ or qumṣān) or frames 

(haykal, pl. hayākil), are the material forms which the believers and unbelievers alike 

assume upon ascending along the Path or descending into various types of 

transformations that they undergo as punishment (see next section). The higher the 

degree onto which a believer ascends, “the more difficult (ashaqq), purer (aṣfā), and 

better” will the shirt which he will wear there be. Moreover, when the believer dies and 

his body is buried, it produces seeds of plants which are useful and pleasant to the 

people, such as foods, medicines, etc.335 

 

God 

The aim of the discussion about God, whose most common epithet used in KS is 

“Meaning” (ma‘nā), is to show that He has no beginning and no end, that He has no 

howness (lā kayf), and that His essence (kunh) is unperceivable.336 It is embedded in a 

larger discussion about God’s speech ― the Qur’an. The author states that the Qur’an 

that everyone knows is but a small fraction of the “countless, endless, innumerable, and 

infinite parts” which make up the scripture. He then argues that if a speaker has a 

beginning, his speech must have an end. And since God has no beginning, it follows that 

His speech has no end.  

                                                                 
335 C: 379, J: 160.  

336 C: 320, J: 64.  
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A later passage states that God does not become transformed, perish, and does 

not change from one condition to another.337 Since this poses a logical problem to the 

idea of manifestation, according to which God appears to people in various human 

forms, as will be discussed in the next section, the author further states that “even if He 

appears to His servants, [in reality] it is the eyes of the beholders that undergo change, 

and it is their hearts that turn to Him because of a defect (ʻilla), which forces them to 

[see Him in various ways].”  

 

Manifestations 

God communicates with the world of humans through manifestations in human 

form, which are called tajallī, kashf, and ẓuhūr (pl. ẓuhūrāt). He does this because humans 

are unable to perceive Him in His divine form and need a human intermediary whom 

they would be able to perceive.338 However, even after He does become incarnate in 

human form, people perceive Him in various degrees because of the abilities that God 

has given them.339 Some people perceive His true luminosity (nūrāniyya ḥaqīqiyya), some 

see Him in His sovereignty (rubūbiyya), some perceive Him through servitude 

(‘ūbūdiyya340). There are people who think that they have a special position (sha’n) 

                                                                 
337 C: 373-4, J: 147.   

338 The author quotes Qur’ān 7: 143, explaining that when the Lord told Mūsā {You will never see me}, He 
meant “you will not perceive me while in your humanity. If you were luminous, that would be possible” 
(C: 365, J: 134). 

339 C: 374, J: 149.  

340 It is possible that ‘ubūdiyya refers to the servitude of God’s maqām or human manifestation, i.e. He 
appears to people in the form of a slave, which is quite in line with a later statement that some people 
see him as oppressed.  
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before God, and that He views them as special (minhum man yarāhu bi l-ikhtiṣāṣ341), which 

gives them power and the right to attack others. Finally, some others see Him as 

oppressed and poor, and rise to rescue and to help Him. The power (qudra) that God 

manifests, shows the believers His divinity, reaffirming them that He is the Meaning.342 

The Lord becomes manifest in various persons called maqām “position,”343 some 

of whom are His Names,344 such as Nūḥ, Muhammad, Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, and ʻĪsā,345 through 

his Doors and Veils,346 and through the Imams.347 He can also become incarnate in the 

form of various peoples and races, and in one place it is implied that Jesus Christ was 

His manifestation.348 In doing so, He assumes human qualities so as to make people feel 

closer to Him:  

Know, o Mufaḍḍal, that your Lord becomes manifest [in this world with human 
functions and qualities], such as reproduction, marital bonds, and children. Look 
at how He has appeared as a child in [the condition of] humanity! [He appears 
this way] in order to make people feel closer to Him.349 
 

                                                                 
341 Cf. C: 383-4, J: 169.  

342 Ibid.  

343 See, e.g. C: 319, J: 62: “whenever God created a position (mā aqāma maqāman… illā), beginning with 
Adam up to our lord Muhammad, peace upon him, these people called him a magician.”  

344 The Names will be discussed in detail later.   

345 It is not stated whether Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, and ‘Īsā are God’s names, but most of God’s names are Biblical 
characters (see the following section), and since they appear in conjunction with Nūḥ and Muhammad, 
they were probably viewed by the author as God’s Names.  

346 See next section.  

347 C: 366, J: 136; C: 388, J: 176.  

348 C: 363, J: 130.  

349 C: 386, J: 173. On the possibly pre-Islamic roots of this image in ghulāt literature, see Anthony, “The 
Legend of ‘Abdallāh b. Saba’”: 15 ff.  
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At times God manifests Himself in two persons simultaneously. This is possible 

because in reality He is unchanging, and his manifestations are but an illusion,350 as was 

shown above.  If God is already manifest in one form, the second can only appear with 

the permission of the first one.351 The first of these persons is called apparent and 

speaking (ẓāhir nāṭiq).352 Although not specified in the text, the second, by extension, is 

the silent one.   

When God manifests Himself in a speaking person (shakhṣ nāṭiq), the latter 

“must have a silent person (shakhṣ ṣāmit) as a counterpart.” And despite that they both 

are incarnations of God, and are deemed one,353 there is a hierarchy between them. The 

silent person is regarded as closer to divinity than the speaking one because he points 

toward him, which “is an indication of the divinity (maʻnawiyya)354 of the silent one,”355 

and the deeds of the speaking one originate in the silent one.  It appears that not only 

the two are not identical, but the relationship between them and God is not that of 

absolute identity, for they speak of Him in the third person.356  

                                                                 
350 C: 373, J: 147.  

351 It is here that the statement of God’s unchangeable nature and the illusoriness of His manifestation 
comes, as an explanation of how this could happen without undermining His oneness.  The author 
stresses that “He is one, eternal, and everlasting” (aḥad, abad, sarmad), see C: 373-4, J: 147.   

352 It is not entirely clear whether this nāṭiq refers to the “speaking one” in the passage that follows right 
after, which is about the two types of God’s manifestation. 

353 Cf. “the silent one is the speaking one, and the speaking one is the silent one” (C: 374, J: 148).  

354 The term is derived from ma‘nā “meaning,” which is God’s main epithet. It will be discussed in the 
section that follows.  

355 C: 373, J: 148.  

356 Ibid. In various Shiʻi circles, the terms “silent” and “speaking” have referred, respectively, to the Imam 
and the Prophet, see, e.g. Massignon, “Salman Pak”: 469; Amir-Moezzi, “Notes a Propos De la Walaya 
Imamite”: 733. Jābir b. Ḥayyān, whose alchemical writings bear clear traces of Shiʻi thought (see, e.g. 
Lory, Alchimie et mystique en terre d’Islam: 36-117), also refers to the Imam as ṣāmit and to the Prophet as 
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In reality, KS emphasizes, all of God’s incarnations are one and the same, and 

“every manifestation in which the Almighty manifests Himself, is but a renewal of the 

initial condition.”357 Leaving the logical contradiction between the multiplicity of God’s 

manifestations and their unity unresolved, the author states that the believers will 

understand this, for in every manifestation “they do not see except what He has shown 

them in the beginning.” But although the Lord becomes visible both to the believers 

and the unbelievers in a single way, the latter deny his existence,358 interpreting God’s 

human appearance and qualities as a lack of divinity, stating that he is “one of them 

and like them.”359 As a punishment, God conceals Himself from the deniers and appears 

to the believers.360  

Those who reach the seventh degree of the Path, also achieve the ability to 

manifest themselves to the material world. After reaching this degree, the believer asks 

God for a permission to visit those who are luminous by contemplation (mushāhada), 

and those who are human through likeness (mujānasa). This means that he visits the 

latter by assuming human form, so that people will not understand that he is from the 

upper world, and may be visible only to the person whom he chooses to visit. During 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
nāṭiq (“Kitāb al-khamsīn”: 492). Here, however, there is no indication that the dichotomy refers to these 
two figures. Moreover, there is no indication that ‘Alī is in any sense superior to Muhammad.  

357 C: 388, J: 176.  

358 C: 364.  

359 C: 367, J: 139.  

360 C: 364, 367, J: 132, 139.    
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such visits, they may give advice to the people, command good and forbid evil, and may 

save them from hardships.361  

 

Transmigration of Souls and Transformation  

Human souls which do not merit ascent into higher realms become reborn in 

material form ― human, animal, plant, and mineral. Like the degrees of the upper 

world, the different types of transformations are arranged in a hierarchical order. From 

among the punishments, the highest, and lightest in its suffering, is metempsychosis 

i.e. rebirth into other human beings, followed by three others, leading to lower degrees 

of existence. The terms used to denote transmigration of souls into other human bodies 

are nasūkhiyya and naskh.362  

Graver sins are punished by transformation into animals, denoted by the terms 

maskh, musūkh, and masūkhiyya,363 and those individuals who have undergone 

transformation are called by the terms maskh (with its plural form musūkh), and the 

                                                                 
361 C: 332, 351. 

362 The term is not vocalized, and I chose to follow the vocalization of Strothmann, see his 
“Seelenwnderung bei den Nuṣayrī”: 89. My vocalization of masūkhiyya, rasūkhiyya, and wasūkhiyya follows 
the same pattern. As to the meaning of naskh and nasūkhiyya, although it is not explained explicitly, it 
becomes clear, first, because they are derived from the same root as the well-known word tanāsukh, 
referring to the same idea (cf. Majmaʻ al-baḥrayn, s.v. n-s-kh; Tucker, Mahdis and Millenarians: 30), secondly, 
because the forms naskh and nusūkh occur as its synonyms in other sources, see, e.g. Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī, 
Kitāb al-zīna, the section about the types of tanāsukh (p. 308): fa ammā l-nusūkh… rūḥ tunqal min badan insān 
ilā badan insān ākhar fa-hadhā huwa l-naskh “as to nusūkh, [this is when] a soul transmigrates from the body 
of one person into the body of another person, so this is naskh.”  

363 Derived from the Arabic root m-s-kh, which has been explained as “transformation into an uglier 
form,” see Lisān al-ʻarab, s.v. The idea that rebirth into humanity is much better than masūkhiyya is 
further affirmed by a passage where the author states that if someone’s knowledge is firm, he will not be 
reborn into something else, and will remain in the state of humanity, see J: 129; C: 361. In yet another 
passage, masūkhiyya is equated with the Hellfire, see J: 138. 
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form musūkhiyāt. The idea is also expressed by the words naql and nuqla,364 derived from 

the Arabic root n-q-l, meaning “to move,” “to transport,” referring to the movement of 

the person from one condition to another. Other derivatives of the same root also 

appear in the text, e.g. yunqal is “transported, transformed,” and manqūl “one who is 

transported.”  

 The notion that one can be transformed into an animal has its roots in the 

beliefs of pre-Islamic Arabs and early Islamic thought.365 The Qur’ān contains several 

verses which explicitly speak of transformation, and the interpretations given by 

commentators reveal that the belief was accepted in various Islamic circles from the 

earliest Islamic centuries onwards.366 However, while most of these accounts contain 

stories about some well known individuals who were transformed into a limited 

number of animals and objects (e.g. lizards, geckos, pigs, monkeys,367 Venus, etc.), KS 

                                                                 
364 The word is spelled NQLH, and is not vocalized. The term does not seem to have been used with this 
meaning outside the circles in which KS was composed, for according to Lisān al-ʻarab, it only means 
“movement, transporting,” s.v. n-q-l. In early Shiʻi ḥadīth the term naql refers to the transmission of the 
divine light from Adam to Muhammad, ʻAlī, and other Imams through the long line of prophets, see 
Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide: 42; id. “La pré-existence de l’imam”: 131. It should be noted that in some 
Arabic alchemical works naql referred to the transmutation of metals, see Ullmann, Die Natur- und 
Geheimwissenschaften im Islam: 259. Derivatives of the term denoting “transmigration of souls” are used in 
ghulāt texts, see the section above. The form tanaqqul is used by Nawbakhtī as a synonym for tanāsukh, see 
Firaq: 35, see also “Tanāsukh,” EI2, vol. 10: 182. 

365 Foltz, Animals in Islamic Tradition and Muslim Cultures: 14.   

366 Cf. the commentary on Qur’ān 2:65 in the Tafsīr ascribed to the eleventh Imam Ḥasan al-ʻAskarī (p. 216-
7) and in the Tafsīr of ʻAyyāshī (vol. 1, p. 64), the commentary on Qur’ān 36-67 in Ṭūsī’s Tibyān (vol. 8, p. 
473), where the author calls transformation “the gravest of punishments” (al-maskh nihāyat al-tankīl). 
Finally, there is a wealth of ḥadīth, Sunni as well as Shiʻi, containing various stories about maskh, cf. 
Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 346, vol. 6: 243; Ibn Bābūya, Man lā yaḥḍuruhu l-faqīh, vol. 3: 213, 218; Muslim, Ṣaḥīḥ, 
“Kitāb al-ṣayd wa-l-dhabā’iḥ wa-mā yu’kalu min al-ḥayawān,” no. 48, 51; Dārimī, Sunan, “Kitāb al-ṣayd,” 
no. 8. Concerns about transformation were once shared by Shiʻi and Sunnis alike, but were later 
abandoned by the latter (Cook, “Early Islamic Dietary Law”: 231). On the idea of transformation in Islam 
and pre-Islamic Arabia, see the article “Maskh” in the EI2 (vol. 6: 736-8) by Ch. Pellat.  

367 Cf. Lichtenstadter, “And Become ye Accursed Apes”: 175 et passim; for a thorough discussion of early 
Islamic views on metamorphic monkeys and pigs, see Cook, “Ibn Qutayba and the Monkeys”: 51-7.  
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states that virtually everyone can be transformed into a lower being as a punishment 

from God. Denying (inkār wa-juḥūd) God’s call, which is the sin that KS mentions most 

frequently, necessitates return from humanity to masūkhiyya, i.e. transformation into 

animal forms, into impure bodies (hayākil rajisa), and the graver their sin, the more 

impure the body into which the deniers become transformed.368 After the death of 

sinners, their bodies, in contrast to the bodies of believers, produce poisonous plants 

and thorns.369Unlike the ḥadīth material, KS holds that the number of beings into which 

one can be transformed is limitless, and that transformation is like a deep sea inhabited 

with innumerable marvelous beings (aṣnāf al-ʻajā’ib) which are so many in number that 

they cannot be counted.370  

Apart from naskh and maskh, KS mentions other types of transformations as 

well. These are raskh, faskh, and waskh (with their derivative forms rasūkhiyya, 

fasūkhiyya, and wasūkhiyya). The meaning of raskh can be deduced from the context of 

several passages, which indicate that it refers to transformation into minerals or 

inanimate objects in general.371 It is used in a discussion about what happens to people 

after masūkhiyya and rasūkhiyya. The author says that whatever happens to people in 

humanity, will also happen in the mentioned two states, so if someone is cut by iron or 

stone, he will become transformed into these, and they in their turn will become 

                                                                 
368 C: 356, J: 119.  

369 C: 379, J: 160-62.   

370 C: 398, J: 193-94.  

371 One should note the similarity of this definition to that of Jābir b. Ḥayyān, according to whom raskh is 
transformation into mineral forms, see Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide, n. 214. The connection of KS to the 
ideas of Jābir was noted by Capezzone in his introduction to the text (p. 298).  In its crystallized form, the 
Nuṣayrī doctrine of transformations is presented by Khaṣībī, see Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 105-6.  
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human, so that “the one that was cut will cut his cutter.”372 Likewise, “a decoration 

(ḥaly) [may] become human and decorate itself by the human, as he had done, because 

the human enters raskh, and [the decoration leaves] raskh to enter humanity exactly the 

same way, so that each of them receives compensation from the other for what he had 

taken from him.”373 Elsewhere raskh is mentioned in conjunction with black lead.374  

The terms faskh and waskh are not explained, but we can guess their meaning 

from heresiographic and Nuṣayrī texts. For Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī, raskh is transformation 

into “types of plants and trees” (anwāʻ al-shajar wa-l-nabāt), whereas faskh is 

transformation into “animals of earth and animals of water from among insects,” 

mentioning among these snakes, scorpions, dung beetles (khanāfis), worms, crayfish, 

and turtles.375 For Khaṣībī, waskh means the “passage of the soul into the smallest 

creatures and grass dwellers, such as bats, rats, mice, lizards, beetles, worms, and 

flies.”376 

It is not specified whether transformation happens while the individual is alive 

or after his death.377 However, the text leaves an impression that it happens after death, 

when the soul travels into another body or object. In a few instances the author uses 

                                                                 
372 C: 392, J: 183.   

373 Ibid.  

374 C: 395, J: 189.  

375 See Kitāb al-Zīna: 308. Rāzī does not explain waskh. As to faskh, Khaṣībī defines it the following way: “the 
soul is separated from the body of a sinner in his lifetime and passes into the body of a sick man. The 
suck man’s soul is transferred into the body of another sinner. As a result, the person changes his nature 
until his family and friends do not know him anymore,” Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 106.  

376 Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 106.  

377 The ḥadīth quoted above (see f. 366) also do not specify how maskh takes place. However, one gets the 
impression that here the term refers to a direct metamorphosis from one form to another.  
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the verb ḥalla and its nominal form ḥulūl to describe one’s transformation into another 

being;378 these forms primarily mean “to descend” and “descent,” and are used to refer 

to the descent of God into a human body.379 By analogy, they might also refer to the 

descent of human soul into the body of another creature. A second indication of the 

idea of transmigration rather than direct transformation from one form to another is 

the use of the terms radd (and the derivatives of the same root tardīd and taraddud) and 

karra, both of which denote repetition and return. And since direct transformation does 

not imply repetitiveness, and can be a single action, whereas the transmigration of the 

soul into another body implies its birth once again (after it has been born before into 

another physical form), the latter seems to be a more likely explanation of how the 

author viewed naskh and the other transformations.  

 

Raskh and the Mineral World 

Many of the features of humans are preserved in transformation, such as race, 

ethnicity, prosperity, freedom, servitude, power, bravery, and so on.380 This is the 

logical foundation of the lengthy discussion about metals and stones,381 which has 

strong political undertones and shows traces of alchemical thought.382 Each metal 

represents a person or a group of people who have undergone transformation (raskh), 
                                                                 
378 Cf. J: 185: ḥulūl fī l-bashariyya “incarnation in humanity”; J: 190, C: 396: tartāḥ rūḥuhu ilā l-ajnās allatī qad 
ḥalla qabla dhālika fīhā “his soul feels inclination toward the species in which he had descended (ḥalla) 
before.”  

379 Cf. Massignon [Anawati], “Ḥulūl,” EI2, vol. 3: 571. Cf. also J: 140, C: 368.  

380 See J: 98; C: 342-43; J: 104; C: 346, et passim.  

381 C: 398-401; J: 194-200.  

382 See Capezzone, “Il Kitāb al-Ṣirāt”: 301; Lory, Alchimie et Mystique: 41-113.  
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sharing the qualities they had in humanity. Likewise, the relations that these people 

had in humanity are preserved in their mineral state.  

The discussion begins with the interpretation of Qur’an 39:6, which speaks of 

the “threefold darkness.” The author explains that this darkness consists of five metals 

that are raskh, i.e. are incarnations of various persons. These are: gold (dhahab), silver 

(fiḍḍa), iron (ḥadīd), copper (nuḥās), and lead (ruṣāṣ). These metals, the author claims, 

belong to one species (bi jins wāḥid). This was an idea common in Islamic alchemy, and 

it explained why it is possible to transform one metal into another .383 Later on the 

author adds to them stone, for it is “a type of iron, made of its substance” (nawʻ min 

anwāʻ al-ḥadīd, wa-huwa mukawwan min jawharihi).384  

The hierarchical relations between these minerals are not explained in the 

“natural-scientific” manner common in Arab alchemical writings.385 Instead, they are 

explained through the relationships they had in their human form, which reveals the 

author’s political agenda, as opposed to scientific. Thus, the first three form a 

hierarchical triad, the highest being gold, followed by silver, and then by iron, which 

reflects the relationships between these metals while they were in their humanity. In 

its mineral form, gold is more expensive than silver because the person whose 

incarnation silver is had been the follower of gold while in humanity. Iron is inferior to 

silver for the same reason. 

                                                                 
383 Ullmann, Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften im Islam: 250, 257.  

384 C: 400; J: 197.  

385 E.g., for al-Fārābī the differences of metals lay merely in their accidents (aʻrāḍ), ibid.: 250.  
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The explanation of the similarity between some minerals follows the same 

principle. Thus, some metals are closer to others in their substance because they had 

been close to one another in their humanity. For example, copper (nuḥās) and brass 

(shabah) have been the followers of gold and its party while still human, and, therefore, 

they became transformed into the likeness of its substance (rasakhū fī mujānasat 

jawharihi), which probably refers to their similar color. The same relationships exist 

between lead and silver, and stone and iron. The latter are similar because of their 

firmness and solidity. Although stone is not explicitly named as a follower of iron, in 

one passage the author states that “stone is a type of iron, made of its substance 

(jawhar),”386 and in an earlier passage, he mentions that “copper, is [the incarnation of] 

the [human] persons of the followers of these three, as are lead and stones.”387 Since it 

is openly stated that copper and lead are the followers of gold and silver respectively, it 

follows that stone is the follower of iron. However, despite the likeness between these 

pairs, there is a hierarchy between them because in human form “those [i.e. copper and 

yellow copper] were followers, and this one [i.e. gold] was followed.”388 

There is no mention of whether the hierarchical arrangement of metals means 

that some of them are more sinful and farther removed from God than the others, as a 

continuation of some sort of a “Chain of Being” from humans downwards. True, they 

are described with different qualities, e.g.: “Iron… has dryness (yubs), firmness (qasāwa) 

and coarseness (ghilẓa), and does not have the softness and pliability of gold, nor 

                                                                 
386 C: 400; J: 197.  

387 C: 399; J: 195.  

388 C: 399; J: 195.  
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anything from the value of silver. It has a dark substance (muẓlam al-jawhar)…”389 Iron is 

“darker than [gold and silver] in its nature and [because of] its impurity (kadar).”390 

These differences, however, are due to their physical qualities, such as the dark color 

and firmness of iron as compared to gold and silver, which ultimately go back, as was 

mentioned above, to their prior relationships in humanity. 

The purpose of the discussion of metals and their differences, thus, is not so 

much “natural-scientific” or cosmological, aiming to uncover the secrets and 

properties of the minerals per se, as it is political. The author identifies each with an 

individual or group of people, discussing their relationships and their wrongdoings. 

Some of them are named explicitly and some are referred to by epithets. E.g., copper is 

said to be:  

[the incarnation of] the [human] persons of the religious scholars (ashkhāṣ al-
fuqahā’), who established themselves to lead astray those who follow them, and 
barred the people from the People of the House (ahl al-bayt). They brought lies, 
and made people strive toward the First One [i.e. the human prototype of 
silver], the Second One [i.e. the human prototype of gold], the Third One [i.e. the 
human prototype of iron], the Umayyads, and the Abbasids.391 
 
The author elaborates who the scholars are: they are “the followers of the 

Umayyads and Abbasids, like Mālik [b. Anas] (d. 179/796), Abū l-Hudhayl al-ʻAllāf (d. 

226/840-1), Shāfiʻī (204/820), Abū Ḥanīfa (d. 150/767), and their likes.”392 The latter is 

                                                                 
389 C: 400; J: 196.  

390 C: 400; J: 197.  

391 Ibid. 

392 C: 400-1; J: 197.  
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said to have polemicized against the idea of reincarnation, which is one of the 

cornerstones of KS’s cosmology and would naturally make its author angry.393  

The Abbasids, then, are called “the people of lead (ashkhāṣ al-ruṣāṣ), and they are 

the most cursed ones.”394 It should be noted that the quality of being cursed refers to 

the Abbasids and not to lead, because of the plural pronoun “they” (hum). This further 

reaffirms that the author of the passage was not so much concerned with the qualities 

of the minerals, as with the vices of the individuals who represent them. The reason for 

their cursing is that they unlawfully took the caliphate and call themselves 

commanders of the believers (imrat al-mu’minīn).395 Moreover, we can see the author’s 

political concern from the fact that, according to the logic of the passage, lead occupies 

and intermediate position, and should not, therefore, be the incarnation of “the most 

cursed ones.” The author violates, however, this logic, and bluntly shows his political 

antipathy toward the ‘Abbasids.  

Finally, the Umayyads are named “the followers of the third one (atbāʻ al-

thālith), for they are of its species (jins) and kin (qawm),”396 i.e. the followers of iron, 

which is the last member of the triad of metals. This probably means that the 

Umayyads are identified with stone, for, as was shown, it is the follower of iron, i.e. 

“the third one.” However, stone itself is identified with the person of the Samaritan (al-

                                                                 
393 See Crow, “The Death of al-Ḥusayn b. ‘Alī and Early Shīʻī Views of the Imamate,” n. 72.  

394 C: 400; J: 197. 

395 C: 401; J: 199.  

396 Ibid. 



 
 

110 
 

Sāmirī),397 who is mentioned in the Qur’an as the one who tempted the Israelites to 

worship the Golden Calf.  

Summing up the above said, we get the following picture of the relationship 

between the minerals and the people whose incarnation they are. The highest of 

minerals is gold, whose follower is brass (shabah), which is the incarnation of the 

scholars. Then follows silver, whose follower is lead, an incarnation of the ‘Abbasids. 

Finally, the lowest mineral is iron, and its follower is stone, an incarnation of the 

Umayyads and of the Samaritan Shaykh.398  

It now remains to identify who the human prototypes of the three metals are. 

Throughout the text the author uses the expressions “the Second One” (al-thānī), “the 

First One” (al-awwal), and “the Third One” (al-thālith), to denote both the mineral and 

the human forms of, respectively, gold, silver, and iron. One could assume that the 

numbers refer to the hierarchic arrangement of the metals. However, they do not 

correspond to their position in the hierarchy. Gold, despite being the highest metal of 

the triad, is called “the second one,” while “the first one” is silver, and iron remains 

“the Third One.” This might mean that the numbers denote not the relationships 

between the metals, but the relations between the individuals who became 

transformed into them.  

Indeed, this is the explanation that KS’s editor Ibn ʻAbd al-Jalīl gives. He states 

that the three metals are the first three Rightly Guided caliphs Abū Bakr (silver), ʻUmar 

                                                                 
397 C: 401; J: 199.  

398 These relations are portrayed in the figure at the end this chapter. 
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(gold), and ʻUthmān (iron).399 If he is right, the numbering might refer to the order of 

succession of these caliphs. However, the editor gives no explanation to his view. In 

order to find out whether this is a correct interpretation, let us look at the passages on 

the three metals. Below, I present the translation of the passages where the three 

metals are named by these numbers. They are arranged in order of their occurrence in 

the text, but will be discussed in order of their importance.  

Gold  
1. Gold is in the person of the Second One (bi shakhṣ al-thānī), in the pelted 
Satan, may God curse him.400  
2. Gold is the Second One, the cursed enemy and the pelted Satan, the root of 
tyranny and unbelief.401  
3. Gold is [incarnate in] the person of the Second One, God’s curse upon him, 
who is the cursed enemy and the pelted Satan… The Second One obeyed all his 
orders, always ready by his side, fearing his power.  He [i.e. the “Second One”] 
knew that he [i.e. the “First One”] was accusing him, [and that] the “First One” 
was referring to him when he said: “Satan is in me, he takes possession of me. If 
I stray, straighten me.” 402 All things are below gold, as were all those [people] 
who were in his time. 403 
Silver 
1. Silver is in the person of the First One, for one [piece] of silver is sold for a 
price many times higher than iron.404 
2. Silver is its [i.e. gold’s] follower, for the First One is the follower of the 
Second One, obeying it, for it is its [i.e. the Second One’s] Door (bāb).405 
3. He [i.e. the Second One] knew that he [i.e. the First One] was accusing him, 
[and that] the First One was referring to him when he said: “Satan is in me, he 

                                                                 
399 See footnotes 770 and 772. 

400 C: 399; J: 195.  

401 C: 400; J: 197. 

402 KS’s author implies here that the “Second One” is Satan, for in the previous paragraph in the text of KS 
gold is called Pelted Satan (Shayṭān rajīm).  

403 C: 401.  

404 C: 399; J: 195.  

405 C: 400.  
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takes possession of me. If I stray, straighten me.” All things are below gold, as 
were all those [people] who were in his time. 406 
4. As to silver, it is [incarnate in the] person of his [i.e. the First One’s] first 
Door, following his command in all things, its opinion following the opinion [of 
the First One], until it became like him, until the cursed life came to an end.407 
Iron 
1. Iron is in a third person, and the Third One [also] follows the First One and is 
under his command, obeying what the First One tells him.408 
2. The Third One is the follower of the First One and the Second One, being 
darker than them in his being and his impurity.409 
3. Iron is [incarnate] in the Third person, who is the darkest of the threefold 
darkness, who… swore an oath of allegiance to [the Second One] (bāyaʻahu), who 
[i.e. the Third One] took over the Caliphate, and [took part in] washing copies [of 
the Qur’an] (ghasl al-maṣāḥif).They helped and assisted him [in this].410 
4. I have been told that he [i.e. the Third One,] said something about Abū 
Dharr, then exiled him; [he] gave Marwān b. Ḥakam refuge in Medina, while he 
is the one whom, along with the Umayyads and his followers, the Prophet 
denied that. He… began to waste money on the Umayyads and their servants. As 
a result, he came to ruin, and his works led to ruin, and he met his death.411  
 
Since the passages on iron contain most of the information, let us begin with 

them. Passage 3 indicates that the person whose incarnation is iron, took over the 

Caliphate and that he took part in “washing copies” of the Qur’an. Third Caliph 

‘Uthmān’s biography fits this description very well. There is a 3rd/9th c. polemic against 

some Shiʻis who accused him of burning parts of the Qur’an which were outside his own 

codex. Instead, according to them, the proper way of disposing of copies of the 

                                                                 
406 C: 401; J: 197-8.  

407 C: 400; J: 198.  

408 C: 399; J: 195.  

409 C: 400; J:  197.    

410 C: 401; J:  198.  

411 C: 401; J: 199.   
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Scripture was to wash them.412 True, KS states that “the third one” did wash the copies, 

as was appropriate according to these Shiʻis (despite the overall negative tone in which 

he is described), but this might simply mean that not all Shiʻis accused ‘Uthmān of not 

doing this. In any case, it is obvious that he is the person around whom the discussion 

of ghasl al-maṣāḥif revolved. The fact that he was also a Caliph leaves no doubt that the 

passage is about ‘Uthmān.  

Passage 4 further reaffirms that the Third One is ʻUthmān by recounting several 

events from his life. Thus, the statement about Abū Dharr echoes the story, attested in 

numerous sources, of the exile of Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī (d. 32/652-3) by ‘Uthmān 

because of his criticism of the latter’s favoritism and embezzlement of state income.413 

Moreover, KS’s author sympathizes with Abū Dharr because of his strong support for 

the ʻAlids.414 Further, the mention of the Third One’s giving refuge to the future caliph 

Marwān b. al-Ḥakam (64-5/684-5) in Medina apparently refers to the events during the 

siege of ʻUthmān’s palace: when the crowd of disgruntled subjects demanded that 

ʻUthmān surrender Marwān, who was his cousin and one of the main beneficiaries of 

his misappropriation of state property,415 he refused to do so.416  Further, the text 

mentions that the Prophet once denied Marwān b. al-Ḥakam and the Umayyads and 
                                                                 
412 Modarressi, “Early Debates on the Integrity of the Qur’ān”: 28.  

413 E. g. Masʻūdī, Murūj, vol. 4: 268-74.; see also; Lalani, Early Shīʻī Thought: 26; Robson, “Abū Dharr al-
Ghifārī,” EI2: vol. 1: 114; Shaybī, Ṣila: 34-8. Although lacking an analytical approach, Cameron’s work Abū 
Dharr al-Ghifārī contains a useful compilation of numerous accounts found in ḥadīth and historical sources 
on Abū Dharr.  

414 Masʻūdī, ibid; Cameron, Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī: 84; Gozashteh, “Abū Dharr al-Ghifārī,” EncIslamica, vol. 1: 
666-72.  

415 Madelung, The Succession to Muḥammad: 84 f. 22.  

416 Masʻūdī, Murūj, vol. 4: 279; Madelung, The Succession to Muḥammad: 135.  
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their followers refuge in Medina. This passage might be a reflection of the story about 

the expulsion of Marwān’s father and his sons from Medina to Ṭā’if.417  The ending of 

the passage describes the corrupt policies of ‘Uthmān, his appropriation of the 

property of the believers, his favoritism of the Umayyad clan, and his eventual fall.  

Passages 1 and 2 highlight the relation of the Third One to the other two 

persons. It states that he follows and obeys them, and is the most impure of the three. 

Having established the identity of the Third One, then, let us now turn to the other two 

persons. Among the passages on silver, passage 3 the only one that helps us understand 

the identity of the First One. It contains an echo of a story, quoted by several authors,418 

where Abū Bakr, on the day of his ascension to the Caliphate, told the people that he is 

not like the Prophet and may err because of the Satan who is in him. He also asked 

them to correct him or to avoid him when Satan takes possession of him. Passage 1 

does not tell us anything about the relations between the human incarnations of silver 

and iron, only describing the relations between their mineral forms, namely, that silver 

is more expensive than iron. Passages 2 and 4 tell us that the First One has been the 

follower of the Second One, obeying him in everything. Passage 4 describes the relation 

between silver in its mineral form and its human incarnation, i.e. the First One, who is 

presumably Abū Bakr. It is named its “first Door” (bāb), which is a term also used to 

describe God’s representations. However, this term is also used to express the relation 

of subordination between silver the gold, and between their human counterparts, i.e. 

                                                                 
417 Balādhurī, Ansāb al-ashrāf, vol. 5: 125; Bosworth, “Marwān b. al-Ḥakam,” EI2, vol. 6: 621-3.   

418 Ibn Abd al-Jalīl notes that the story is found in Ṭabarī, f. 791.  



 
 

115 
 

the First One and the Second One, as we can see in passage 2, where silver and the First 

One are called “the followers” of gold and the Second One respectively, who obey them.   

The passages on silver, thus, indicate that the “First One” is in all likelihood Abū 

Bakr, the first Rightly Guided caliph, which in its turn indicates that the numerals by 

which the human incarnations of the three minerals are called probably refer to the 

order of the succession of the three Caliphs, as the “Third One” in KS is the third Caliph.  

This leaves me to conclude that the “Second One” is the second Caliph ʻUmar, 

although the passages on gold do not have explicit indications of his identity. However, 

the negative attitude of the author of KS, who calls him “the pelted Satan” and the 

“root of Tyranny and unbelief,” characteristic of the Shiʻi attitude toward the first 

three caliphs, and the fact that he appears to be the contemporary of Abū Bakr and 

ʻUthmān, makes it very likely that the Second One was indeed ‘Umar. And when, in the 

third passage, the author states that “[t]he “Second One” obeyed all his [i.e. the “First 

One’s”] orders, always ready by his side, fearing his power,” it is clear that he refers to 

the fact that at one point Abū Bakr was Caliph while ‘Umar was his subject. That KS 

calls the first three caliphs al-awwal, al-thānī, and al-thālith, is not an isolated 

phenomenon and is representative of the Shiʻi hatred toward the first three caliphs. 

This way of referring to them was common among ghulāt circles, as is seen from its use 

in Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib and in Kitāb al-kashf, a treatise ascribed to the Ismāʻīlī author 

Jaʻfar b. Manṣūr al-Yaman in the second half of the 4th/10th c, some parts of which likely 

have ghulāt provenance.419 In Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib, Abū Bakr and ‘Umar are called al-

                                                                 
419 The first two sections of this work reveal striking similarities with ghulāt doctrines, and were probably 
composed in the ghulāt circles of Iraq, see Halm, Kosmogonie und Heilslehre: 169.  
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awwal and al-thānī,420 and in Kitāb al-kashf, the first three caliphs are called al-awwal, al-

thānī, and al-thālith.421 The Ismāʻīlīs called Abū Bakr “the first enemy” (al-ḍidd al-awwal), 

and ‘Umar ― “the second enemy” (al-ḍidd al-thānī).422 Goldziher cites a passage from an 

Ismā‘īlī treatise where they are called “the first of the transgressors” and “the second 

of the transgressors” (awwal al-ẓalama, thānī l-ẓalama).423 

A question arises, then, why is the Second One, i.e. ʻUmar, the highest in the 

hierarchy of the three rulers, and is incarnated in gold, while the First One, i.e. Abū 

Bakr, is below him. One possible reason is that ʻUmar played a central role in the 

election of Abū Bakr. It was ʻUmar who apparently persuaded those present to give a 

pledge of allegiance to him after the Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632.424 

Furthermore, several traditions recorded in the 3rd/9th c. by Ṣaffār al-Qummī in his 

Baṣā’ir al-darajāt, portray ‘Umar as having influence on Abū Bakr in his mistreatment of 

‘Alī: 

The Commander of the faithful, peace upon him, [once] met Abū Bakr, and 
challenged him, [claiming that he is the rightful ruler] (iḥtajja ‘alayhi). Then [‘Alī] 
told him: “will you be satisfied if the Apostle of God, peace and blessings upon 
him, [judges between us]? [Abū Bakr] said: “but how will I [be able to see] him”? 
[implying that he was dead at that time] [‘Alī] took his hand and took him to the 

                                                                 
420 Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib: 283.  

421 Jaʻfar b. Manṣūr al-Yaman, Kitāb al-kashf: 30.  

422 Kohlberg, “Some Imāmī Shīʻī views in the Ṣaḥāba”: 166.  

423 “Spottnamen der ersten Chalifen bei den Shī‘iten”: 297, f. 4. He also cites a story from ‘Asqalānī’s work 
about a Shiʻi who “entered the Umayyad mosque in Damascus and started loudly to curse the first one 
who did injustice to the family of Muhammad.” When he was asked, who this was, he answered, Abū 
Bakr, see ibid.: 297, f. 3. On the rejection of the first two caliphs by early Shiʻis, see Van Ess, Theologie und 
Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 308-12.  

424 Della Vida and Bonner, “ʻUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb,” EI2, vol. 10: 818-21; Madelung, The Succession to 
Muḥammad: 30-1.  
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mosque of Qabā. The Apostle of God, peace and blessings upon him, was there, 
and he judged against Abū Bakr. Abū Bakr returned horrified. He met ‘Umar and 
told him [what had just happened], but [‘Umar] told him: “do you now know the 
magic of Banū Hāshim?!” 425  
 
Whether indeed ‘Umar had such a profound influence on Abū Bakr or not, these 

traditions indicate that around the time when KS was composed, there was a view 

among the Shiʻis that the main culprit in the usurpation of the caliphal power, which 

rightfully belonged to ‘Alī, was ʻUmar. In Khaṣībī’s Al-hidāya al-kubrā, written in the 

4th/10th century, ‘Umar is also portrayed as an aggressive and evil impostor, and Abū 

Bakr ― as a calm person inclined to respect ‘Alī’s family.426 This view might also explain 

passage three in the descriptions of gold and silver, where Abū Bakr “accuses and refers 

to” ʻUmar when saying: “Satan is in me, and he takes possession of me. If I stray, 

straighten me.”427 By Satan he meant ‘Umar who, through his influence on Abū Bakr, 

took possession of him. In fact, this phrase has been preserved in the ascension speech 

of Abū Bakr.428  

                                                                 
425 Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir: 294, et passim; ‘Umar implied here that the meeting of Abū Bakr with the deceased 
Prophet was magic done by ‘Alī. See also Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide: 193, f. 371. The motif of the 
characterization of ‘Alī’s miraculous powers by ‘Umar as “magic” is reflected in KH and Nuṣayrī 
literature, indicating that perhaps this was one of the themes of the Sunni-Shiʻi polemics around the 
3rd/9th-4th/10th centuries. 

426 P. 342-3.  

427 C: 401: wa-lī shayṭān yatarīnī wa-idhā miltu faqawwimūnī.  

428 See The History of al-Ṭabarī, vol. 10: 11, f. 64 for the list of works which contain the speech. It is Ṭabarī’s 
work, however, that contains the variant closest to the passage in KS; the other texts contain no mention 
of Satan, c.f. Ṭabarī, Ta’rīkh, vol. 1-4: 1846: in zightu faqawwimūnī…wa inna lī shayṭānan ya‘tarīnī. Of course, 
in Ṭabarī’s text it is nowhere implied that Satan is Umar, and Abū Bakr probably refers to the Satan in 
him as a justification of the possible errors which he might make as a ruler, c.f. The History of al-Ṭabarī, 
vol. 10: 11-12: “And [Abū Bakr] stood up among the people, praised and extolled God, and said, ‘Oh 
people, I am like you. I do not know, perhaps you will impose on me that which the Apostle of God was 
able to do. God chose Muḥammad above [all] the worlds and protected him from evils; but I am only a 
follower, not an innovator (mubtadiʻ). If I am upright, then follow me; but if I deviate, straighten me out. 
The Apostle of God died with no one of this community having a claim against him concerning anything 
wrongfully taken [for which the punishment would be] one lash or [even] less. I have a Satan who takes 
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As a summary, this is how KS presents the picture of the relation between the 

minerals and their human prototypes: gold, silver, and iron form a hierarchical triad, 

gold being the highest member and iron the lowest. They are the incarnations of, 

respectively, the first three caliphs, ‘Umar, Abū Bakr, and ‘Uthmān. The order of the 

first two members, which contradicts the chronology of their succession in real life as 

Caliphs, is the result of the bigger influence which ‘Umar held over Abū Bakr according 

to the Shiʻi views of the time.  Each of these three is followed by one mineral, an 

incarnation of a group of people: these are, respectively, copper and brass, the 

incarnation of the scholars, lead, the incarnation of the ‘Abbasids, and stone, the 

incarnation of the Umayyads and the Samaritan Shaykh.  

While the relationships between the human prototypes of the different minerals 

do not always reflect historical truth, in fact, some of them are not historical 

personalities at all, the author’s real intention is to show that the relations between the 

minerals reflect the relations between their human prototypes. I.e., a mineral is 

subordinated or is similar to another mineral only because a similar relation existed 

between them in their human form. This in its turn means that the main purpose of the 

author in composing this passage was polemical rather than scientific.  

 

Ẓāhir vs. bāṭin, ẓuhūr vs. ghayba 

The opposition between the “exoteric” (ẓāhir) and the “esoteric” (bāṭin), secret 

(sirr), or “hidden” (ghayba) aspects of life in general, and of religion in particular, which 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
possession of me; so when he comes to me, avoid me so that I may have no [evil] effect [even] on your 
hair and your skins.’” 
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is peculiar to early Shiʻism,429 has found expression in KS.430 The opposition has two 

meanings, which, although similar, are nevertheless distinct. On the one hand, it is the 

contrast between that aspect of life and religion which is accessible to everyone, and 

between the hidden one, which is accessible only to the initiated few. On the other 

hand, it is the opposition between the visible and the invisible. Although the two types 

of oppositions overlap in certain ways, they are different in that while in the first type 

“esoteric” and “exoteric” correlate, broadly speaking, with “good” and “evil,” in the 

second one they lack this ethical dimension, meaning simply “that which is seen and 

manifest,” and its opposite.  

 In the first opposition, the universe is made of two parts, the Esoteric (al-bāṭin) 

and the Exoteric (al-ẓāhir). The Esoteric is good and is associated with light and power, 

and the Exoteric is evil and is equated with darkness and everything that is material: 

“As for the Esoteric (ẓāhir) and the Exoteric (bāṭin), they are the two parts of time 

(dahr), darkness and light, day and night”;431 “darkness is attached to all [material] 

things (ashyā’), because the Exoteric (ẓāhir) is entirely of darkness.”432 The two 

                                                                 
429 See Amir-Moezzi, “Notes à propos de la walāya imamate”: 733; id. Divine Guide: 29 et passim; Lalani, 
Early Shī‘ī Thought: 79.   

430 In numerous early Shiʻi ḥadīth, it corresponds to the difference between the “external aspect of 
religion” and the “internal, spiritual aspect of it,” and to the difference between “good” and “evil.” Thus, 
the first type of oppositions comprises such pairs as nabī-walī, Muhammad-ʻAlī, tanzīl-ta’wīl, islām-īmān, 
ʻāmma-khāṣṣa, where the left part refers to the external aspect of religion and the right one to its 
“internal,” deeper meaning. The second type is expressed in the pairs imām-ʻaduww al-imām, a’immat al-
nūr-a’immat al-ẓalām, ʻaql-jahl, aṣḥāb al-yamīn-aṣḥāb al-shimāl, see Amir Moezzi, “Notes à propos de la 
walāya imamate”: 733, 737.  

431 C: 403, J: 203.  

432 C: 401-2, J: 200; see also C: 325, J: 71: “The good (khayr) is the Esoteric (al-bāṭin), and the evil (sharr) is 
the Exoteric (al-ẓāhir).”  
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opposites, however, are intertwined, and one cannot be known except through the 

other:  

If people wished to know one of the two, they would only learn about one of 
them through the other, which is its opposite. If there were no exoteric (ẓāhir), 
the esoteric (bāṭin) would not be known, and likewise, if there were no esoteric, 
the exoteric would not be known, and would not be found.433 
 
The idea of the two levels of truth implies that only the elect can access its inner 

level. Indeed, one begins to receive inner knowledge only after ascending the first 

degree of the Path, that of the Examinee (see above). This knowledge becomes the 

guide to salvation to those who accept it,434 and the inability or refusal to accept it 

incurs God’s punishment.435 Secrecy is an idea closely connected with bāṭin. Inner 

knowledge, and everything that has to do with the world of bāṭin, must be guarded and 

concealed, and should be disclosed only to those who deserve it.436 Otherwise it could be 

acquired by someone who “will take it in an adulterous and treacherous manner,” will 

“abuse it and will use it for his personal needs, will scream about it to the entire world, 

will smear its followers and lead them astray, will say false things about it, will lead it to 

the tyrants of his time, and will lead it to perdition.”437 Following this line of thought, 

KS enjoins to worship God secretly (sirran) because He wants to be worshipped this way, 

                                                                 
433 C: 401, J: 200; cf. also C: 401-2, J: 200 and C: 403, J: 204.  

434 C: 357, J: 121.  

435 C: 355, J: 119; C: 326, J: 73.  

436 Cf. C: 381, J: 163: “I ask you to conceal what I have told you except from those who deserve it.” Cf. also 
C: 359, 373, J: 124, 148.  

437 C: 333, J: 86.  
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and has, therefore, concealed His essence from the material world.438 Human soul, too, 

is a secret.439 Dissimulation (taqiyya), hiding (kitmān), and secrecy (sitr), thus, constitute 

the essence of religion,440 and one of the fundamentals of good upbringing is to teach a 

student to hide the knowledge that he has received.441 The last admonition of Imam 

Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq to Mufaḍḍal, with which KS ends, is to preserve the knowledge that the 

Imam has given him, to pass it to those who deserve it, and to teach them to conceal 

it.442 

Although good and evil, ẓāhir and bāṭin are interwoven, there is an unending 

struggle between the two. They both become manifest in earthen dark bodies (al-

hayākil al- ṭīniyya al-muẓlama), and the person in whom they dwell will ask God for help 

against the Enemy and the Exoteric, showing Him his weakness. Power will then come 

to him and him overcome the ẓāhir and will kill it.443  

The second correlation of the opposition between internal and external is, as 

was said, simply that between “visible” and “invisible.” This opposition is devoid of any 

ethical subtext, and, apart from the word bāṭin, the “invisible” in this context is 

denoted also by ghayba, which more specifically refers to “hiding” and “absence.”444 

                                                                 
438 C: 383, J: 168.  

439 Ibid.  

440 C: 383, J: 168.  

441 C: 357, J: 122.  

442 C: 404, J: 205.  

443 C: 402-3, J: 200-2.  

444 C: 404, J: 204 and C: 364:“The deniers and rejecters say about the manifestation of the Invisible 
(ghayba): ‘That is a lost person, [he] who was [called] the Meaning, whom you considered your creator, 
your maker, and your god. We have seen him dead and lost because of what happened to him””. 
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E.g., KS states that there are some things the esoteric aspect of which is human, and the 

exoteric of which is musūkh, which means that the external (ẓāhir) aspect of a person 

can be human, while the internal one (bāṭin) is maskh, i.e. metamorphic. This is why 

there are people “who coo like pigeons, bray like donkeys, neigh like horses, shout like 

mules, bark like dogs, bellow like cows, scream like foxes, mew like cats,  shriek like 

mice, and yell like monkeys.”445 The passage is then followed by another stating that 

some people treat well and train various animals, sometimes very dangerous ones, and 

at times these animals have influence over them because the soul of the human feels 

sympathy toward the species since once it had descended in it,446 or because once their 

roles had been reversed, i.e. that human had been that animal, and that animal had 

been human, and then underwent maskh.447 Thus, what pertains to the world of maskh, 

i.e. is invisible to human eyes, is bāṭin. Another instance of the use of this meaning is 

when Muhammad is called God’s servant and prophet externally (ẓāhiran), and His 

Name internally (bāṭinan). Finally, the idea of God’s manifestation in human form,448 

and His consequent hiding (ghayba), are another expression of this opposition.  

 

                                                                 
445 J: 189; C: 396.  

446 J: 190; C: 396.  

447 J: 190; C: 396. Although there is no explicit statement that would connect the passage about the 
“external” and “internal” types of maskh to the latter two statements about the reason of affinity 
between certain animals and humans, one might assume that they are intended to explain why two types 
of maskh exist. First, because they immediately follow the first one. Secondly, because they form a single 
textual unit with the description of the “external” and “internal” maskh, which starts with “Beware o 
Mufaḍḍal…” (wa iʻlam yā Mufaḍḍal), and ends with a concluding statement: “Look at what I explained to 
you, reveal it, so as to find it and to see it…” (fa unẓur ilā mā sharaḥtu laka wa-ikshaf  ʻanhu tajidhu wa-
tuʻāyinhu…). 

448 See sections “Manifestation” and “Creation, Fall, and God in History.” 
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Balance between Opposites 

He [treated them] equally, and judged them with one judgment, which is the 
same for both worlds, the luminous world, and the dark world.449  
 
The idea of God’s justice expressed in this passage is the foundation for the idea 

of balance that exists between opposites. They are balanced in the sense that they are 

connected, they follow one another, are equal, and one always takes from the other 

what is owed. The very fundamental opposites ― good and evil, the Esoteric and the 

Exoteric ― are intertwined and, as was shown, one can only be known through the 

other. The world of humans and musūkh, natural phenomena, day and night, and, 

finally, the successive historical manifestations of truth and lie, all obey this law, which 

brings everything into an equilibrium. 

God’s justice is expressed in that He appears to both worlds in equality. There is 

a balance between His appearance and hiding, for His hiding from the lower world is 

His appearance to the upper one, and He manifests Himself to the lower world in the 

same manner as He does to the upper one.450 Although, as a result, God appears to the 

upper world more frequently than to the lower world, this is also an expression of His 

justice, for, as will be discussed later, He does this as a punishment for the misdeeds of 

the latter’s inhabitants. 

There is a balance between the length of night and day, which are compared to 

hiding and manifestation.451 At times night is longer than day, at times vice versa, but 

                                                                 
449 C: 381, J: 163. Cf. also C: 387, J: 175.  

450 C: 371, J: 146. 

451 Cf. also the following passage where night and day are compared to ẓāhir and bāṭin: “As for the esoteric 
(ẓāhir) and the exoteric (bāṭin), they are the two parts of the universe (dahr), darkness and light, day and 
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eventually, each takes back from the other what it owes, and they become equal in 

length. A similar balance exists in the effects that celestial bodies and natural 

phenomena such as the sun, thunder, lightning, rain, dew, shadow, heat, cold, drought, 

snow, skies, stars, and heaven, have for the people of the lower world, i.e. they are good 

and harmful at the same time.452  

Balance between opposites exists also in the world of men. This is why one is 

sometimes indifferent toward a close relative or a friend who suffers and who asks for 

help.453 Conversely, one can feel sympathy toward a tyrant who terrorizes people. This 

is because the former is punished for “for a previous injustice… In this he finds 

recompense for [violating someone’s] rights, and punishment.” Whereas, in the case of 

the latter, “the terror and aggression that he has done to the people is nothing but 

punishment and recompense… he is getting back what is owed to him, and returns 

what he owes.”  

Echoing the description of the teaching of metemphsychosis in Manicheanism 

by two 4th century Christian authors454 is the principle of “Returning what one owes” 

and “getting back what is owed,” which regulates the relationships between two 

individuals who alternate in incarnating in two different forms. Because of the balance 

that exists in this relationship, “the object (mafʻūl bihi) gets compensation from the 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
night. In some period of the year the day becomes longer, and the night becomes shorter… Then all 
returns to equality, one diminishing, one increasing, one augmenting, one diminishing, until both 
become equal and alike” (C: 403, J: 203).  

452 C: 388-9, J: 177.  

453 C: 386-7, J: 174-5.  

454 Jackson, “The doctrine of Metempsychosis in Manichaeism”: 253-5. 



 
 

125 
 

agent (fāʻil).”455 When someone is killed by iron, he then becomes transformed into iron, 

and iron becomes transformed into a human being, “so the one that has been cut [by 

that iron] cuts his cutter.” Similarly, a person who decorates oneself with a decoration, 

eventually becomes transformed into this decoration, and vice versa, so the decoration 

then decorates itself with that person. A similar balance exists in the relations between 

the sexes, whether among humans or animals. A Muslim may marry a Christian woman, 

who afterwards becomes incarnated into a Muslim man, and marries her former 

spouse, now a Christian woman. If a donkey covers a horse, this means that in the next 

incarnation they both will return in the form of each other’s partner, and their roles 

will be reversed. In short,  

…those who before were being carried, will carry their carriers, those who were 
killed will kill their killers, subjects will rule their [former] sovereigns, and those 
who were ridden will ride their riders.456  
 
Different incarnations of the same individual also obey this balance. This means 

that they share many features with their previous physical body: 

Whatever type or feature one has, and however one is described in his 
humanity, the same way he will be in masūkhiyya . If he is black [in humanity], 
he will that way [in masūkhiyya ], if he is yellow, he will be that way, if he is 
spotty, he will be that way, if he is piebald, he will be that way, if he is white, he 
will be that way, if he is blond, his hair and skin will be that way; if he is a leper, 
he will be a leper, if he is piebald, he will be piebald. This happens to all species 
in masūkhiyya ― cattle, mounts, mules, birds, and whales. Even if one is one-
eyed [in his humanity], he will be that way [in masūkhiyya ]. Even the color of 
one’s hair, [one’s] character and nature [remain the same] in all [beings into 
which one is transformed] in the conditions of humanity and masūkhiyya .457 

                                                                 
455 C: 391-4, J: 182-9.  

456 Ibid.  

457 C: 346.  
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Thus, the fact that Jews, unlike Christians, Muslims, and other peoples, do not 

marry outside their community, is a reflection of their role in animals form. Here they 

are represented by mules who do not cover other animals and are not covered by them, 

so “they are lonely [as animals], just as they are lonely in humanity.” Each animal or 

bird returns to the nest of its previous appearance.458 Each person moves the same way 

he has moved. If he is transformed into an animal, he will move the same way, i.e. if he 

crawls on his belly, he will crawl as an animal, if he walks on his arms and legs, in 

animal form he will also walk on his four.459  

 

Creation, Fall, and God in History 

The theological ideas presented above are ahistorical, i.e. they define the nature 

of the divine realm, the world of humans, the underworld, and their relation to men in 

a timeless, unchanging manner. They are about things and qualities that have existed 

since the creation of the world and will exist for eternity. However, KS also contains 

passages implying the historical manifestation of God in the world, and referring to 

concrete events and individuals, whether real or legendary, and to historical periods.  

Creation and fall are the events with which the history of mankind begins. Apart 

from the fall from the degrees of the Path that constantly befalls humans because of 

their wrongdoings, KS speaks about a primordial fall which happened in the beginning 

of time, when some people refused to respond to God’s call after He manifested Himself 

to them twice. KS deems humans fully responsible for this fall, for God treated them 
                                                                 
458 C: 349, J: 109.  

459 C: 345, J: 103.  
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equally in manifesting Himself to them, in pointing toward His essence, and in calling 

them to believe in His unicity. Despite this, some people rejected it.460 As was already 

mentioned, refusing to respond to God’s call, referred to by the synonyms inkār and 

juḥūd, is the most frequently mentioned sin in KS.461  

 The story of the creation and primordial fall runs as follows: having created 

humans, God manifested Himself to them in their own appearance and qualities in a 

way that they could see Him (ẓahara ẓuhūr al-muʻāyana). God then told the people that 

He is their Creator and that they are from His essence (kawn) and have been created 

because of His will to do so. After the initial call (da‘wa), all the people saw Him but 

none responded. The author stresses, however, that “their silence in their refusal was 

without any hidden meaning, without reply, and without denial.”462 It is after the 

second call463 that some people became damned and fell from His grace because this 

time a group responded and a group denied.  God then concealed Himself from the 

lower (suflī) world and from the deniers. They began to mock the believers, saying that 

the person who appeared as God is a human being like themselves. Because of their 

denial, these remain eternally in the Fire, and God became visible to those who 

responded to His call.464 Those who responded, however, perceived Him in various 

                                                                 
460 C: 352, J: 114.  

461 J: 138: Ahl al-shaqāwa hum ahl al-juḥūd wa-l-inkār wa hum fi l-nār khālidūn “The wretched are those who 
deny and reject, they are eternally in the Fire.” See also: C: 336, J: 91; C: 338, J: 94; C: 341: J: 96, et passim.  

462 C: 367, J: 137.  

463 In the text, He did this by quoting Qur’an 7:172 in a slightly modified version.  

464 C: 367, 138.  
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degrees (manāzil, rutab), so He made a distinction between them according to their 

knowledge of Him.465 

Earlier in the text KS mentions how God created the law (sharī‘a).466 This 

happened after His “first address to them,” when the people rejected His existence 

because of His concealment and did not know about laws and rights, which no doubt 

refers to His first appearance to them, although the later passage describing the two 

revelations does not mention this event. God then divided all laws into two types, 

prohibition and command (al-amr wa-l-nahy), and instituted reward for following 

commands, and punishments for not obeying prohibitions.  

 The inability of some people to see God is not only due to their refusal to 

respond to His call, but also because they responded to the call of Satan. KS has a story 

about Satan’s call to the people and their response to it.467 This is not the primordial call 

during which God called them, for it is stated that Satan has many such calls,468 which 

means that some part of humanity constantly follow him and fall from God’s favor. The 

author especially blames those who responded to Satan’s call because they did this 

without any “proof or way469” (bilā dalīl wa-lā sabīl), whereas when God called them to 

the knowledge of truth, they would say, “we do not respond to that unless there is 

                                                                 
465 C: 353, 366, J: 114, 138.  

466 C: 321-3, J: 65-9.  

467 C: 336-7, J: 91-2.   

468 C: 337, J: 91.  

469 The word sabīl does not seem to have a meaning which is close to “proof,” and the author has probably 
stretched its semantic field as it rhymes with dalīl.  
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proof and way (dalīl wa-sabīl), a path (ṣirāṭ), proof, evidence, clarification of the way 

through miracles, and unless it is seen and visible.”470 

A natural-scientific explanation of the fall is that the human soul has two parts, 

an inciting one (wā‘iẓ), and a restraining one (zājir), which, respectively, order him to do 

things and hold him back.471 The function of the latter, which is of the same substance 

(jawhar) as the Path,472 is to reveal to the soul “the ugliness of the meanings of ugly 

things, and the beauty of the meanings of truthful and correct things,” to reveal to it 

the understanding of Satan’s call, and to hold it back from responding to it. The soul, 

however, may or may not obey its restraint. If it does, Satan’s call will find no support 

in it. If it disobeys, it will become possessed by Satan, accepting whatever he commands 

it to do, and becoming opposed to the Path. 

In an earlier section I discussed how the manifestations of God and of other 

luminous beings occur. Here I will elaborate on the concrete persons in whom He is 

said to have been manifested. The word “Meaning” (al-ma‘nā), which is God’s most 

commonly used epithet in KS, occurs mostly in conjunction with the names of three 

other persons who represent Him, the Door (al-bāb), the Name (al-ism), and the Veil (al-

ḥijāb).473 They are His manifestations represented by various persons in the material 

                                                                 
470 Ibid.  

471 C: 338, J: 93.  

472 The Arabic word used here is sabīl, but it clearly refers to ṣirāṭ, because in the beginning of the 
discussion the author states that in the Qur’an “every [mention of] sabīl refers to the Path (ṣirāṭ), like in 
His saying: {Say, ‘This is my way: based on clear evidence, I, and all who follow me, call [people] to 
God’}[12-108]”, C: 336, J: 90-1.  

473 For the description of the role of these three persons in Nuṣayrī thought, see Halm, Die Islamische 
Gnosis: 302.  
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world, who are real or legendary characters with physical bodies.474 Mufaḍḍal 

represents the Door. However, he is only one of the many Doors, whom the author does 

not name explicitly,475 hinting in one place that Muhammad and Salmān al-Fārisī are 

also Doors.476 The Veil is exclusively associated with the Prophet Muhammad,477 who is 

called God’s “greatest Veil” (al-ḥijāb al-a‘ẓam).478  

It is again the Prophet Muhammad who is most often associated with God’s 

Name.479 He is called God’s “Name internally (bāṭinan), and His servant and apostle 

externally (ẓāhiran).”480 The other Names are historical and legendary characters from 

the biblical, the Islamic, and, more specifically, the Nuṣayrī traditions, such as Nūḥ,481 

Jibrīl, Yā’īl,482 Ḥām,483 Dān,484 ʻAbd Allāh,485 Salmān,486 Shīth, Yūsuf, Yūshiʻ,487 Āṣif,488 

                                                                 
474 C: 378; J: 159.  

475 C: 324; J: 71.  

476 See C: 385, J: 172: “Thus, the command (amr) and what is beyond it, comes from the Door, because all 
the deeds and all the power that are manifest from Muhammad, Salmān, and from all those who are [on] 
high degrees and stages, those who give life, take it, create, give sustenance, and make [everything] 
grow, all that comes by the command of the Almighty.” 

477 C: 405, 206.  

478 C: 355, J: 118.  

479 C: 336, J: 90; C: 355, J: 118;  

480 C: 389; J: 179.  

481 C: 403, J: 203.  

482 He is in all likelihood Yā’īl b. Fātin who appears in a 13th/19th c. Nuṣayrī work Kitāb taʻlīm diyānat al-
nuṣayriyya as one of the persons of the Door. The name in this text appears in close proximity to Ḥām and 
Dān, both of whom follow Yā’īl in the text of KS, see Bar Asher and Kofsky, “A Catechism of the Nuṣayrī 
Religion”: 179. The authors’ statement that the name of Yā’īl seems to be “pure invention” appears to be 
incorrect because it appears not only in KS but in other Nuṣayrī sources as well, see Halm, Kosmologie und 
Heilslehre: 33, f. 78.  

483 This is the Biblical Ham, the son of Noah, see Vajda, “Ḥām,” EI2, vol. 3: 104-105.  
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Sham‘ūn,489 and Amīr al-Naḥl, which is ‘Alī’s epithet used in the Shiʻi and Nuṣayrī 

traditions.490  

Each of the three persons has certain functions. Thus, the Doors help the 

believers ascend along the Path and are called “keys to goodness and locks to evil,”491 

“the path of all people at all times,”492 and a “proof (ḥujja) for the people of degrees and 

stages493.”494 The Door and the Name are the ones who enable the believers to reach 

God, who is concealed from the unbelievers:  

Look at the night, o Mufaḍḍal, when it covers you. Do you hear in it any words 
or the movements of anyone from the lower world? [Likewise], the Meaning 
conceals Himself from the deniers, becoming visible to the people of existence 
(ahl al-wujūd) and truth. They come to Him through His Door and Name, and 
with them come their followers.495 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
484 This is probably Dan, the biblical son of Jacob, see Bar-Asher and Kofsky, “Catechism”: 178, f. 80.  

485 This might refer to the Prophet Muhammad’s father, but the text contains no hints which would help 
to test this guess.  

486 The names from Jibrīl to Salmān appear in C: 350, J: 111. Salmān is obviously the legendary Salmān al-
Fārisī, see Halm, Kosmologie und Heilslehre: 153; Massignon, “Salman Pak.”  

487 I.e., Yūshiʻ b. Nūn , the Biblical Joshua.  

488 Āṣif b. Barakhiyya was the scribe of Solomon, the Islamic Sulaymān, cf. Qummī, Tafsīr, vol. 2: 208.  

489 The Biblical Simeon.  

490 C: 366, J: 136. This appellation of ‘Alī in Shiʻi tradition is based on Qur’ān 16:68, where the bees are 
viewed as the Imams, see Bar-Asher and Kofsky, “A Catechism of the Nuṣayrī Religion”: 169, f. 28; see also 
Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 124-6.   

491 C: 324, J: 71.  

492 C: 336, J: 90.  

493 I.e. those who strive to ascend along the path, see the section “The Path.”  

494 C: 390, J: 177.  

495 C: 369, J: 142.  
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When the seeker reaches the seventh degree, it is the Name who appears to him 

and gives him the knowledge of how he could transform from one condition to another, 

and what he suffered from God’s trials along the way for failing to fulfill His 

commands.496 The Name is also the person in whom the Meaning becomes manifest in 

this world.497  

The Veil is not associated with any specific function other than being a 

representative of the Meaning who must be obeyed.498 However, it appears to be 

identical with the Name: “When he reaches the seventh degree… the Name, who is the 

Veil, will appear to him.”499  

The chain of God’s manifestations (maqām) begins with Adam and ends with the 

Imams.500 The Lord became incarnate in Adam for seven hundred and fifty years, and 

consequently in all the prophets mentioned above,501 until He finally became manifest 

in the Prophet Muhammad. After this He became manifest in the Imams, whom, the 

text says, Mufaḍḍal can see with his own eyes, referring no doubt to Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq, his 

                                                                 
496 C: 329, J: 79.  

497 C: 366, J: 136; C: 388, J: 184.  

498 C: 390; J: 177.  

499 C: 329; J: 79: fa idhā ṣāra ilā l-aqaba l-sābi‘a… yaẓharu lahu l-ism wa-huwa l-ḥijāb. See also C: 331: “those who 
asserted… the Name-ness of His Veil” (man qad aqarra … li-ḥijābihi bi l-ismiyya).   

500 C: 319, J: 62.  

501 Including Jesus, see above.  
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interlocutor.502 When those in whom God had become incarnate, performed miracles as 

signs of their mission, the unbelievers called their actions magic and sorcery.503  

The manifestations of God (or Truth “ḥaqq”) alternate with the manifestations 

of Falsehood (bāṭil). These alternations are presented not only as a personal struggle 

inherent in men, where truth becomes victorious,504 but also in historical terms, as 

periods in which truth and falsehood take turns in becoming mnifest. In the passage 

that follows, the author presents his views on the historical alternation of truth and 

falsehood, and on what comes after505: 

[1] Likewise, now power makes the call (daʻwa) [of Truth] manifest, and now it 
makes the call of Falsehood (bāṭil) manifest, hiding the call of truth (daʻwat al-
ḥaqq). [2] Thus [happened] in the time of Nūḥ, who was the Name. The Meaning 
appeared in his image, in a way that the commoners (ʻāmma) could see him, for 
nine hundred and fifty years. [3] In other times [He appeared in someone else’s 
image] for a shorter period, until our times. [4] Thus will be in the end of the 
cycle (qubba): your Lord will conceal Himself from the deniers and those 
believers who deserve it, because of their past sins. [5] The call of Falsehood 
(daʻwat al-bāṭil) will become manifest for a long period ― as the call of truth had 
become manifest in the beginning ―, in Adam’s time, for seven hundred and 
fifty years. [6] Then Truth and revelation (kashf) will become manifest, [and so 
on,] until the manifestation of Truth and Falsehood become equal. And if the 
people try to find the smallest difference between them, they will not find it, 
but will find these two as one thing, just as night and day are one, none of them 
exceeding the other. [7] Night returns what it takes from day, and day returns 
what it takes from night. Similarly, manifestation (ẓuhūr) and hiding (ghayba) 
are one thing. The manifest (al-ẓāhir) returns what it has taken from the hidden 
(al-bāṭin) in a period and age, then the hidden returns what it has taken from 

                                                                 
502 C: 404, J: 204-5.  

503 C: 319-21, J: 62-5; cf. the passage above regarding ‘Alī’s miracles and ‘Umar’s characterization of them 
as magic.  

504 See section “Ẓāhir vs. bāṭin, ẓuhūr vs. ghayba.”  

505 To make the analysis of the passage easier, I have numbered its relevant parts.  
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the manifest, [and so on,] until hiding (ghayba) and manifestation (ẓuhūr) will 
become one thing, equal and identical. […] [8] His manifestation in the position 
(maqām) of Nūḥ for a thousand years or so, or in Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, ʻĪsā, or 
Muḥammad, is the manifestation of the esoteric (ẓāhir), for a thousand years or 
so. Then [He will manifest] in the positions of the Imams, till the time when you 
are able to see Him [manifest in an Imam, i.e. in Jaʻfar], [9] till His hiding 
(ghayba) will be announced. He will make the esoteric apparent. After this, what 
has been happening in the realm of your Lord will happen for eternity and with 
no end.506 
 
Let us see how the passage reflects the author’s view of history. God becomes 

manifest in various persons, and does this in a way that the commoners (‘āmma) could 

see him (2).507 The term ‘āmma here probably refers to the humans who have not 

ascended any of the degrees of the Path, who can only perceive Him in human qualities, 

and includes “the deniers, and those believers who deserve it, because of their past 

sins” (4).  

The first of these persons is Adam, in whom God became incarnate for seven 

hundred and fifty years (5). He is followed by Nūḥ, who was God’s incarnation for nine 

hundred and fifty years, Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, ʻĪsā, and, finally, the Imams (2, 8). Elsewhere in 

the text, the author mentions God’s other manifestations (see above in this section). 

The time span of His manifestations may vary, as in the case of Ādam and Nūḥ (2, 3, 8). 

Each appearance of Truth is followed by the appearance of Falsehood (1). It is not clear 

whether each manifestation of Truth equals each following manifestation of falsehood. 

It might be that the sum total of manifestations of Truth equals that of the 

manifestations of falsehood, as is with night and day (7).  

                                                                 
506 C: 403-4, J: 203-5.  

507 Cf. section “Manifestations.”  
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The discussion of ghayba (9) refers to the hiding of God after he had become 

manifest in the image of the Imams (the last of whom, from KS’ perspective, is Jaʻfar). 

By making “the Esoteric apparent” the author no doubt means the manifestation of 

Falsehood which has to follow each manifestation of Truth, ẓāhir being the equal of 

“evil,” as was shown earlier. It is not clear from the passage, however, whether this is 

the last cycle of the manifestations of good and evil, or whether their number is 

infinite. A clue can be found in the term qubba (4). It is used three times in KS. In this 

passage it refers to God’s manifestation in a historical personality. In the two other 

instances, it refers to the Christian cycle (al-qubba l-masīḥiyya), when the Meaning 

became incarnate in Jesus Christ,508 and to the Hāshimī cycle, referring to the period 

after Muhammad.509 Elsewhere the author states that “He has created religious 

communities (milal), Scriptures, laws, and prophets, and… He has abolished some of 

them with others.”510 He then enumerates some of these communities: “the community 

of Moses, the community of Jesus, the community of Muhammad, and of those 

messengers with clear message, who preceded them.” These religions, with their 

prophets, scriptures, and laws, then, are the cycles referred to by the word qubba. The 

term, thus, means God’s appearance in the form of prophets,511 who bring a new 

                                                                 
508 C: 363, J: 130. 

509 C: 384, J: 170. Here the author stresses that this is the present cycle by using the demonstrative 
pronoun “this” (hadhihi): fī hadhihi l-qubba l-hāshimiyya “in this Hāshimi cycle.”  

510 C: 387, J: 175. 

511 God’s manifestation in Imams does not seem to be considered qubba because the lifetime of the Imams 
is still considered part of the Hāshimī cycle.  
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religion and new laws. The qubba ends with the appearance of falsehood, followed by 

another prophet and another religion, which abolish the previous one.512 

The number of these qubbas in for KS’s author is probably seven. We can infer 

this from two Nuṣayrī treatises which use the term to denote the seven manifestations 

of the Meaning in the world.  Although both were composed later than KS ― one in the 

6th/13th513 and the other as late as the 12th/19th514 ― they might reflect an older layer of 

religious beliefs, given the popularity of this doctrine.515 This does not mean, of course, 

that for KS’s author the number of cycles was also seven, but it could at least mean that 

it is finite. In this light, the last sentence of the above passage (9) might be interpreted 

as an indication of God’s hiding from the sinful world once and for all, never to return 

again. 

 

Conclusion 

In the foregoing, I studied the authorship, religious environment, the date and 

place of the composition, and the theology of one of the major Mufaḍḍal-texts of the 

ghulāt group titled Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ.  

I began by revising the existing hypotheses of its authorship. Based on a brief 

note by Masʻūdī and on its isnād, and on several passages in later Nuṣayrī sources, some 

scholars have proposed that KS’s author was Isḥāq al-Aḥmar al-Nakhaʻī, a prominent 

                                                                 
512 Friedman states that the concept of qubba as a historical cycle was developed by the Nuṣayrīs (The 
Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 112). However, its occurrence in KS shows that they borrowed it from the ghulāt tradition.  

513 Bar-Asher and Kofsky, “Nuṣayrī Trinitarian Theology”: 28-30.  

514 Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 302.  

515 Bar Asher and Kofsky, “Nuṣayrī Trinitarian Theology”: 28.  
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Shiʻi “extremist” of the late 3rd/9th century. Based on two grounds, I reject this, arguing 

that that Isḥāq is not KS’s author, and that Masʻūdī’s Kiṭāb al-ṣīrāṭ is a different text. 

First, passages from Isḥāq al-Aḥmar’s Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ have been preserved in a later 

Nuṣayrī source, and their examination clearly shows that it has nothing to do with our 

KS. I further reject Isḥāq’s authorship by comparing KS’s teachings to his alleged 

religious views as attested in heresiographic texts and in a text attributed to him which 

is called Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib. The comparison reveals striking differences between 

Isḥāq al-Aḥmar’s and KS’s theologies. Virtually all the accounts of the beliefs of Isḥāq 

and his followers agree that Isḥāq believed that ‘Alī is God and Muhammad is his 

apostle. Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib further attests that he believed in the divinity of the five 

members of the prophet’s family that were worshipped by the Mukhammisa ― ‘Alī, 

Muhammad, Fāṭima, Ḥasan, and Ḥusayn. KS, on the other hand, does not divinize any of 

the members of the Prophet’s family, and has no mention of its five members as a 

divine pentad. It does, to be sure, state that all prophets and Imams are manifestations 

of God, but none of them is said to be any more divine that the others, and ‘Alī is not 

accorded any special place in the long chain of God’s manifestations on earth.  

Next I attempt to find KS’s date of composition and the religious environment in 

which it was composed. I begin by showing the similarities that exist between KS’s 

teachings and the doctrines of two late 3rd/9th century ghulāt groups, the 

Muḥammadiyya/Mukhammisa and the ‘Alyā’iyya. To argue that it was written 

approximately during the same period, I then compare it to three texts that were 

composed toward the end of the 3rd/9th-beginning of the 4th/10th centuries, the 

abovementioned Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib, a ghulāt text titled Umm al-kitāb, and the account 
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about the beliefs of the Mukhammisa by Shiʻi heresiographer Saʻd b. ‘Abd Allāh al-

Qummī. The comparison reveals seven chief parallels between the teachings of KS and 

the three texts, which are oftentimes expressed in very similar terminology. And while 

these similarities, however profound, are no firm proof that KS was composed in the 

late 3rd/9th and early 4th/10th centuries, they at least suggest that it was written in the 

same religious environment. The occurrence of the word “occultation” (ghayba) 

buttresses the hypothesis, suggesting the terminus post quem for KS’s composition to 

be the Smaller Occultation, i.e. the year 260/873. I then argue that Kufa is its most likely 

place of composition, first, based on the fact that Shiʻi “extremism” was a 

predominantly Kufan phenomenon, and, secondly, based on the fact that, as shown in 

Michael Cook’s article on Islamic dietary law, anxieties about some animals being 

metamorphic humans, was chiefly a Kufan phenomenon.  

The second part of the chapter studies the theology and cosmology of KS. Its 

major theological themes, described in numerous passages scattered throughout the 

text in a rather unsystematic manner, include the main ideas found among the 

teachings of the ghulāt, such as the teaching about the path (ṣirāṭ), which leads the 

believer to God, transmigration of souls and transformation, God’s incarnation in 

human form, and the story of the creation of the world and humanity’s fall from divine 

favor.  
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Raskh, the mineral world, and its human prototypes 
(An arrow denotes the relationship of subordination) 
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CHAPTER THREE 
MUFAḌḌAL THE HERETIC (2): THE STRUCTURE AND HISTORY OF KITĀB AL-HAFT WA-L-AẒILLA 

 

Introduction 

Kitāb al-haft wa l-aẓilla is the second treatise that belongs to the ghulāt strand of the 

Mufaḍḍal-tradition. It consists of sixty-seven chapters and contains discussions of 

several doctrines espoused by 2nd/8th-4th/10th century Shiʻi “extremists,” such as 

reincarnation, transformation into non-human forms, the degrees of belief and 

unbelief (darajāt), the idea of seven Ādams and earths, and the doctrine of shadows and 

souls. The last two ideas gave the book its title.  

Almost all chapters of the Kitāb al-haft take the form of a dialogue between Jaʻfar 

al-Ṣādiq and Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar al-Juʻfī, beginning with the latter’s question to the 

Imam, followed by his answer. Most of them discuss various theological ideas, comment 

on Qur’ānic verses, or narrate myths and stories about the Imams. Three chapters 

consist entirely of ḥadīth. The style of various chapters is uneven, and the theological 

content of some contradictory. Thus, while some chapters exhibit clear markers 

connecting one to the other and have similar views on certain theological and 

cosmological questions, others have diametrically opposed views on the same subject, 

and are written in very different styles. This indicates that the text is a compilation 

consisting of more than one textual layer. Heinz Halm, in his long article on Kitāb al-

haft, has noted this feature. He divides the text into two layers―the initial fifty-nine 

chapters being one, and the remaining seven being the other.516 The latter, he states, 

                                                                 
516 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II:  66-7.  
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were appended later by Nuṣayrīs. Otherwise, he views the main bulk of the chapters as 

a single work.  

In what follows, I will demonstrate that Halm is only partially right in viewing 

the text as consisting of two main layers, and that he is wrong in viewing the remaining 

text as homogenous.517 Not only were the last seven chapters composed later than the 

initial fifty nine, as he states, but they in their turn consist of at least three layers, while 

the initial fifty nine chapters consists of at least four. Below, I will analyze all the seven 

textual layers of Kitāb al-haft, pointing out the common features and the markers that 

allow me to group together parts of the text which comprise them, and showing the 

features that allow me to distinguish between the various layers. I will also discuss the 

religious environment and the time and place in which each layer was composed, as 

well as their chronology, showing the order in which the various layers were added to 

the book.  

Kitāb al-haft was part of a larger tradition of writings about the idea of “souls” 

and “shadows.” Nuṣayrī sources have preserved quotations from at least two books 

with similar titles and content―Kitāb al-aẓilla, and Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa-l-aẓilla. Hitherto 

unavailable, they were recently published in the series Silsilat al-turāth al-‘Alawī, a 

collection of Nuṣayrī texts most of which were known only from lists of Nuṣayrī works. 

I will begin by analyzing the extant passages from these works, showing the 

commonalities and differences between these works and Kitāb al-haft, and showing the 

existing textual connections between them.  

                                                                 
517 This view is expressed most clearly in his partial German translation of the book, where he puts 
together chapters which, as I will show below, have been composed by different authors, and are the 
product of different religious milieus, see Halm, Die Islamische Gnosis: 240-74.  
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A Note on the Editions 

Kitāb al-Haft was first published by Arif Tamir and Ignace Khalifé in 1960 in 

Beirut under the title Kitāb al-haft wa-l-‘aẓillat, from a manuscript found among 

Ismāʻīliyya works in the Masyaf region in Syria.518 In 1964, Muṣṭafā Ghālib published the 

same work under a slightly different title―Kitāb al-haft al-sharīf, based on three 

manuscripts, one of which, the editor says, he found in the Salamiyya region in 

Syria―also among Ismāʻīliyya writings.519 The text was also published in the series 

Silsilat al-turāth al-‘Alawī in 2006, in the collection of works attributed to Mufaḍḍal. It is 

also called Kitāb al-haft al-sharīf, but the editor does not specify whether it is based on 

manuscripts or on one of the previous editions.520 In 1981, Tamir published the text 

once again, this time based on a manuscript from the Qadmus region in Syria, which 

had been copied in Masyaf in the year 1117/1705.521 The text of this edition seems to be 

almost identical with the 1960 edition, and together, these two differ in some minor 

details from Ghālib’s edition. 

None of the editions being perfect,522 in my study I use the last one because it is 

the only one with an index of personal names and place-names. However, I also have 

                                                                 
518 The edition has been reviewed, along with a brief discussion of the work’s authorship and context, by 
Madelung in Der Islam 38 (1963): 180-2. See also GAS, vol. 1: 534; Tehrānī, Dharīʻa, vol. 25: 237.  

519 He does not mention the provenance of the first, and the third manuscript is the same as the one used 
by Tamir and Khalifé. He reprinted it in 1977.  

520 Al-majmūʻat al-mufaḍḍaliyya: 289-423.  

521 It was reprinted in 2007.  

522 Some of the first edition’s mistakes and shortcomings are discussed in Madelung’s review, p. 182.  
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consulted Ghālib’s edition, and where I consider his version more correct, I refer to his 

text. Throughout the text “KH” will refer to the book Kitāb al-haft in general, but in 

quotations in the footnotes, it will refer to Tamir’s 2007 edition; “Ghālib” will refer to 

Ghālib’s edition. Since the number of chapters and their content are the same in all 

editions, in addition to referring to the page numbers of the 2007 edition, I will also 

refer to the chapter number; this will allow finding the references in other editions as 

well, by following the chapters, even though the paginations differ.  
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The “Book of Shadows”: One Book or Many?  

Among the Nuṣayrī works discovered in Syria, Joseph Catafago mentions Kitāb 

al-haft al-kabīr ascribed to Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq.523 In his “Esquisse d’une bibliographie 

Nusayrie,” Louis Massignon has listed Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa-l-aẓilla and Kitāb al-haft as 

Nuṣayrī works ascribed to Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar.524 Ivanow, in his Guide to Ismaili 

Literature,525 mentions a certain Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa-l-aẓilla, and hypothesizes that its 

author is one Ibrāhīm b. Jaʻfar, who is probably Ibrāhīm b. Jaʻfar b. Maḥmūd al-Anṣārī 

al-Madanī, Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq’s contemporary.526 Mufaḍḍal’s well-known contemporary and 

a famous Shiʻi “extremist” Muhammad b. Sinān is said to have written some Kitāb al-

aẓilla,527 and Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq’s contemporary Ibn Kathīr al-Hāshimī is said to have 

composed a book with the same title.528 The nineteenth century convert from 

Nuṣayrism Sulaymān al-Adhanī, in the exposition of his former creed mentions a book 

titled Kitāb al-haft.529 Finally, Khalifé and Tamir in 1960, and Muṣṭafā Ghālib in 1964, 

have published, respectively, Kitāb al-haft wa-l-aẓilla and Kitāb al-haft al-sharīf. That the 

last two titles refer to the same text can be seen from a cursory glance at both editions. 

But what are the two titles in Massignon’s essay, the title in Catafago’s note, 

                                                                 
523 Journal Asiatique (1876), 7th series, vol. 8: 523, no. 1.  

524 P. 642, nos. 4 and 5 respectfully.  

525 P. 77.  

526 Quhpā’ī, Majmaʻ al-rijāl, vol. 1: 40. 

527 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II: 67.  
 
528 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: 172.   
 
529 See Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 221.  



 
 

145 
 

Muhammad b. Sinān’s and Ibn Kathīr al-Hāshimī’s Kitāb al-aẓilla, and Adhanī’s Kitāb al-

haft? Do they refer to different texts, or are they different titles of the same work?  

Because of their similarity, all the above titles could indeed refer to one and 

same work, as Halm has argued.530 Halm, together with Madelung,531 also suggests that 

haft is the Persian word for seven, used to refer to the seven Adams discussed in the 

work, while the words aẓilla (sg. ẓill) and ashbāḥ (sg. shabaḥ) mean “shadows” and 

“phantoms,” also discussed in KH. The above titles, then, could be translated as follows: 

“The Book of the Great Seven”/“The Great Book of the Seven” (Catafago), “The Book of 

Phantoms and Shadows” (Massignon), “The Book of Seven” (Massignon), “The Book of 

Shadows” (Najāshī), and again, “The Book of the Seven” (Adhanī). The two editions of 

KH could be rendered as “The Book of the Seven and Shadows,” and “The Book of the 

Noble Seven” or “The Noble Book of Seven.” As we see, they all contain either or both 

elements―“seven,” and “phantom” or “shadow.” This is, indeed, the main thematic 

focus of KH, and Halm’s argument, therefore, seems very plausible.  

Despite the attractiveness of Halm’s argument, however, several newly 

published Nuṣayrī texts reveal a different picture. A number of quotations from works 

bearing titles similar to KH show that in most cases where the titles differ, the works 

differ too. In other words, the various titles above do not stand for KH but, in most 

cases, refer to other works. The quotations are found in several treatises by the 

Ḥarrānīs, a well-known Nuṣayrī family, whose most important figure was the disciple of 

the founders of the Nuṣayrism Jillī and Khaṣibī, Abū Muhammad al-Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-
                                                                 
530 “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 221; Halm also suggests that Najāshī’s version―Kitāb al-aẓilla―might be 
the original one, see “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II: 67.  

531 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 220; Madelung, “Review of Kitāb al-Haft wa l-Aẓilla”: 181.  
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Ḥarrānī, who died after the first quarter of the 5th/11th century.532 Several others are 

found in his teacher Jillī’s Ḥāwī l-asrār.533  

Let us look at the titles of the quoted works. In all, there are seven variants of 

what might appear as the title of the same book, for they all, as above, contain the same 

elements, the words haft, aẓilla, and ashbāḥ―in different combinations and separately: 

Kitāb al-haft wa l-aẓilla,534 Kitāb al-aẓilla l-kabīr “The Great Book of Shadows,”535 Kitāb al-

aẓilla,536 Kitāb al-ashbāḥ “The Book of Phantoms,”537 Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa l-aẓilla,538 Kitāb al-

                                                                 
532 Friedman (The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 45) states that he lived in the second half of the 3rd/9th century but, as I 
will show, Ḥasan quotes part of KH which was composed after the first quarter of the 5th/11th century. 
The works are volume 4 in the series Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī (Lebanon: 2006). The work that contains 
most of the quotations is Ḥasan b. Shuʻba’s Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn (pp. 9-179). The other two treatises 
published in the same volume are Ḥujjat al-‘ārif fī ithbāt al-ḥaqq ‘alā l-mubāyin wa l-mukhālif by ‘Alī b. Hamza 
al-Ḥarrānī (pp. 239-85), and Risālat ikhtilāf al-‘alamayn by Abū ‘Abd Allāh Muḥammad b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī 
(pp. 287-303). Ḥasan b. Shuʻba’s work is a summary of the various topics found in the esoteric literature 
available in the tenth century. In his introduction, he states that his personal library included nearly one 
hundred and fifty books on “the esoteric aspect of God’s unicity” (tawḥīd bāṭin), and two hundred and 
fifty books about the teachings of the Mukhammisa (takhmīs), the teachings of “divine delegation” 
(tafwīḍ), the teachings of the “moderates” (taqṣīr), and works of exoteric knowledge (ʻilm al-ẓāhir) that 
teach about esoteric knowledge (‘ilm al-bāṭin) (Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 12). Almost all these topics were part of 
the “extremism” vs. “moderation” discourse of the time, where one end is represented by those who, 
among other things, divinised the Imams and/or the Prophet and claimed “divine delegation” (tafwīḍ) for 
them, and the other is represented by those who viewed these teachings as “extremism,” and held the 
Imams to be merely human (more on this, see my Chapter One and Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 
19-52). Ibn Shuʻba’s library contained, as we see, works from both camps. Thus, the teachings of the 
Mukhammisa and of those who believed in Divine delegation (tafwīḍ) represented the “extremist” 
tendency, while the term taqṣīr was a pejorative term denoting the “moderate” tendency. Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-
dīn, then, is a compilation from various works belonging to the “extremist” camp; among them are, e.g., 
passages from Isḥāq b. Aḥmar’s Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ (pp. 22-3, 52-3, 134-5, etc.), which is mentioned by Masʻūdī 
and which is, evidently, not the same work as the Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ ascribed to Mufaḍḍal (see my Chapter 
Two); a certain Kitāb al-maḥmūdīn wa l-madhmūmīn about the evil nature of the muqaṣṣira (p. 165), etc.  

533 Silsilat al-turāth l-‘alawī 2: 157-217.  

534 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 17, 63, 64, 68, 80-2, 108, 147-8, 158-9; Ḥāwī l-asrār: 215-7.  

535 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 41.  

536 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 45, 168, 173.  

537 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 74.  

538 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār l-dīn: 157; Muhammad b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat ikhtilāf al-
‘alamayn: 300-1; Jillī, Ḥāwī l-asrār: 209-12.  
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aẓilla wa-l-ashbāḥ,539 and Kitāb al-haft.540 Most of the passages are not found in KH and 

only those quoted from Kitāb al-haft wa-l-aẓilla (I will not abbreviate the title from these 

quotations, to distinguish them from the published KH) mostly coincide with the text of 

KH.541 There could be two possible solutions to the puzzle. Either they all refer to the 

same work, as Halm has argued, which means that these newly found passages were 

simply cut from the original text and preserved in quotations. Or, and more plausibly, 

this variety might mean that only passages bearing the same title as KH belong to it, 

and the rest are titles of other works on related topics. The deleted passages, in this 

case, could be just those which belong to the work called Kitāb al-haft wa l-aẓilla.  

Before examining the quotations, I would like to make one assumption about 

the quotations from the books with similar yet different titles found in the same 

treatise. Whether they initially belonged to one text or not, the fact that Ibn Shuʻba 

quotes them under different titles―as he states, he had them in his own library542―, 

means that he possessed physically distinct books, from which he extracted his 

quotations. This further shows that by his time (second half of the 4th/10th-beginning of 

5th/11th c.), there existed several different books about the seven Ādams, the phantoms, 

the shadows, and related topics.  

                                                                 
539 Jillī, Ḥāwī l-asrār: 203.  

540 Jillī, Ḥāwī l-asrār: 214.  

541 The differences are minor and do not alter the overall meaning of KH’s text. Only in one case does 
Ḥaqā’iq include an entire chapter omitted in KH, see Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 279.  

542 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 12.  
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To find out the relationships between these texts and KH, let us examine the 

quotations. Since the passages from Kitāb al-haft wa l-aẓilla are mostly identical or 

similar to the text of KH, I will leave their discussion for later.  

 

Kitāb al-aẓilla and its connection to KH 

The passage that contrasts most with the teachings of KH, belongs to the group 

of quotations from Kitāb al-aẓilla. The text that bears this title, moreover, appears to be 

identical with the one called Kitāb al-aẓilla l-kabīr and Kitāb al-aẓilla wa l-ashbāḥ, because 

of common passages. The difference in titles could be explained, then, by Ibn Shuʻba’s 

simply cutting the last word of the full title.543  

Although different from KH, Kitāb al-aẓilla does have a connection to it, and to 

another treatise quoted by Nuṣayrī authors, called Kitāb al-kursī “The Book of the 

Throne.” The connection is the following: the longest passage quoted from Kitāb al-

aẓilla coincides with a passage from Kitāb al-kursī, quoted in a work ascribed to Ibn 

Nuṣayr ― Kitāb al-mithāl wa-l-ṣūra.544 In its turn, the passage quoted in Ibn Nuṣayr’s 

work overlaps with KH’s chapters Sixty Two to Sixty Four, without, however, specifying 

its source, but simply beginning it with “Ṣādiq said” (qāla l-Ṣādiq).  

Thus, we have a hypothetical text which has been preserved in quotations in 

three different books―Ibn Shuʻba’s Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn, Ibn Nuṣayr’s Kitāb al-mithāl wa-l-

                                                                 
543 It might also be that the word kabīr “great” was not part of the title, but a designation that there were 
two versions of the same work, one of which was larger.  

544 Published in Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī 1: 227-8.  
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ṣūra, and KH.545 The quotations in the first and in the last of these three works do not 

overlap, but the passages found in the middle one serve as a link, overlapping with the 

other two. The overlaps in all three texts are partial, and in several cases the text is 

interrupted here and there. However, it is possible, by reading them together, to 

reconstruct the myth presented in them. The story begins with the quotation in Ibn 

Shuʻba’s work, and continues in Ibn Nuṣayr’s and in KH. The passage quoted in the 

latter appears to be the most integral.  

The common element between KH and Kitāb al-aẓilla, however, should not lead 

us to view them as the same book. KH is a multi-layered text, and many parts of it have 

different authors and are products of different theological traditions; except for these 

three sections, Kitāb al-aẓilla otherwise sharply contradicts KH, as do the latter’s three 

abovementioned chapters contradict the rest of its contents. In this section, I will 

discuss the relationship between the three passages, and will then reconstruct the story 

and theological views expressed in them. Afterwards, I will analyze the shorter 

quotations from Kitāb al-aẓilla.   

There are several questions concerning the text under discussion which cannot 

be answered with much certainty. The first is, which of the two titles―Kitāb al-aẓilla or 

Kitāb al-kursī―is the title of the Urtext? Secondly, is one of them a quotation from the 

other, or do they both go back to yet an older book? Finally, is the passage in KH taken 

                                                                 
545 One more trace of the Urtext is reserved in Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī’s Tuḥaf al-‘uqūl (pp. 260-1), and 
it partly coinsides with KH’s Chapter Three and Sixty Four. However, it contains considerable omittions 
and is heavily redacted by Ḥasan b. Shuʻba, which makes is not useful in reconstructing the original text. 
It is presented by him as a separate section among Jaʻfar’s sayings, where the Imam speaks about the 
constitution of human body.  
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from one of the two mentioned books (and if yes, which) or does it also go back to the 

hypothetical earlier book?    

Despite the absence of firm evidence, I will suggest answers to these questions. 

The answer to the first is perhaps Kitāb al-aẓilla. Its overlap with Kitāb al-kursī begins 

almost a page later, i.e. the creation story begins in the former, continues for about a 

page, and then only its overlap with the other text begins. However, Kitāb al-kursī does 

not acknowledge borrowing, but is written as if it is the beginning of a new story.  

Thus, after a long chain of transmitters, Ibn Shuʻba begins his quotation the 

following way: “In Kitāb al-aẓilla, [Yūnus b. Ẓubyān] said: I asked Abū ‘Abd Allāh [Jaʻfar 

al-Ṣādiq] about the beginning of creation,” and the story follows.546 About a page later, 

when the creation is well underway, the overlapping part with Kitāb al-kursī begins, 

with the following opening phrase: “Abū Jaʻfar al-Bāqir and Abū ‘Abd Allāh al-Ṣādiq 

were asked about [God’s] throne (kursī), and the quality of creation, and they 

replied…547: God created His pillars as four phantoms…”; according to Kitāb al-aẓilla, the 

four phantoms support His throne. Thus, we have the following possible scenario: Kitāb 

al-kursī’s author took a passage from Kitāb al-aẓilla and framed it in a way that it would 

seem an original text narrated on the authority of the two Imams, composed as a 

response to a question about God’s throne. He chose this passage in particular because 

it is precisely about God’s throne and its pillars. That the “thief” in this case is the 

author of Kitāb al-kursī but not vice versa, may be seen from the fact that the passage 

                                                                 
546 Ḥasan. B. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 71.  

547 The phrase which I omitted clearly belongs to the author of Kitāb al-mithāl wa-l-ṣūra, and I did not leave 
it to preserve the original text of Kitāb al-kursī, it reads: “it is a book titled Kitāb al-kursī wa-l-‘ilm wa-l-qudra 
(The Book of the Throne, of Knowledge, and of Power), and we have elaborated on it where necessary” 
(p. 227).  
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with which he begins his exposition, clearly forms in Kitāb al-aẓilla an integral part of 

the preceding, i.e. it cannot have been inserted by its author.  

Whether Kitāb al-kursī quotes directly from Yūnus’s work or another text is 

impossible to tell. Both texts could go back to an earlier one, and Kitāb al-kursī’s version 

could be copied from a later intermediary work.  

The answer to the third question, about the source of KH’s quotation, is perhaps 

also Kitāb al-aẓilla, this for several reasons. First of all, Yūnus b. Ẓubyān was associated 

with Mufaḍḍal both during his life (as I will show later in this section), and in the later 

Nuṣayrī tradition (and in the view of the latest compiler of KH). Indeed, in the 

“Introduction” to KH (which belongs to the latest textual layer), both men are 

mentioned with exceptional reverence as the transmitters of the Imams’ knowledge: 

Ibn Ẓubyān’s name is followed by “he had a position, and what a position!” (wa lahu 

sha’n wa-ayy sha’n!), and Mufaḍḍal’s ― by “he is the origin of all traditions from [Jaʻfar] 

Abū ‘Abd Allāh.”548 The connection is also apparent from the fact that the first chapter 

of KH contains a passage narrated on Yūnus’s authority, relating to the creation of the 

world.549 Secondly, KH shares one of its main ideas, as well as part of its title, with Kitāb 

al-aẓilla, to wit, the “shadows.” Therefore, it is more likely that the later editor of KH 

would rather be inclined to borrow from a book ascribed to the friend of KH’s alleged 

author, all the more so that his book’s title was closer to the content of KH itself.   

Now, let me reconstruct the story and the theological ideas found in the text 

under consideration. After that, I will point out the differences and contradictions 
                                                                 
548 KH, “Introduction”: 12.  

549 P. 16. This could in fact be a quotation from Kitāb al-aẓilla or a related text, for it stylistically differs 
from the rest of the chapter.  
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between this text and KH. Finally, I will demonstrate that the several shorter passages 

of Kitāb al-aẓilla quoted by Ibn Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, not found in the two other texts, are 

part of the same treatise.  Since I demonstrated that Kitāb al-aẓilla is more likely to be 

the original work and the source of KH’s compiler, I will refer to the text with that title.  

Because the understanding of the creation story depends on information found 

in the shorter quotations, I will begin with their discussion.  

The passage that most clearly contrasts KH’s teachings, states this:  

[In the beginning] there was God and no space (makān). Then He created space 
and delegated (fawwaḍa) the affairs [of the world] to him.  I asked: “What is 
space?” He [Jaʻfar] responded: “Muhammad, peace upon him.550 
 
The first part of the passage, about space, resembles Ashʻarī’s passage about 

Hishām b. al-Ḥakam’s teaching on God’s creation of space, according to which, God 

“was in no space, then space emerged…”551 This hardly means that the author of Kitāb 

al-aẓilla was his follower, given the difference in their views. The phrase itself, however, 

could very well have been borrowed. The second part echoes Muḥammadiyya and 

Mufawwiḍa teachings about God’s delegation of the creation or the rule of the world to 

Muhammad,552 and is a more accurate reflection of the author’s worldview than the 

passage that is common with the passage on Hishām.  

The quotation is followed by another one from the same text, containing a 

similar theological statement. Here, Muhammad says: “I am Ādam in the esoteric 
                                                                 
550 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 45.  

551 Ashʻarī, Maqālāt: 32; Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 363, vol. 4: 72. In Arabic, the phrases are 
almost identical: kāna Allāh wa-lā makān thumma khalaqa l-makān (Kitāb al-aẓilla), kāna lā fī makān thumma 
ḥadatha l-makān (Hishām).  

552 On the teachings of these two groups, see Kohlberg, “Muḥammadiyya,” EI2, vol. 7: 459-61; Halm, 
Kosmologie und Heilslehre: 157-63; Qummī, Kitāb al-maqālāt wa-l-firaq: 56; see also Rāzī, Kitāb al-zīna: 307; 
Shahrastānī, Milal, vol. 1: 128-9. 
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meaning (bāṭin553) of the Qur’ān, I am God’s first creation.”554 Another short passage has 

an interesting theological discussion of God’s power and knowledge, which could go 

back to the debates about God’s attributes (ṣifāt) and their relation to His essence 

(dhāt):555  

God created knowledge (‘ilm) and power (qudra) together, none of them 
precedes the other, nor are they ever separated. Therefore, it is not appropriate 
to say “He knew what He did” or “He did what He knew” because it is impossible 
that one of the two [actions, i.e. knowing or doing,] precedes the other. 
Afterwards, by His command He created will (mashī’a) and decree (qaḍā’).  
 
There are four significant theological points in the passage: God’s attributes―at 

least four of them―are apart from His essence; furthermore, He created His attributes; 

this brings us to the third point, namely, that they are not co-eternal with Him; fourth, 

knowledge, the power to act, and action occur simultaneously.  

In the excerpt that follows, God instructs Shīth not to fight Qābīl (apparently, 

for killing his brother Hābīl), and to exercise taqiyya.556 In the last one, finally, Jibrīl 

instructs Ādam to stone the Devil, who appears to be ‘Umar (called here Dulām557).558  

The creation story, found in the three texts, begins with a cryptic passage which 

can be deciphered with the help of the above passages:  

                                                                 
553 Instead of bāṭin the text has baṭn “belly”, “inside”, but the other version makes more sense because of 
the emphasis on bāṭin, i.e. “internal truth”, by ghulāt circles.  

554 It is unclear whether in the original text they appear in the same order. Here, Ibn Shuʻba merely 
begins the passage by stating: “Also, in it [Kitāb al-aẓilla]” (wa fīhi).  

555 The groups involved were the Shiʻis, the Muʻtazilites, and the Ashʻarites; see, e.g., Ashʻarī, Maqālāt al-
islāmiyīn: 36-9, 164-8.   

556 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 168.  

557 ‘Umar’s and Abū Bakr’s derogatory nicknames will be discussed later in this chapter.  

558 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 173.  
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The first thing that He created are the names of letters, invisible, whose sounds 
cannot be heard, in a person who cannot be perceived by the senses, with a will 
(mashī’a) that is not spelled out (manṣūṣ), and in a color that was not created; he 
has no boundaries and no borders. He is hidden from the senses; he [can only 
be] imagined (mutawahham), and is hidden from all hidden things. [God] made 
him into a complete word (kalima) of four letters, none of which comes before 
the others.559 
 
“The first thing that He created” is Muhammad because, first, in the previous 

two quotations he is said to be God’s first creation. Secondly, Muhammad’s name, as 

spelled in Arabic, consists of four letters. The third indicator is the “incorrect” 

grammar of the passage, which betrays that the “first created thing” in the author’s 

mind was masculine singular, despite the fact that the grammatical object of the first 

sentence is plural (names of letters, asmā’ al-ḥurūf): after stating that God first created 

the “names of letters,” the author uses all the adjectives and pronouns referring to 

them in masculine singular, instead of feminine singular (as one would expect with 

inanimate plural).560 The cryptic language in which he is described is well reflective of 

the overall worldview of the ghulāt, who considered the divine humans capable of 

becoming imperceptible for the senses, should they wish so, as is described in both, KS 

and KH.  

In what follows, the author describes what God created afterwards, and this also 

considerably differs from KH’s creation story. In a nutshell, after the first word He 

made seven more words, and concealed the initial name in the eighth one. Then He set 

up His throne upon these eight words. He then created four pillars for His throne: the 

                                                                 
559 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 71.  

560 E.g., ghayr manẓūr “invisible,” which is masculine singular, should have been ghayr manẓūra; mubʻad 
‘anhu l-aqṭār, literally meaning “boundaries are removed from him” should have been “mubʻad ‘anhā l-
aqṭār”; mustatir ‘an kull mastūr “hidden from all hidden things” should have been mustatira ‘an kull mastūr.  
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holy spirit (rūḥ al-qudus), the faithful spirit (rūḥ al-amīn),561 the spirit of he who ascends 

(rūḥ dhī l-maʻārij), and the spirit of command (rūḥ al-amr).562 Here, the overlap with Kitāb 

al-kursī begins.563  

After spreading the light, He created from it an image (ṣūra) “limited by 

boundaries,” then created the shadows (aẓilla), dividing them into seven columns: the 

closest to God are the messengers (rusul, sg. rasūl), followed by the prophets (anbiyā’, sg. 

nabī564), the believers (mu’minūn), the angels (malā’ika, sg. malak), the unbelievers 

(kuffār), the Pharaohs (farāʻina, sg. firʻawn), and the seventh column are the devils 

(abālisa, sg. iblīs) and the tyrants (ṭawāghīt, sg. ṭāghūt). The passage in Ḥaqā’iq ends with 

the creation of Ādam and Hawā’, his worshipping by the angels, and the refusal of the 

Devil to do so.  

The “image” appears to be the physical counterpart of the initial name. As in 

the beginning, here, too, the author applies to it masculine adjectives and pronouns. 

Also, to describe the “limits” and “boundaries” of this image, he uses similar 

phraseology as he did in the beginning―when denying them for the “first creation,”565 

                                                                 
561 On page 41, rūḥ al-amr appears twice, once―instead of rūḥ al-amīn, but is obviously a scribal or the 
editor’s error, and it is easy to see how the two words could be confused in Arabic handwriting.  

562 Three of the four combinations with the word “spirit” are Qur’ānic, see Griffith, “Holy Spirit,” EQur, 
vol. 2: 442-44. “The spirit of he who owns the ascent,” however, is an artificial formation, taken from the 
combination min Allāh dhī l-maʻārij “from God, the Lord of the ascent” (70:3), where the word “spirit” only 
appears in the next verse, but is not connected to dhī l-maʻārij.   

563 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 72.  

564 In the Qur’ān, the distinction between an apostle (rasūl) and a prophet (nabī) is that the latter are just 
sent by God to the people to preach, whereas the former are also leaders, and are superior to prophets 
(see Wensinck, “Rasūl,” EI2, vol. 8: 454-5, Rubin, “Prophets and Prophethood,” EQur, vol. 4: 289-306), as is 
the case in this passage.   

565 The author describes the image as maḥdūda bi l-aqṭār “limited by boundaries” (p. 72), and the “first 
creation”― as manfī ‘anhu l-aqṭār mubʻad ‘anhu l-ḥudūd, literally meaning “boundaries are denied to it, and 
limits are removed from it.”  In both phrases, we have the word aqṭār (pl. of quṭr), and the root ḥ-d-d in 
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which suggests a connection between the two passages. Finally, whereas the “name” of 

four letters had “no boundaries and no borders,” this one is said to be “limited by 

boundaries,” meaning that the former is the spiritual prototype of the latter.  

The story continues in Kitāb al-kursī, albeit with considerable omissions, and in 

Chapters Sixty Two to Sixty Four of KH,566 which, if viewed separately, revolve around 

the interpretation of Qur’ān 72:11.567 God spreads the light, commanding it to create an 

image. This light is probably also somehow connected to Muhammad, for the short 

passage from Kitāb al-aẓilla in Ḥaqā’iq states that God created Muhammad and delegated 

to him the creation. Then the four elements emerged―light (nūr), fire (nār), air (rīḥ), 

water (mā’). From earth (ṭīn) God made Ādam and his progeny.568 God then created a 

rock on which He spread water, with a whale living in it. On this whale God put Ādam, 

giving him His commands and prohibitions. The next chapter in KH is entirely about 

the four elements.569 It discusses their role in the human body: one “sees with light, eats 

and drinks with fire, copulates, moves, and tastes with water”570 and moves with air.571 

Light and fire are also what angels and jinn, respectively, are made from. Then follows a 

natural-scientific discussion of emotions and sickness.  

                                                                                                                                                                                               
two different grammatical forms―as the noun ḥudūd (pl. of ḥadd), and the form maḥdūd, which is the 
passive participle of ḥadda “to limit.”   

566 P. 162-6.  

567 First quoted in the second one, see KH, ch. 64: 167.  

568 KH, ch. 62: 162, ch. 64:  

569 KH, ch. 63: 165-6.  

570 P. 165.  

571 Air’s function is mentioned in chapter Sixty Four (p. 165).  
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Chapter Sixty Four continues the discussion of bodily functions and the 

elements. It then brings the creation story to conclusion, and includes the angels, the 

demons (al-jānn), and the role Ādam played in making the orbit (falak), hitherto static, 

to rotate.  

The existence of only one Ādam is another element contrasting nearly all of 

KH’s layers, where the myth of seven Ādams is one of the central motifs. The seven 

veils, as described here, also have nothing in common with their role in KH.572 It is not 

entirely clear what the passage about them refers to, but it definitely means something 

other than a veil behind which God concealed Himself, as in the initial eight chapters of 

KH. Besides, despite the statement that there are seven veils, only four of them are 

actually enumerated:  

The Seven veils are: a veil between the command (amr) and the spirit (rūḥ), a 
veil between the spirit and the angels, a veil between the angels and the jinn, a 
veil between the jinn and humans.  
 
The chapter concludes with an astronomical discussion about the earth, the 

stars, the twelve zodiacal constellations (burūj, sg. burj). This is the last extant passage 

from Kitāb al-aẓilla.  

There is enough evidence to show that all the above passages belong to one text. 

They all bear the same title, and almost all (four out of five), are narrated on the 

authority of the same person.573 Some passages share theological ideas, and some even 

phrase them in an almost identical way.  

                                                                 
572 P. 170.  

573 The passage about God creating space, quoted in full, has a different isnād in both sources. However, in 
Ḥāwī l-asrār (p. 203), a few paragraphs later it is followed by a similar one, which is narrated by Yūnus 
from Ṣādiq: “[In the beginning] there was God and no space (makān). Then He created space and made it 
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There is also enough evidence to show that the text is not identical with KH. 

Nowhere in our text is Muhammad called someone to whom God delegated the affairs 

of the world.574 Instead, he is called God’s messenger (rasūl), or the father of the Imams. 

Secondly, nowhere in KH is Muhammad said to be God’s first creation: in one place, God 

first created a shadow (ẓill),575 and in another―the family of the Prophet, together with 

the Imams.576 Finally, in the entire text of KH, nearly all the statements come from Jaʻfar 

as if addressing Mufaḍḍal. In Kitāb al-aẓilla, Mufaḍḍal’s name is not in the isnād, and one 

passage does not even go back to Jaʻfar, but to his father Bāqir. At the same time, one of 

the quoted passages is identical―including both the text and the isnād―with one from 

Kitāb al-aẓilla wa-l-ashbāḥ, cited in Jillī’s Ḥawī l-asrār.577 

To sum up, Kitāb al-aẓilla ― also called Kitāb al-aẓilla wa-l-ashbaḥ and Kitāb al-aẓilla 

l-kabīr ― was a treatise circulating in Nuṣayrī circles in the 4th/11th century. The paucity 

of textual remains allows us to reconstruct its content only partially. It was not 

composed by the ‘Alī-worshipping Nuṣayris because, as the first quotation shows, they 

worshipped Muhammad, or at least considered him divine. This might indicate that the 

book’s author belonged to the so-called mufawwiḍa (delegators) or mīmiyya groups who 

believed that God delegated (fawwaḍa) the creation of the world and its rule to 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
embrace (yaḥwī) [knowledge?] and not to embrace; it [i.e. place] is mīm [i.e. Muhammad].” That the letter 
mīm refers to Muhammad, see the discussion on mīm and ‘ayn in my Chapter Two. 

574 See, e.g. KH ch. 7: 30, ch. 25: 71, ch. 31: 83, etc.   

575 KH ch. 1: 16.  

576 KH ch. 25: 71. Here, Jaʻfar tells Mufaḍḍal that “God created us before creation and before Ādam by a 
thousand years; we were souls (arwāḥ) around the throne, praising God”.  

577 P. 203.  
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Muhammad, often identified by the letter mīm.578 In fact, Ibn Shuʻba notes in his 

introduction that in his library he had “two hundred and fifty books about the 

teachings of the Mukhammisa, the teachings of divine delegation (tafwīḍ), the teachings 

of the moderates (taqṣīr), and works of exoteric knowledge (ʻilm al-ẓāhir).” The mention 

of the Mukhammisa together with the Mufawwiḍa is not incidental, for, judging by 

heresiographic accounts, the former might have also believed in tafwīḍ. 579 Therefore, 

the book could also have been composed specifically by a representative of a group 

holding Mukhammisa beliefs, i.e. those who deified the five members of the Prophet’s 

family, and considered him as the first among them. Interestingly, Qummī’s account of 

their doctrine contains a passage echoing the passage where Muhammad states that he 

is “Ādam in the esoteric meaning [bāṭin580] of the Qur’ān”: “They [the Mukhammisa] 

claimed that Muhammad is Ādam, Nūḥ, Ibrāhīm, Mūsā, and ‘Īsā.”581 Concerning the 

Divine attributes, its author held the view that they are separate from God’s essence, 

and that they are not co-eternal with Him.  

The authorship of the book also remains problematic. The only indication that it 

could have been composed by Muhammad b. Sinān, as Halm contends, is Najāshī’s 

passage. Otherwise, his name is not associated with the work anywhere else. It is 

tempting to ascribe it to Yūnus b. Ẓubyān, given that he is said to be the author of 

                                                                 
578 Qummī, Kitāb al-maqālāt wa l-firaq: 61. Abū Ḥātim al-Rāzī briefly mentions the mīmiyya, saying that they 
“believe in the divinity of both [i.e. Muhammad and ‘Alī], preferring Muhammad,” see Kitāb al-zīna: 307.  

579 E.g., Qummī, Kitāb al-maqālāt wa l-firaq: 60; Rāzī, Kitāb al-zīna: 307; Ashʻarī, Maqālāt al-islāmiyīn: 16.  

580 Instead of bāṭin the text has baṭn “belly,” “inside”, but the other version makes more sense because of 
the emphasis on bāṭin, i.e. “internal truth”, by the ghulāt circles.  

581 Qummī, Kitāb al-maqālāt wa l-firaq: 56.  
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almost all quotations from the Kitāb al-aẓilla.  His image as presented by Imāmī scholars 

and Nuṣayrīs alike, is in keeping with the “extremist” ideas present in the passage. 

Indeed, he was known for his ghulāt582 views and was Mufaḍḍal’s associate, narrating 

numerous traditions from him.583 He is also said to have composed several books.584 

Yūnus’s connection to Mufawwiḍa/Mukhammisa/Muḥammadiyya teachings could be 

affirmed by the fact that the Shiʻi theologian Faḍl b. Shādhān al-Naysābūrī (d. ca. 

260/874-5) called Yūnūs ― together with Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, Muḥammad b. Sinān, and two 

others585 ― “the famous liars.”586 Faḍl was known for his polemics against the 

Mufawwiḍa and other ghulāt,587 and specifically―against a group in Nishapur, who 

ascribed supernatural abilities to the Prophet, the core belief of the Muḥammadiyya, 

and even wrote a book refuting this sect, titled Kitāb al-radd ‘alā l-ghāliyya al-

muḥammadiyya (The Book of Refutation of the Muḥammadiyya Extremists).588 Thus, if Yūnus 

were indeed the author of Kitāb al-aẓilla, Faḍl might have blamed him for his views on 

                                                                 
582 Najāshī, vol. 2: 423: “He was a mawlā, very weak, his sayings are not trustworthy, and all his books are 
confusion (takhlīṭ).” The term takhlīṭ was typically used for the teachings of the Mufawwiḍa (Modarressi, 
Crisis and Consolidation: 23); see also Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 673: “Yūnus b. Ẓubyān is accused (muttaham), and an 
extremist (ghālin).” The same author quotes a tradition where Yūnus calls Abū l-Khaṭṭāb “God’s 
messenger” (no. 674), and in another one, Yūnus claims to have heard God’s voice and is cursed for that 
by the Imam Riḍā (no. 673).  

583 Ibn Bābūya, Al-khiṣāl: 47, 328; Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir al-darajāt: 394; Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 537, vol. 4: 575, vol. 8: 
373-4; Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 598; Ṭūsī, Kitāb al-ghayba: 33. Yūnus also appears in Nuṣayrī texts, e.g., 
Strothmann, “Esoterische Sonderthemen bei den Nusairi”: 6, para. 7, 16, para. 62.  

584 Ṭūsī, Fihrist: 212; Ibn Shahrāshūb, Maʻālim al-‘ūlamā’: 132, f. 4; Najāshī, vol. 2: 423 

585 They are Yazīd al-Ṣā’igh and Abū Samīna Muhammad b. ‘Alī al-Ṣayrafī, on the latter see Kashshī, Rijāl, 
nos. 1031, 1033.  

586 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 1033.  

587 Kashshī, Rijāl, no 1028; see also Bayhom-Daou, “The Imam's Knowledge and the Quran according to al-
Faḍl b. Shādhān al-Nīsābūrī (d. 260A.H./874 A.D.).” 

588 Najāshī, vol. 2: 168;  
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Muhammad’s semi-divine nature, preserved in the above passage. A further indication 

of Yūnus’s connection with Mukhammisa/Muḥammadiyya circles is that, according to 

Ibn Shuʻba, the Mukhammisa (ahl al-takhmīs) considered Yūnus one of the aytām (sg. 

yatīm) of  Mufaḍḍal b. ‘Umar ― one of their abwāb (sg. bāb).589 Whatever yatīm and bāb 

mean in this context, they certainly refer to revered personalities, given the 

connotations of the two terms in other texts of the period.590 Further, Muhammad b. 

Nuṣayr’s Kitāb al-mithāl wa-l-ṣūra contains a tradition on Yūnus’s authority which also 

contains a strong Muḥammadiyya reference.591 Finally, a passage in one of KH’s first 

chapters,592 which, as I will show below, originated in a possibly Muḥammadiyya circle, 

contains a passage where Jaʻfar addresses Yūnus b. Ẓubyān, instead of Mufaḍḍal. The 

passage itself does not contain any Muḥammadiyya teachings, but its inclusion in a 

textual layer reflecting the teachings of a group of Muḥammadiyya leanings593 shows 

that he was perhaps viewed as their representative.  

As convenient as the hypothesis sounds, however, the evidence is too scanty, 

and the variables ― too many, so I will let Yūnus’s authorship remain an educated 

                                                                 
589 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 58-9. Ibn Shuʻba does not specify his source, but it could 
have been one of the Mukhammisa’s books, which, as he mentioned in his introduction, he personally 
possessed.   

590 Cf. e.g., their usage in KS.  

591 Muhammad b. Nuṣayr, Kitāb al-mithāl wa-l-ṣūra: 211. Incidentally, it is very similar to the passage from 
Kitāb al-aẓilla quoted above: “[In the beginning] there was God and no space (makān). Then He created 
space and made it contain but not be contained. And that is mīm”. Of course, mīm here refers to 
Muhammad. 

592 KH, ch. 1: 16.  

593 That it is possibly inserted, is seen from its ascription to Yūnus, whose name is never to appear in the 
book again (except in the last chapters in isnāds), and its stylistic divergence from the chapter in which it 
is included.  
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guess.594 The least we can state is that by the time of Jillī, who was the leader of the 

Nuṣayrīs in the second half of the 4th/10th c.,595 the book already existed.  

 

Kitāb al-ashbāḥ 

Four quotations found in the abovementioned Nuṣayrī texts appear under the 

titles Kitāb al-ashbāḥ and Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa l-aẓilla. Like in the previous case, here too, 

we have one text with a longer title and a shorter one. We know this from the fact that 

two of the excerpts, each appearing under one of the variant titles, are nearly identical, 

i.e., are taken from the same work.596 The other two quotations appear under the longer 

title.597 Having established that the four quotations are from the same book, let us look 

at their content.  

The quotation appearing twice, is an excerpt from a creation story, and presents 

a similar picture to that of KH.598 “With His hand” (bi yadih), God created the first Veil 

(ḥijāb), then made seven veils and named each of them Ādam. Afterwards, He created 

                                                                 
594 The example of Capezzone’s confident ascription of Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ to Isḥāq on the basis of just one 
passage in Masʻūdī and a missing link in the isnād―proven to be wrong in my Chapter Two thanks to 
newly discovered evidence― is more than instructive. Of course, there is more evidence showing 
Yūnus’s authorship than there was for Isḥāq, but still there are numerous possibilities which cannot be 
ruled out: e.g., Yūnus need not necessarily have believed in Muhammad’s divinity (there were ghulāt who 
did not), and the book may have been falsely ascribed to him like so many writings were ascribed to 
Mufaḍḍal; Faḍl’s polemic against the Muḥammadiyya, then, would have had nothing to do with Yūnus 
but with other “extremists.”  

595 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 261.  

596 Kitāb al-ashbāḥ is found in Ibn Shuʻba’s Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 74-7, and Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa-l-aẓilla in Jillī’s 
Ḥāwī l-asrār: 209-12.  

597 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 157; Muḥammad b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat Ikhtilāf al-‘alamayn: 
300-2.  

598 It is quoted immediately after the long passage from Kitāb al-aẓilla about the creation, and both appear 
under the heading Takwīn “Creation” (it is not clear whether the heading is Ḥasan b. Shuʻba’s or the 
editor’s).  
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seven bodies, in each of these bodies ― a devil’s soul (rūḥ iblīs), so there were seven 

devils just as there were seven Ādams. As in the well-known story, Devil―probably the 

first among them ― refused to worship Ādam, and the remaining Devils likewise 

refused to worship Ādam’s progeny, i.e. the humans (ādamiyūn).  God then brought 

forth seven heavens and seven earths, populating the former with the Ādams, and the 

latter with the Devils. God also made seven cycles (adwār, pl. of dawr), which are 

probably synonymous with the qibāb of other Nuṣayrī texts, i.e., refer to cycles of 

history. “All that [i.e. the creation]” took place during fifty one thousand years. The 

letters of the alphabet and the prostrations during prayer are also fifty one.  

The hierarchy of believers, although not identical with, but follows a pattern 

similar to KS, KH, and to later Nuṣayrī texts.599 The degrees of the hierarchy are600: 

mu’min, mumtaḥan, naqīb, najīb, mukhtaṣṣ, mukhallaṣ, ḥijāb, and bāb.601 The difference 

between the degrees is, as one would expect, that “some of them are higher than the 

others.”602 The world of devils contains the same degrees, increasingly farther removed 

from God, and bearing the same names.  

                                                                 
599 I have a detailed discussion of the degrees in my Chapter Two, see p. 89-90.  

600 The two variants have slight differences in the order in which they are arranged, and the one quoted 
in Ḥaqā’iq seems to be closer to the original because the other one of the degrees is missing, indicating, 
probably, that the passage was copied less accurately. 

601 In Ḥāwī l-asrār the degrees are presented the following way: mu’min, mumtaḥan, ikhtiṣāṣ (the verbal 
noun of ikhtaṣṣa, of which mukhtaṣṣ is a participle), najāba (again, the abstract noun of the verb najuba “to 
be noble,” whence najīb “the noble one,” its adjectival form, is derived), naqāba (this is the same 
grammatical form as the previous degree, from the root n-q-b), and ḥijābiyya “veil-ness.” That the passage 
is corrupted is suggested not only by the fact that, despite the author’s claim about the seven degrees, 
only six of them are listed, but also by the fact that it is stylistically incoherent, some of the degrees 
appearing in unusual forms such as najāba and ḥijābiyya, as they do in other texts, such as KS and KH.   

602 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 75; Jillī, Ḥāwī l-asrār: 210.   
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A statement about the small number of believers, and the large number of 

unbelievers, closely resembles one of KH’s chapters:603 “The believers become few and 

the unbelievers many, because the believers return to their places in the heaven and 

the bliss of purity, and the unbelievers return to transformation (maskh) [in the 

material world] and to suffering.”604 As in one of KH’s chapters,605 in this text also, 

whether one is a mu’min or a kāfir is pre-determined, because unbelievers become 

transformed a thousand times, whereas the believers, once created in human form, 

“will never exchange it”606 for another. Furthermore, even if a believer errs by 

disbelieving the truthful and by suspecting God and His friends of lies, it is out of 

ignorance, not obstinacy, so when the veil is lifted from his eyes, he will understand the 

truth and will believe.  

Believers are given seven bodies of light (nūr)―one body in each heaven. 

Conversely, the unbelievers have seven bodies of darkness (ẓulma). Thus they remained 

for fifty one thousand years. Although the material world―the seven heavens and 

seven earths, the believers’ and unbelievers’ bodies―has already been created, the 

description of what comes after this period implies that this was not quite it:  

This was before the creation would procreate (qabla an yatawālad al-khalq). Thus 
they remained for fifty one thousand years, then God made them procreate, so 
they procreated, and their bodies became intermixed.607 

                                                                 
603 KH, ch. 51: 143.  

604 Jillī, Ḥāwī l-asrār: 210; Ḥaqā’iq’s version is deficient because it omits several words, so the sentence does 
not make sense (p. 75).  

605 KH, ch. 21: 58.  

606 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 76; Ḥawī l-asrār: 211.  

607 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 77; Ḥawī l-asrār: 212.  
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It appears that in the initial period of fifty one thousand years, unbelievers and 

believers alike remained in a kind of a static condition, where everyone was given a 

body (or bodies). With procreation came the intermixing between the two groups. A 

passage from KH might explain what this “mixing” means. There, despite the extreme 

separation between believers and unbelievers, bodily mixing does occur between them, 

which is, however, merely an illusory mixing (imtizāj al-tashbīh).608 It happens when 

kuffār’s souls enter bodies which seem human, and which believers are unable to 

distinguish. As a result, the representatives of the two groups may eat and drink 

together, and even marry one another and produce offspring. However, this mixing is a 

mere illusion. To show its unreal nature, Ṣādiq stresses that bearing children from one 

another happens only “externally” (fī l-ẓāhir), which in this context  means “illusorily”; 

the “internal” (bāṭin) aspect of that, he says, is a great wonder and mystery known to 

the Imams only. 

The passage contains much that resembles KH, such as the idea of seven Ādams, 

seven heavens, and the separation between believers and unbelievers. Numerous 

details, however, show that the two texts are distinct. E.g., in KH, God created twelve 

cycles,609 whereas here they are only seven; the Devils too here are seven, and were 

created together with the Ādams, whereas in KH they were created from the sins of the 

believers, after the creation was accomplished,610 etc.  

                                                                 
608 KH, ch. 16: 47.  

609 KH, ch. 3: 23.  

610 KH, ch. 6: 28.  
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The next long passage, from Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa l-aẓilla, reveals still more 

differences with KH. There, the author speaks about three different worlds, the Greater 

World (al-ʻālam al-kabīr), the Smaller World (al-‘ālam al-ṣaghīr), and the World of Mixing 

(ʻālam al-mizāj). The passage itself is too short but the clue to its understanding is found 

in the text in which it is embedded, a discussion about the difference of the Great and 

Small worlds―“Epistle on the Difference between the Two Worlds” (Risālat ikhtilāf al-

‘ālamayn) by Muhammad b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī. The Greater World is created before the 

Smaller one611 and is closer to God; it is then followed by the World of Mixing.612 Both 

the Greater and the Smaller worlds include seven degrees of humans. The Great one 

contains the seven degrees mentioned in the previous passage.613 The Smaller world’s 

degrees are (from lowest to highest): lāḥiq “the adjacent,” mustamiʻ “the listener,” sā’iḥ 

“the traveler,” muqaddas “the holy,” rūḥānī “the spiritual,” karrūbī “the cherub,” and 

muqarrab “the one who is brought near [to God].”614 The inhabitants of both worlds are 

luminous, as opposed to the World of Mixing,615 and are free of the necessity to eat, 

                                                                 
611 Muḥammad b. Shuʻba  al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat ikhtilāf al-‘ālamayn: 297.  

612 It is nowhere stated that the World of Mixing was created after the Small World, but it hierarchically 
follows it. Before the quotation from the Kitāb al-ashbāḥ, the Risāla states that “matter reaches from the 
Meaning [i.e. God] to the Name, from the Name to the Door, [then] to the Great World, from the Great 
world to the Small world, [then] to the World of Mixing” (p. 300). The word “matter” (mādda) here 
probably refers to the knowledge of God, for later, the author of Kitāb al-ashbāḥ speaks of the passage of 
“matter in knowledge and in God’s Unicity (tawḥīd)… from the Greater world” to the Smaller world (p. 
303).  

613 The degrees, although similar to those in the previous excerpt, are not identical. However, this might 
very well be a scribal error, and does not necessarily indicate that they are taken from two different 
texts, as is seen from the two variants of the same list quoted in two different versions of the same text. 
The degrees presented here are: mumtaḥan, mukhallaṣ, mukhtaṣṣ, najīb, naqīb, yatīm, and bāb (p. 301).  

614 Muḥammad b. Shuʻba  al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat ikhtilāf al-‘ālamayn: 301.  

615 Muḥammad b. Shuʻba  al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat ikhtilāf al-‘ālamayn: 301.  
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drink, and of other bodily needs.616 Another contrast between the Greater and the 

Smaller worlds on the one hand, and the World of Mixing on the other, is that the 

number of the inhabitants of the two higher worlds is limited, whereas the latter’s 

residents “are countless, and no one can encompass [their number] save for their 

Creator.”617 The yatīms, then, are five, the naqībs twelve, the najībs twenty eight. For the 

rest of the inhabitants of the Greater and the Smaller Worlds, the author gives two 

numbers―“one hundred thousand and twenty four thousand,” and it is not clear 

whether each of them refers to one of the worlds, or if they signify something else. 

Then he states that they all think “that they are prophets and apostles, [whereas] all 

prophets and apostles are [in reality] Muhammad.” This is all the theology that the 

excerpt contains. It also has three poetic passages ascribed to a certain sayyidunā (our 

master), who is in all likelihood the Prophet, for earlier the author refers to him as “our 

master Muhammad.”618 

The World of Mixing, discussed here, is probably connected to, and arose after, 

the intermixing of the bodies of believers and unbelievers discussed in the previous 

excerpt. If this is indeed the case, then we have the following picture. God creates the 

Greater world with a sevenfold hierarchy of believers, then the Smaller world―with a 

hierarchy of its own. After fifty one thousand years, when the believers become 

intermixed with unbelievers, the World of Mixing emerges.  

                                                                 
616 Muḥammad b. Shuʻba  al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat ikhtilāf l-‘ālamayn: 297.  

617 Muḥammad b. Shuʻba  al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat ikhtilāf al-‘ālamayn: 301.  

618 Muḥammad b. Shuʻba  al-Ḥarrānī, Risālat ikhtilāf al-‘ālamayn: 301. 
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Finally, a short excerpt from Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa l-aẓilla is quoted in Ḥaqā’iq asrār 

al-dīn, but due to the lack of context it remains unclear.619 The idea that is expressed 

clearly in the passage is that “disobedience in the state of veiling (fī l-ḥijāb) is extreme, 

and obedience in it is extreme, and there are no disobedience and no obedience after 

these,” implying that the Veil can be removed. Indeed, the same passage speaks of 

“tearing the Veil.”620  

In sum, Kitāb al-ashbāḥ teaches that there are seven Ādams―who are the same 

as the Veils―seven heavens, and seven earths. There are two luminous worlds, the 

Greater one, which is closer to God, and the Smaller one; the inhabitants of each have 

seven degrees of spiritual perfection. These two worlds are followed by the World of 

Mixing, which is not luminous, and where apparently the mixing between believers and 

unbelievers occurs. Unbelievers are punished by transformation (masūkhiyya).  

Despite the existing similarities, Kitāb al-ashbāḥ contains enough differences 

with KH to indicate that they are two different works. No wonder, then, that Massignon 

has listed Kitāb al-ashbāḥ wa l-aẓilla as Mufaḍḍal’s work.  There is nothing more, alas, 

that could help us understand the work’s authorship, and there is no information that 

could enable us to reject or confirm Ivanow’s supposition that it is by Jaʻfar’s 

contemporary Ibrāhīm b. Jaʻfar.   

                                                                 
619 P. 157.  

ملك الدنيا و إذا ھتك الحجاب فقتله جعل في أشر المسوخية ] خطأً؟[أما الخالفة فتكون على قدر الحجاب إن أراد أن يقتله فلم يفعل خطا  620
.و ذلك أّن المعصية في الحجاب ھي الغاية و الطاعة فيه ھي الغاية و ال طاعة و ال معصية بعدھما   

Due to its shortness and the lack of context, many parts of this passage are hard to understand, and the 
English translation can be very conventional: “As to deputyship (khilāfa), it happens to the degree of the 
Veil (ḥijāb) if the king of [this] world (malik al-dunyā) wants to kill him who has done no wrong [if he/He 
wants to kill the king who has done no wrong]. If [when? idhā] he [i.e. the king, or He, i.e. God] tears his 
Veil, he will be transformed into the worst type of masūkhiyya, for disobedience in the state of veiling (fī 
l-ḥijāb) is extreme, and obedience in it is extreme, and there are no disobedience and no obedience after 
these.”  
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Summary 

Thus, the two titles that appear in lists of Nuṣayrī works and in Nuṣayrī 

literature, are not identical with KH. Yet, they are the product of the same theological 

milieu, and circulated in the same circles, which explains the large quotation from Kitāb 

al-aẓilla in KH. Hence also the similarity of their content and titles. It is possible that KH 

was part of a larger tradition of writings about aẓilla and ashbāḥ, which circulated 

among the ghulāt. Therefore, Muhammad b. Sinān’s Kitāb al-aẓilla, mentioned by 

Najāshī, could have been a separate treatise belonging to the same tradition and not 

Mufaḍḍal’s work, as Halm has argued, all the more so that a work with the exact same 

title is mentioned among Ibn Kathīr al-Hāshimī’s writings.621 

 

  

                                                                 
621 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: 172.  
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Deconstructing KH 

Heinz Halm has observed that the text of KH consists of more than one layers.622 

He argues that the earlier one was probably written by the famous ghālī Muḥammad b. 

Sinān, Mufaḍḍal’s younger contemporary (d. 220/835) and a frequent narrator of his 

ḥadīth,623 and comprises chapters One to Fifty Nine. The remaining eight chapters and 

the Introduction, he states, have probably been added later by the Nuṣayrīs.624 Halm 

explains Muḥammad b. Sinān’s authorship by the fact that among his works Najāshī 

mentions a certain Kitāb al-aẓilla,625 which, according to Halm, in its main part is the 

same as Kitāb al-haft wa l-aẓilla. The introduction was also probably added later, together 

with the last eight chapters.  

Halm further notes that the earlier layer, too, does not seem to be uniform. 

Indeed, several theological ideas in it have been expressed differently in different 

chapters, and the chapters with stories stylistically differ from the rest. Halm does not 

much elaborate on the structure of the text and on the differences between its layers, 

                                                                 
622 From Halm’s argument, it follows that he considers chapters fifty-nine to sixty-seven later additions 
because they consist entirely of ḥadīth: “Wir haben es auch hier mit einem festen Kern zu tun: der Ṣādiq-
Mufaḍḍāl-Apokalypse (Kap. 1-59 […]) vorgeschaltet is eine Einleitung des nuṣairitischen Redaktors und 
angehängt sind allerlei Einzeltraditionen […]” (“Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II: 66). This is not the case, 
however, for only the last three chapters consist of traditions. Despite this, his implication that the last 
eight chapters are added later is correct, but for other reasons which I will discuss shortly.   

623 See, e.g. Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 45, 196, 197, 418, 419, 442, 447, 474, vol. 2: 364, vol. 3: 147, 217-8; Barqī, 
Maḥāsin, vol. 1: 186, 187, 188, 224; Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir: 220-1, 228, 436, 474; Kashshī, Rijāl, nos. 216, 592, 982; Ṭūsī, 
Istibṣār, vol. vol. 1: 209, 462, vol. 3: 229.  

624 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II: 66-7; “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 236-241; id., Die Islamische Gnosis: 
242.   

625 Najāshī, Rijāl vol. 2: 210. This author ascribes several other works to Muḥammad b. Sinān, Kitāb al-
makāsib, Kitāb al-ḥajj, Kitāb al-ṣayd wa l-dhabā’iḥ, Kitāb al-shirā’ wa l-bayʻ, Kitāb al-waṣiyya, and Kitāb al-
Nawādir, see ibid.  
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much less does he discuss the divisions in the earlier layer, treating it as a single entity 

in reconstructing the theology of KH,626 and calling it a “firm kernel of the text.”627  

It turns out, however, that the kernel is not all too firm. For one thing, a large 

number of chapters stand out from the rest due to their themes, style, and peculiarities 

of the vocabulary. For another, several theological ideas are not described consistently 

throughout this layer, which might indicate additions to the initial core of the text. 

Finally, passages of KH and some other related books, found in several newly published 

Nuṣayrī texts in the series Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī, give us clues that would allow to 

dissociate its various components.   

To analyze the composition of KH, I will begin by sorting out the chapters which 

are similar in style and content and differ from other parts of the book, and will group 

chapters with possible common origin together. To this end, I will study the theological 

and stylistic inconsistencies found in them, and compare them to other texts, including 

heresiographic accounts and Nuṣayrī writings.  

Upon close examination, it becomes obvious that KH consists of so many 

different layers that it is difficult to tell whether it existed at one time as a unified text 

composed by one author, with chapters later inserted into it, or whether from the very 

beginning it was a collection of different textual fragments, then put together by an 

editor. Be it as it may, it is possible to see an initial core of eight chapters, with which 

the book begins, which are probably the earliest layer of the text. The rest of the book 

                                                                 
626 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II: 67-71. 

627 “Wir haben es auch hier mit einem festen Kern zu tun: der Ṣādiq-Mufaḍḍal Apokalypse (Kap. 1-59)” 
(Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II: 66). In a footnote, however, he acknowledges that this layer itself 
might not be the product of one author (f. 203).  
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consists of groups or pairs of chapters also unified by common content and style, and of 

single chapters not fitting into the context. For the clear continuity and coherence 

between the initial eight chapters, I will judge all subsequent chapters against this core.   

At this stage of our knowledge about ghulāt literature, the text can be divided 

into seven textual layers. Not all chapters falling within these categories have common 

authors, but they share a number of stylistic and theological similarities with each 

other, and have probably been added to the initial core text together. Within these 

groups, I have found sub-groups, the common origin of which I will demonstrate. 

Possibly the earliest layer (A), the initial eight chapters, followed by the next two, differ 

from the other groups―among other elements―by their strong emphasis on the role 

of the Prophet Muhammad in the guidance of humanity and the marginal role of the 

Imams. It is here that the myth of seven Ādams and shadows and phantoms is 

expressed most fully. Following Halm’s wording, I will call this layer the “Firm Kernel.” 

The second group stands out for the importance accorded the Imams (B). For this 

reason, I conventionally call these “the Shiʻi layer.” The third group also shows 

reverence to the Imams, but otherwise sharply diverges from the rest of KH, and forms 

a separate textual layer (C). Because they are mostly in the form of stories, rather than 

theological discussions, I will call them the “Narrative chapters.” The fourth group 

consists of a number of related chapters, which do not contradict the initial eight, but 

at the same time do not have enough similarities to show affinity to them (D). Their 

main focus is God’s justice. The fifth category comprises two chapters which, although 

not entirely unified in content, for their stylistic peculiarities still form a distinct group 

(E). The sixth layer is a passage from Kitāb al-aẓilla, which was discussed above (F).  The 
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last three chapters, finally, stand out in that they entirely consist of ḥadīth and lack any 

narrative structure (G). They are the latest of KH’s layers.  

In discussing the layers of the text, I will first focus on the larger groups of 

chapters, and will proceed in numerical order only when dealing with single ones.  

 

The “Firm Kernel” (1-8) 

One difficulty that I encountered in my attempt to find later insertions into the 

text and comparing its outstanding parts to the rest, is that this “rest” itself is not very 

uniform, and it is difficult to find the core of what initially was meant to be the Kitāb al-

haft.  There is, however, a group of chapters forming a continuity in content, in style, 

and connected by various textual markers, which show that they were composed in the 

very sequence they appear in the current recension. Their thematic coherence, 

moreover, shows that they most probably are the earliest layer around which the 

entire book was then woven together. This “kernel” is comprised of chapters One to 

Eight.628 Chapters Nine to Eleven could also very well belong to the same textual layer 

as they contain no contradiction it. They lack, however, explicit markers which would 

make this connection beyond doubt. Thus, in order to create a touchstone against 

which to judge the entire text of KH, and to show that the initial eight chapters do form 

one continuous piece of writing, composed by one author, I will demonstrate the 

connections between them. I will begin by present the cosmological story found in 

them, and then will analyze the markers of their unity. 

 

                                                                 
628 Pp. 15-22.  
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Creation and Fall: the Cosmology and Theology of the First Eight Chapters 

These chapters speak about the creation of the world. First, God created a 

shadow (ẓill, pl. aẓilla) from His will. He then divided it into numerous shadows. God 

then praised Himself and they praised Him, and this continued for seven thousand 

years. From this praise, He created the seventh heaven and the spirits (ashbāḥ), making 

them into clothes for the shadows.629  

It is now clear what exactly the aẓilla and ashbāḥ are. They seem to be benign 

spiritual beings, since they are God’s first creature. One passage explains the reason 

why they received their respective names; “the shadows (aẓilla) were called aẓilla as 

they were in the shadow (ẓill) of God’s light, the phantoms (ashbāḥ) were called ashbāḥ 

because they are God’s essence (dhāt).”630 This does not add much to our understanding 

of the two types of spiritual beings. However, a ḥadīth in Kulaynī’s Kāfī, which likely 

stems from the same religious environment, contains a hint as to what they were 

perceived to be. Thus, here the Imams say that they were created in the very beginning 

(just like in KH), and were shadows (aẓilla) and phantoms of light (ashbāḥ nūr).631 Of 

course, it is nowhere stated in KH that these are the Imams, but Kāfī’s passage does 

demonstrate the reverence that existed toward these spiritual entities. And since, as I 

will show later, the two traditions likely stem from the same religious environment as 

this layer of KH, one may assume that in this text, the shadows and phantoms were also 

                                                                 
629 In all the three editions the phrase appears as: thumma khalaqa min tasbīḥ al-aẓilla l-ashbāḥ wa jaʻalahā l-
aẓilla: “Then from the praise of the shadows He created the spirits and made them into shadows”. This 
sentence does not make sense. The solution is found in Halm’s translation (based on Strothmann’s 
unpublished edition), where he has inserted the word libās “clothes”, see Die Islamische Gnosis: 248, n. 531. 

630 KH, ch. 2: 21.  
 
631 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 441, 442.  
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likely revered beings, if not the Imams themselves. Furthermore, as I will demonstrate 

later, in various layers of KH, the reverence of the Imams and the ideas about the aẓilla 

and ashbāḥ are mutually exclusive, i.e., the layer may either discuss these two, or talk 

about the Imams. One may wonder whether the absence of the Imams from the 

chapters with the phantoms and shadows is because the latter are the phantoms and 

shadows.  

From His own praise of Himself, he created the highest Veil (al-ḥijāb al-aʻlā). God 

then created the seventh Paradise from the seventh heaven, then the first Ādam. He 

then took a covenant (mīthāq) from him and his offspring: He affirmed that He is their 

Lord and creator, and they responded that there is no God except Him:  

Then He created the first Ādam and took a covenant from him and his offspring. 
He, the Powerful and the Magnificent, said: “who is your Lord”, {They said, ‘May 
You be glorified! We have knowledge only of what you have taught us. You are 
the All Knowing and All Wise’}632… then He spoke to them: “do you know that I 
am your highest Lord? I have the power to create your likes, but you cannot 
create my like.” They said: “Yes, there is no God but You.” So this is the 
covenant that He took from them.”633  
 
Then God created seven Ādams, and for each He created a Paradise and a 

heaven, and then―seven times everything He had first created. The first person who 

responded to the covenant was the first Ādam, then the second, etc., hence the first 

Ādam’s superiority over the remaining ones. God sealed a covenant with the 

inhabitants of all seven heavens. In each heaven God created a spring, immersed the 

shadows and the spirits into it, and they became souls in bodies (arwāḥ fī abdān). Then 

                                                                 
632 Qur’ān 2:32.  

633 KH, ch. 1: 18.  
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God created seven days, one day for each heaven, and commanded each heaven to 

praise Him in a certain way.  

The sevenfold creation is arranged in a hierarchical order. The highest and 

closest to God are the heaven, light, and Ādam whom He created fist, and who accepted 

the covenant before all others; the lowest are the ones He created last.634 In order to 

communicate with any of these worlds, God needed an intermediary. This idea 

resembles the picture drawn by KS’s author, with the difference that KS has only one 

material world with which God communicates; also, here, unlike KS, the Veils are not 

represented by historical and Biblical personalities. According to the “Kernel’s” author, 

because of the hierarchical difference between the levels of creation, for each of them 

God created one particular Veil (ḥijāb), meant to help Him to communicate with it. “If 

God descends into a heaven, He dons the Veil of that heaven… He appears to His 

creation in this quality in order to instruct them, so that they might understand what 

He says; for something is only understood by someone who has the same image and the 

same type.”635 Each Veil, thus, corresponds to one particular heaven. Likewise, in each 

of these worlds God created bodies from His light for the souls, so that, “when a soul636 

ascends into a heaven, it is clothed into a body that fits.”637  

The idea of God’s instruction (ta’dīb) of His creatures, which is the reason behind 

the creation of the Veils, concludes the creation story: after explaining to His creation 

                                                                 
634 KH, ch. 1: 18-20.   

635 KH, ch. 2: 22.  

636 All editions have “body” (badan) instead of “soul”, but it does not make sense.   

637 KH, ch. 2: 22.  
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how He made them, God told them how He made the dark material bodies (abdān 

ẓulmāniyya… jismāniyya) and the Demons (al-abālisa).638  

God created the Devil from the transgressions (maʻāṣī) and mistakes of the 

believers. Unlike the latter, however, he was not taught what he was made from.639 

Then follows the Qur’ānic story where God commanded the angels to worship Ādam, 

with the difference that here the Devil is not one of the angels. So after the angels 

worshipped Adam as their qibla, God commanded the Devil and his progeny to do the 

same, but he replied with this Qur’ānic verse: {I am better than him: You made me from 

fire, and him from clay}.640 The author’s response to Iblīs is that in clay there is water, 

implying that Ādam is superior to him. From the rebellion of the Devil God made the 

disobeying women, and from the rebellion of his progeny He made the masūkhiyya―the 

transformation into non-human form. From the non-human forms God created the 

bodies for the Devil and his offspring.  

There is thus a symmetrical relationship between Ādam and his offspring on the 

one hand, and the Devil and his offspring on the other. The former are made of light, 

and their bodies of clay. The latter are made of fire and their bodies are made from the 

bodies that are part of the cycle of transformations into animals and inanimate objects.  

The function of the Veils is not restricted to making God knowable to a 

particular heaven. In the story of the Fall, which follows the account of creation, it is 

meant to conceal God from those who disobeyed Him as a punishment. In chapter Four, 

                                                                 
638 KH, ch. 2: 22.  

639 KH, ch. 6: 28.  

640 Qur’ān 38:76.  
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it is stated that after God finished instructing the people, they decided to worship God 

in heaven, without descending onto earth, “not knowing that in this, there is 

disobedience and rejection of God the most high.”641 Thus, God’s command here was 

that humans descend upon earth and worship Him from there. From their disobedience 

He created a Veil and hid behind it, then for each of the humans He made seven bodies 

into which they began to be continuously reborn, moving from one to the other, and 

feeling guilty and perplexed for having lost their proximity to God. As an act of Mercy, 

however, God sent the Prophet Muhammad to guide them to the right path.  

 

Connection Markers 

Now let us see what textual markers connect the eight chapters. First of all, they 

form one continuous story. Chapter One tells how God created the world, the seven 

Ādams, the seven heavens, the phantoms and shadows, and the Veils. It ends by stating 

that this “continued for fifty thousand years.”642 The following one begins with, “then 

in each heaven God created a Paradise,”643 suggesting a narrative continuity between 

the two. After discussing the different heavens, Veils, the phantoms and shadows, it 

ends with the statement that after the phantoms and shadows learned what God had 

taught them, “He began telling them how He created the dark (ẓulmāniyya) bodies, that 

is, the material ones, and how He created the demons.”644 Here, the link with the 

                                                                 
641 KH, ch. 4: 25.  

642 P. 20.  

643 P. 21.  

644 P. 22.  
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following chapter is more straightforward, beginning with the paraphrase of the 

sentence: “When they understood it, He began telling the inhabitants of each heaven 

how He created the dark (ẓulmāniyya) bodies,645 how He created the demons, and how 

He created and formed them, and what the night, in which they live, is.” Thus, what 

God has done to this point, including the creation of the heavens, the earths, the 

Ādams, and the believers, is one act of creation. The end of this act is marked by the 

beginning phrase of chapter Four: “Then God stopped doing all that for a period of fifty 

thousand years.”646 The chapter then continues to tell how the people rebelled and 

refused to descend to earth to worship God there.647 The connection with what follows 

is again very clear. Chapter Four ends with the description of how, after God hid from 

the people as punishment for the their disobedience, they, “losing the closeness [to 

Him], the sight of Him, and His sweetness, felt lonely, remained perplexed, unable to 

return to the right path from what they had been doing, and felt sorrow and regret.”648 

Chapter Five opens with the solution to this perplexity: “When they felt perplexed, 

regretted, and became lost, God felt mercy toward them and sent messengers to 

them.”649 The connection between chapters Five and Six is quite explicit. The former 

                                                                 
645 Here I follow Ghālib’s edition (p. 47). Tamir’s version is “He began telling the inhabitants of each 
heaven, in their heaven (bi samā’ihā)…” (p. 23). “In their heaven” does not make sense, and is 
grammatically incorrect, for ahl, which in this context stands for “inhabitants”, requires a masculine 
plural possessive pronoun―samā’ihim instead of the feminine singular pronoun in samā’ihā, used for 
inanimate plural nouns.  

646 P. 25.  

647 The phrase about God’s command for the people to descend to the earth is omitted in Tāmir’s version 
and is found in Ghālib’s (p. 49).  

648 Ghālib: 26.  

649 Ghālib: 27.  
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ends with Mufaḍḍal’s question to Jaʻfar about what God created from the disobedience 

of the believers, and the reply is “the cursed Iblīs.”650 The latter begins with the same 

statement: “… He created Iblīs from the disobedience of the believers.”651 Chapter Seven 

is more loosely connected to the preceding one, but its content and style suggest that it 

is meant to conclude what was said in the previous six parts. It begins with the 

discussion of how the Devil felt hatred toward the believers, and how God guided 

humanity through Muhammad, and how He told humans not to disclose to the Devil 

and his progeny what He made them from. The concealment of His secret, Jaʻfar says, is 

a “test of their obedience and disobedience.”652 Finally, the chapter concludes with the 

covenant which God took from the believers, the messengers, and the legatees (awṣiyā’), 

which is to acknowledge that He is their Creator, ordering them to “hide it and to 

conceal it.” 

The beginning of chapter Eight,653 finally, concludes the theme of creation. It 

opens by “then God gathered the souls of the messengers, the legatees, and the 

believers,” i.e. those who had taken the covenant in the previous chapter, mentioned 

here in the very same order. For their souls, God composed a writ (kitāb) on a tablet 

(lawḥ) of light, making Muhammad witness this.654 Muhammad’s important role is 

                                                                 
650 Ghālib: 27.  

651 Ghālib: 28.  

652 Ghālib: 31.  

653 Ghālib: 33-4.  

654 Alternatively, the phrase could be interpreted as “He made Muhammad a witness to the souls” 
(instead of witnessing the composing of the writ) because of the feminine possessive pronoun (-hā), 
which might refer to the “souls”: fa kataba ‘alā arwāḥihim kitāban wa ashhada ‘alayhā Muḥamadan “He 
composed for their souls a writ and made Muhammad witness them [i.e. the souls],” (KH 8: 33).  
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stressed by that “on that day, there was no other witness save Muhammad.” God then 

sealed the tablet and hid it in the tent (surādiq) of His throne.  

The second part of the chapter is logically connected to this passage and forms 

part of the narrative, and although they do not directly relate to the creation story, 

there is no reason to consider them inserted. Here, Jaʻfar elaborates on the idea of 

“witness”, quoting Qur’ān 4:41, and interpreting it as referring to Muhammad. The 

connection of chapter Nine655 to the preceding is looser, for it does not relate to the 

narrative, but it could belong to the core text, for it emerges out of Mufaḍḍal’s question 

in the preceding chapter, namely, whether a Qur’ānic verse quoted by the Imam related 

to divorce. And so the chapter is about testifying in divorce. However, despite that it 

shows no signs of later addition to the text, I will limit the “Kernel” to the initial eight 

chapters, to be on the safe side.  

I tried to demonstrate that the initial eight chapters of KH do indeed form one 

single textual unit, as seen from their content and style. Moreover, if the title of the 

work―The Book of the Seven and the Shadows―is in any way related to its content, then 

the content of these chapters fully corresponds to what the chapter announces it to be. 

And although many subsequent chapters probably also belong to the original core, this 

group, for its stylistic and theological coherence, will be the first touchstone against 

which to judge all subsequent material.  

 

The “Shiʻi” Chapters 

                                                                 
655 P. 35.  
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This layer is not uniform and consists of several groups of chapters of common 

origin, as well as single chapters which are difficult to classify with any of the existing 

groups. They all, however, share two important features, setting them apart from the 

“Firm Kernel,” and enabling me to view them as a separate group. The first is the 

reverence of the Imams, lacking in the first layer. The second is the absence of the 

teaching of aẓilla and ashbāḥ, and the seven heavens, i.e. the main ideas discussed in the 

initial eight chapters. Apart from these, there are numerous other differences, found in 

separate chapters and groups, which I will discuss separately.  

 

Death, Birth, and the Imams (33-35, 37, 25) 

These five chapters revolve around one common topic―death, birth, and the 

issues of purity and impurity connected to them. Furthermore, Thirty Three to Thirty 

Seven (Thirty Six excluded) display enough similarities to enable me to state that they 

were penned by the same person. Chapter Twenty Five has similar content but does not 

have enough similarities in style and vocabulary with the other four, so I will leave the 

question of its membership in the group open.  

The theme begins with chapter Thirty Three which, incidentally, is called 

“About the Last Ādam and his Age” and does not contain mention of the Imams or 

anything related, but is a shorter version of, and shares common vocabulary with the 

following chapter which is very openly Shiʻi. Chapter Thirty Three begins by the 

statement that God created for the last Ādam (presumably―the last of the seven) one 

earth, one heaven, one Fire, and one Paradise―just as He did for all Ādams that 

preceded him. In each Paradise He created a spring called “the spring of life” (‘ayn al-
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ḥayāt). It is here that the story of the death and rebirth of the believers begins. The 

spring, Jaʻfar tells Mufaḍḍal, is where believers rest. When they die, their soul is carried 

to the heaven and is immersed into the spring. This helps the believer to forget any 

sorrow and grief that he has experienced in his life, and he dons “his luminous body” 

(badanahu l-nūrī), remaining in Paradise with the angels.  

The topic is elaborated further in Thirty Four―“How the Believers are Born, 

where they Become Established, and how they Return after Death.” When a believer 

dies, his soul is carried upwards, and the Imam ‘Alī looks at it.656 If the person is a pure 

believer, he is carried even further657 and is immersed in the “spring of light,” then 

dons “his luminous body,” just as in the preceding chapter.658  

What follows in this chapter and in the following one (“On the Birth of 

Unbelievers”), shows the author’s view of purity and female body. Here, the believers’ 

and unbelievers’ souls undergo diametrically opposed procedures which underscore, 

on the one hand, the purity of the believers and the impurity of the unbelievers. In 

keeping with this logic, chapter Twenty Five states that “The bodies of believers […] do 

not live in the narrowness of bodies, in wombs, or in darkness.”659 The unbeliever’s 

condition, presented in this chapter briefly to contrast the believer’s, will be fully 

                                                                 
656 Here I prefer Ghālib’s version (p. 106) over Tāmir’s, who has just ilā l-imām “to the Imam” instead of ilā 
l-imām ‘Alī, and who, instead of fa-yanẓur “and he looks” has fa-yanfuth “and he breathes” (p. 88).  

657 This statement gives an impression that an unbeliever would also be taken to ‘Alī, who, after looking 
at it, would not allow his soul to be carried up. The passage, however, is silent about this, and the 
following chapter describe the unbeliever’s journey differently. The logical incoherence could be 
explained as a result of tautology: “When a believer dies…” followed by “and if he turns out to be a 
believer”.  

658 P. 88.  

659 P. 72.  
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discussed in the following chapter. As soon as the believer’s soul leaves its old body, the 

woman meant to be its mother in the next cycle of rebirth, conceives. During the entire 

period of pregnancy, the soul of the believer stays away from the womb and enjoys the 

pleasures of Paradise the angels, while the unbeliever remains in the impurity of the 

womb and suffers. When the moment of birth arrives, God makes a covenant with the 

soul, and because its entry into the body is thereby slowed down, the woman goes into 

labor and suffers. Then the soul descends, together with the angels and the Imam, and 

enters the body of the newborn. Upon leaving the mother’s womb, the newborn looks 

upwards, toward the Imam and the angels, and smiles, or, seeing them leave, cries.  

The death and birth of unbelievers is discussed in both chapters―Thirty Four 

and Thirty Five. In contrast to the pure and blissful condition of the believers, when the 

kuffār’s souls are temporarily separated from the material world, they undergo constant 

suffering and dwell in the impurity of the maternal womb. After death, the kāfir’s soul 

undergoes the exact opposite of what the souls of believers have experienced. It is first 

taken by the angels to a fiery spring called the “Spring of Blame” (‘ayn al-irdhāl)―the 

counterpart of the “Spring of Life”―the tortures of which make him forget all the 

pleasures he has experienced during his life.660 The soul is kept there for forty days, and 

when the sperm in the mother’s womb becomes a “blood clot” (‘alaqa), it suffers there, 

“amid menstruation, blood, feces, and darkness.”661 The kāfir’s birth also mirrors that of 

the believer. When the time arrives, the angels of suffering gather around the soul, 

which becomes horrified seeing them, thinking that it is entering new suffering, and 

                                                                 
660 KH, ch. 35: 90.  

661 Ghālib, ch. 34: 107; see also KH, ch. 35: 90-1.  
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will be taken back to the “Spring of Blame.” Finally, the Imam also arrives and slows 

down the birth, so the fetus turns upside down from fear, and when it finally comes 

out, it cries and frowns, and feces comes out of its throat. The newborn continues 

crying until the Imam and the angels leave him.662 

As we see, these two chapters present the mirroring images of the death and 

birth of believers and unbelievers, where all the stages that the two undergo mirror 

each other. On the other hand, chapter Thirty Three is the shorter version of the 

following one, sharing with it many elements, which in its turn indicates that the three 

chapters form one story.  

Chapter Thirty Seven663 (“The Birth of the Prophets, Legatees, the Friends 

(awliyā’), the Doors, and the Veils”) forms the thematic continuation of the theme of 

death and rebirth, focusing this time on the Imams, whom it occasionally calls awṣiyā’ 

“legatees.”664 It begins with a statement connecting it to Chapter Thirty Five and Thirty 

Four:665  

I asked our lord [Jaʻfar al-]Ṣādiq about the birth of the legatees, and he, peace 
upon him, said: “Lo and behold, oh Mufaḍḍal, it is so astonishing! The believer is 
[born] as I have told you in the proceeding chapters. How are, then, the 
prophets, legatees (awṣiyā’), and Imams born? The believer’s birth differs from 
the birth of the unbeliever. But I will mention to you the birth of the legatees. 

                                                                 
662 Ghālib, ch. 35: 109.  

663 P. 93-6.  

664 The term awṣiyā’ is problematic, for in the beginning Jaʻfar names them along with prophets and the 
Imams (“…how are the prophets, the awṣiyā’, and the Imams born?”, p. 93). However, later in the chapter 
(p. 95), after discussing the birth of the legatees, Jaʻfar begins speaking about the Imams, as if continuing 
the same story. Given the strong pro-Shiʻi bias of the chapter, and the fact that it alludes that 
Fāṭima―mother of two Imams―Is the mother of the awṣiyā’ (p. 94), this term does refer to the Imams.  

665 P. 93. As I mentioned in the beginning of this section, the short chapter Thirty Six does not fit in the 
context, but there is no good reason to consider it inserted for it does not contradict anything in this 
group of chapters.  
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Beware, O Mufaḍḍal, that the birth of the legatees differs from the birth of the 
believers just as the believer’s birth differs from the unbeliever’s. 
 
The reason to be astonished, it turns out, is that the mothers of the legatees (i.e., 

in this case, the Imams) are not female but male; they are angels who have taken female 

form. In keeping with the chapter’s pro-Shiʻi theme, Jaʻfar then interprets Qur’ānic 

verses 90:1-4 as referring to ‘Alī’s son Abū l-Faḍl, who died with Ḥusayn during the 

battle of Karbalā’. Finally, Jaʻfar goes back to the theme of the maternal womb, restating 

that the believers never dwell in its darkness, amid the impurity of “blood and 

menstruation.” Furthermore, just as the believers are purer than unbelievers in that 

their souls never dwell in a womb, the Imams are even purer ― their bodies “are 

purified from all filth, and never enter the narrowness of the womb.” So the birth and 

death of the Imam in reality “are not birth and death,” but resemble, rather, the 

donning and shedding of a shirt. Thus, chapter Thirty Seven forms a logical 

continuation of the previous three, putting the Imams at the top of a tripartite 

hierarchy of purity, where they, the most pure, are followed by, respectively, the 

believers and the unbelievers, who are the most impure. 

Whether chapter Twenty Five is directly related to the group, is unclear. It does 

share with it some ideas, such as the statement that “the souls of believers have never 

dwelt in the narrowness of bodies, wombs, or darkness,”666 or its focus on the Imams 

and the importance of the shīʻa. Thus, it begins with Jaʻfar’s statement that: 

God created us before creation and before Ādam by a thousand years. We were 
phantoms around the Throne, praising God…, then we descended upon the 
earth and into bodies, and praised Him [still more], and the inhabitants of the 
earth praised [Him] with us.667   

                                                                 
666 KH, ch. 25: 72.  

667 P. 71.  
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The pronoun “we” in this passage probably refers to the “legatees (awṣiyā’), the 

prophets, and the Imams,” for in the following sentence the author mentions them, 

along with Muhammad, ‘Alī, and their followers and partisans (shīʻa) as those, whom 

God chose to favor with His mercy. After this happened, they accepted the walāya. In 

this context, the term refers probably both to the closeness between God and Imam, 

and between Imam and believer.668  

The importance of the Imams and the statement about the believer’s birth is no 

proof of the connection of this chapter to the previously discussed ones. As I have 

shown, many more chapters ― which are not necessarily connected to this group ― do 

accord the Imams a special place among the creation. The discussion of the exclusion of 

the believers’ souls from the maternal wombs, although similar to what will be 

discussed in chapter Thirty Four, is not very detailed and does not allow, therefore, to 

draw more parallels between the two.  Besides, the topic of the believers’ “pure birth” 

has had some currency among Shiʻi circles and could have made its way into the text 

from elsewhere.669  

To sum up, the four chapters ― Thirty Three to Thirty Seven ― are 

thematically related due to the numerous similarities in content, structure, and 

vocabulary, and the narrative continuity between them. They all display strong Shiʻi 

sentiments, the Imams being given the role of guardians of the dead souls, 

accompanying them after death and into new birth. Further, they present a 

                                                                 
668 On walāya in Shiism, see, Dakake, The Charismatic Community: 103-74;  Amir-Moezzi, “Notes à propos de 
la walāya imamite.”  

669 See Dakake, The Charismatic Community: 158.  
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hierarchical picture of one’s relation to the Sacred, which is directly proportionate to 

one’s degree of purity. On the other hand, one’s impurity is indicated by one’s contact 

with the maternal womb. The Imams, who are the purest, are not associated with its 

impure environment neither by soul nor by body. The believers, who are one degree 

below the Imams, are related to it by their bodies only, whereas the most impure group, 

the unbelievers, dwell there both by body and soul. Chapter Twenty Five, although 

related to the three chapters thematically, does not display enough evidence to enable 

me to firmly state its connection to them, but even so, it does belong to a similar 

religious tradition.  

 

Male vs. Female, Rebirth, and Reincarnation (53-57) 

The main focus of these chapters is rebirth into forms both better and worse; it 

demonstrates their author’s views on the relations between males and females, 

whether human or animal, and the relations between believers and unbelievers in the 

material world. Their Shiʻi focus, including the reverence of ‘Alī and the remaining 

Imams, and the stress on the ideas of walāya and shīʻa, allows me to classify them with 

the “Shiʻi” layer.  

The theme opens in chapter Fifty Three, 670 with the discussion of why some men 

“like to copulate like women.” This is a “disease,” Jaʻfar tells Mufaḍḍal, by which only 

the enemies of the Imams and their shīʻa are punished, and which never befalls any of 

the believing brethren. The adversaries are punished by this “impurity” (najāsa) for 

rejecting the walāya of ‘Alī or for hating the Imams, and it happens through 

                                                                 
670 P. 145.  
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transformation, when a lustful fornicating woman is reborn a man, retaining from her 

previous physical form her desire to copulate in a particular way.  

The following two chapters discuss whether men, both believers and kuffār, can 

be reborn into women, and vice versa. The entire discussion is based on the two 

premises that, first, “women are worse than men” and “the essence of all evil” 

(according to Muhammad Bāqir),671 and, second, that believers only become 

transformed into “shapes that are better, and move to stations that are higher,”672 

whereas unbelievers, conversely, only descend into lower forms. Following this logic, a 

believing man cannot become transformed into a woman, but a believing woman does 

indeed become a man in her path to perfection, never to return into female body again. 

The unbeliever men, then, descend into lower forms and may become reborn into 

women, whereas unbelieving women never become men.  

Chapter Fifty Six673 moves from transgendered humans to animals. Here, 

however, the logic is different. Whereas in humans, male is better than female, in 

animals, edible is better than inedible, because the latter “have harmed humans” in the 

past. For this reason, the better, edible, animals become reborn into the opposite sex of 

the same species to preserve this quality of theirs, whereas the bad ones become reborn 

into the same sex of increasingly lower forms: 

[Among] those [animals] that are edible, male is reborn female, and female is 
reborn male. [Among] those which are inedible for their transgressions toward 
believers ― i.e., which have harmed believers ― … male is reborn male, and 
female is reborn female.  

                                                                 
671 Ch. 55: 149.  

672 Ch. 54: 147.  

673 Ghālib: 169-70.  
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Eventually, this second type becomes degraded to a degree where other animals 

dread and hate it more than even the believers and unbelievers hate each other, 

becoming in the end fire-breathing sea monsters.  

The idea that believers only become reborn into better shapes and unbelievers 

into worse, is repeated in the concluding chapter of the group.674 It is about the 

relations between believers and kuffār. It states that whereas the former can never be 

slaves of the latter, vice versa is possible. It is also possible that a believer becomes 

another believer’s servant, but because God is just, he will reverse the order in the next 

rebirth: their places will switch, master will become servant, and the servant will rule 

his former master. Only an unbeliever may become another unbeliever’s servant. The 

possible pro-Alid bias of the chapter is revealed when Jaʻfar tells Mufaḍḍal that 

believers are reborn “pious Hāshimites,” alluding the Prophet’s household, and 

unbelievers―into tyrannical Qurayshites.675  

 

Chapters 12-15 

I have grouped these chapters under the “Shiʻi” rubric, and consider of them 

related to each other, because of the common theme of degrees of belief and unbelief, 

the “Shiʻi” ideas found in almost all, some idiosyncratic theological ideas and 
                                                                 
674 KH, ch. 57: 153-4.  

675 Chapter Fifty Eight could be the continuation of the group because it elaborates on an idea with which 
its previous chapter ends―that unbelievers who do good to anyone become reborn into powerful and 
respected humans, and those who do bad become impure animals such as wolves, monkeys, pigs, or dogs 
(P. 154). In this chapter, the discussion focuses on those unbelievers who do good to their folk in 
particular (p. 155). They become powerful animals, such as lions or tigers, and those who do bad 
transform into impure ones, like in the preceding chapter. The connection, however, is not decisive 
because in Fifty Seven, the good ones become powerful humans, whereas here they still remain animals. 
They could, therefore, be put next to each other for the similarity of content.  
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vocabulary, and the relatedness of their surrounding chapters―Ten, Twelve, and 

Sixteen. Their connection to each other, however, is looser than the previously 

discussed group of chapters. Instead of a common author, they seem to have had a 

common editor, who inserted them because of their similar content.  

Let us begin with the last point, i.e. the continuity in their encircling chapters. 

The two chapters that precede the group, and the one that follows, display a thematic 

and textual continuity suggesting that the four chapters were inserted between them. 

Thus, all the three discuss the same topic, the possibility of illusory transformation and 

the mixing between believers and unbelievers. Furthermore, they are structured in 

such a way that they logically follow each other.   

Chapter Ten676 begins with the description of the creation of Ādam and his 

progeny. Then follows the scene where the Devil and his progeny refuse to worship 

him despite God’s call. From the disobedience of the Devil’s progeny God created 

masūkhiyya, i.e. the animal forms and objects into which they would become 

incarnated. This, God told them, would be their physical form (tarkīb) from then on. The 

idea of animals hidden underneath human form is introduced here: Jaʻfar tells 

Mufaḍḍal that one may encounter a human being who in reality is a “monkey, a pig, a 

dog, or a bear.” This, he says, is the people’s illusion (ishtabaha dhālika ‘alā l-nās).  

Chapter Eleven677 opens with a phrase connecting it to the previous one: “While 

veiled (muḥtajab) behind [the Veil of] Ādam, God did not enable the Devil and his 

progeny to worship Him because He made them from darkness and error.” This first of 

                                                                 
676 P. 36.  

677 P. 38.  
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all relates to the story of the Devil’s and his progeny’s refusal to worship Ādam, 

described in the preceding chapter. Secondly, they also share the idea of God being 

hidden behind the veil of Ādam―or the Veil of humanity if ādamiyya be taken to mean 

“humanity.” Indeed, in chapter Ten, after creating Ādam and his progeny and taking 

the covenant from them, God said to the prophets and legatees: “I will hide (sa aḥtajib) 

behind the Veils of humanity (ādamiyya).” The forms muḥtajab and aḥtajib, and Ādam 

and ḥujub ādamiyya, are related morphologically as well as semantically. Further, the 

chapter continues the theme of the mixing. Jaʻfar here discusses how believers and 

unbelievers became intermixed through marriage, intercourse, and the confusion of 

bodies, so “an unbeliever gives birth to a believer, and a believer gives birth to an 

unbeliever.” It is not explained, however, how this happens, and the topic is further 

elaborated in chapter Sixteen, which presumably followed it in the original text. Titled 

“About the Mixing of the Believer and the Unbeliever, and how they Became 

Intermixed,” it begins with Mufaḍḍal’s question to Jaʻfar, which by its form suggests 

textual continuity with a previous discussion on the same topic, as I will try to 

demonstrate, with chapter Eleven:  

I said: “My lord, will you show me the knowledge of the mixing between the 
believer and the unbeliever, and how they became intermixed?”678 
 
The Imam proceeds to tell him how this happened. This, he says, is merely an 

illusory mixing (imtizāj al-tashbīh). It happens when kuffār’s souls enter bodies which 

seem human, and which believers are unable to distinguish. As a result, the 

representatives of the two groups may eat and drink together, and even marry one 

                                                                 
678 P. 47.  
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another and produce offspring. To show the unreal nature of this mixing,  Ṣādiq 

stresses that bearing children from one another happens only “externally” (fī l-ẓāhir), 

which in this context means “illusorily”; the “internal” (bāṭin) aspect of that, he says, is 

a great wonder and mystery.679 Furthermore, the term tashbīh “illusion” here echoes 

the abovementioned ishtabaha dhālika ‘alā l-nās found in chapter Ten. 

The beginnings of chapters Eleven and Sixteen are also similar. In both, the 

author speaks about what the earth is made from; in Eleven, it is made of the 

unbelievers’ unbelief (kufr) and aggression (iʻtidā’), and in Sixteen―from the delight 

(riḍā’) of the believers and from the deeds (‘amal) of the unbelievers.680  

Having established the continuity between the encircling chapters, let us look at 

the interconnections between the four inserted ones. The main connecting theme is 

the idea of degrees of belief and unbelief. Their names, number, and in some cases 

order, however, differ. This suggests that some of the chapters could have different 

origins but have been inserted into the text by an editor because of their similar 

content. It could also be, however, that the difference in degrees are scribal errors, for, 

as was shown on the example of Kitāb al-ashbāḥ, the order of degrees is easily confused 

by later scribes, and may vary in two different quotations of the same passage. 

                                                                 
679 In Tāmir’s edition the text ends with “this is knowledge which is understood by all those who follow 
us, the people of the House (āl al-bayt) and the Imams together,” confusing the picture and making this 
chapter also look as one of the “Shiʻi” ones; in Ghālib’s edition (p. 70), however, the phrase is missing, 
ending with “Praised be God, the Lord of the Worlds” (al-ḥamdu Lillāh rabb al-ʻālamīn), makes me think 
that neither the ending nor the phrase were not part of the original text, but belong to the manuscript 
tradition from which Tamir has done his edition.  

680 The different view on what it is made of, could be explained by their context. In Eleven, the author 
first describes what the Devil is made of, then continues to describe the constitution of air and earth, and 
all of them, in this case, are made of something evil, respectively―from darkness and error, passions, 
injustice and rebellion, and, finally, from unbelief and aggression. 
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Thus, in Twelve,681 Jaʻfar tells Mufaḍḍal that the believers’ first degree is the one 

described by Qur’ān 49:3 {It is those whose hearts God examined for righteousness}, 

where “examined” is imtaḥana, with the passive nominal form mumtaḥan “examinee,” 

the degree by which the Path of KS begins. Then Mufaḍḍal asks about the degree of 

naqīb (Chief), and is told that there are twelve naqībs, who are followed by the degree of 

mukhlaṣ (the Chosen one).  

It is here that the Shiʻi content of the chapter comes to the surface, showing 

traces of Khaṭṭābiyya teachings. Thus, at this degree, Jaʻfar says, one commands his 

believing shīʻa folk to pray and give alms.682 When Mufaḍḍal asks the Imam what that 

means, Jaʻfar tells him that “prayer is ‘Alī, alms is the knowledge of him, and 

performing (iqāma) prayer is knowing and performing us [i.e. the Imams].” The author 

of Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn quotes a slightly longer version of this passage, which further 

elaborates that in religious duties, bodily movements do not matter but rather, the 

“inner” (bāṭin) aspect does, and that “mentioning one’s Lord means praying.”683 This 

sounds very similar to what Nawbakhtī, Kashshī, and Ṣaffār have about the Khaṭṭābiyya 

teachings, namely, that “They named all duties after certain men and did the same with 

vile acts.”684 This similarity to the ideas of a major Shiʻi sect, known for their 

                                                                 
681 P. 39.  

682 Jaʻfar quotes Qur’ān 19:55 {He commanded his household to pray and give alms}.  

683 P. 108.  

684 Nawbakhtī, Shīʻa Sects (translation of Firaq al-shīʻa by Abbas Kadhim): 93; for the Arabic original, see 
Firaq al-Shīʻa: 38. See also Kashshī, nos. 512, 513: “It has come to my attention that that you claim that 
fornication (zinā’) is a man, that wine (khamr) is a man, that fasting is a man and that the abominations 
(fawāḥish) are a man…” (translated by Ron Buckley in “The Imām Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq, Abū ’l-Khaṭṭāb and the 
Abbasids”: 126). Ṣaffār relates two short ḥadīth to this effect, but also quotes a ten-page-long tradition, 
ascribing the same views to Mufaḍḍal, see Baṣā’ir al-darajāt: 546-55; cf. also Van Ess, Theologie und 
Gesellschaft vol. 1: 383, f. 9. According to Ashʻarī, a similar view was espoused by Abū l-Khaṭṭāb’s 
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divinization of the Imams, is another marker of the affinity of this section of the text to 

“Shiʻi” circles.  

Chapter Twelve seems to form one unit with Thirteen, first, because of a 

connecting phrase opening the latter, and secondly, because of the similarity of 

content, their focus on the degrees of belief, and the idea that the knowledge of the 

Imams and the prophets equals worship. Furthermore, the two degrees discussed in 

chapter Thirteen seem to be the continuation of the ones in the preceding one. It opens 

with Mufaḍḍal’s request: “I said: Oh lord, you explained to me [the meaning of] purity 

(ṣafā’), I heard and understood it. What is, then, the meaning of [being] elect (iṣtifā’)?”685 

The first half of this quotation connects with the opening phrase of the preceding 

chapter, where Mufaḍḍal asks Jaʻfar what “the first degree of the examined, purified 

(muṣaffā), and true believer is”. One may argue that Jaʻfar’s explanation of “purity” 

(ṣafā’) goes back to Mufaḍḍal’s question about the “purified” (muṣaffā) believer, since 

both words stem from the root ṣ-f-w; i.e., Mufaḍḍal tells the Imam that he explained to 

him the meaning of the purified believers.  

This is further reaffirmed by the fact that the two degrees that Jaʻfar reveals to 

Mufaḍḍal here, form the continuation of the initial three, thus concluding the chain. In 

response to Mufaḍḍal’s request to explain the meaning of “being elect,” the Imam tells 

him that “the elect (al-iṣṭifā’iyūn) are on the level of prophets (nabiyīn), which is the 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
contemporary Abū Manṣūr al-ʻIjlī, namely, that “… he claimed that Paradise is a man and that Fire is a 
man,” see Maqālāt al-islāmiyīn: 9, see also Dakake, The Charismatic  Community: 130. This could have been 
the case because both were active in the same milieu and at the same time. ‘Abd al-Jabbār, in his 
refutation of the beliefs of the ghulāt, has a passage ascribing similar views to the “extremists,” without, 
however, specifying which sect espoused them, see Mughnī, vol. 20: 173.   

685 P. 41.  
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degree of apostleship (risāla).” To these, he says, belong also the Imams. This degree is 

then followed by that of the Veil.686 He who knows these degrees, becomes free of the 

necessity to worship and achieves freedom, whereas the fetters of worship are put 

upon those who fall short (muqaṣṣirūn). Now, since the Imams are on one of these 

degrees, namely, the elect ones, this statement echoes chapter Twelve: “prayer is ‘Alī, 

alms is knowing him, and performing (iqāma) prayer is knowing and performing us [i.e. 

the Imams].” The connection between the two similar statements in the two chapters 

becomes even firmer when we consider the fact that one of the ingredients of the 

Khaṭṭābiyya teaching about duties being men, expressed in chapter Twelve, is that 

“religion is the knowledge of men.”687 Thus, chapter Twelve contains both elements of 

the Khaṭṭābiyya idea, the following chapter, just one.  

These three connecting elements, the opening phrase, the common perception 

of worship, and the discussion of the degrees of belief, suggest a connection between 

the two chapters, if not a common author, then a common editor who inserted them 

for the similarity of their teachings. The following two chapters do not display a similar 

interconnectedness. However, they discuss a similar set of ideas, namely, the degrees of 

belief and their mirroring degrees of unbelief for unbelievers, show reverence for the 

Imams, and together with the preceding two, form a thematic unit.  

                                                                 
686 Then Jaʻfar adds: “it is the first degree (awwal daraja) that we mentioned.” This statement contradicts 
another one, made in the previous chapter, where he says that the Examinee is the first degree. This 
discrepancy could be explained, however, by the fact that in the second case, by saying “first” the Imam 
means “highest.” Conversely, this could also refer to the mention of ḥijāb in the first chapter of KH, 
where God created the Veil from His own praise. The phrase could have been inserted by the editor.  

687 Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir al-darajāt: 546.  
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Fourteen688 begins with the statement that when a believer from among the 

Shiʻis reaches a degree, he should be obeyed by those who are above him. This should 

continue, Jaʻfar says, “until he reaches the degree of the Door.”689 What this phrase 

means is not very clear, but the Imam begins to explain what abilities this degree 

entails. Upon reaching here, the believer will achieve supernatural qualities, e.g., “he 

will know the Imam whenever he wishes; nothing will be hidden from him, neither a 

lofty peak, nor a firm mountain, nor a deep sea, nor a surrounding wall; they will all 

appear before his eyes whenever he so wishes.”690 

In chapter Fifteen, the axis of transformations, leading believers upwards 

thanks to their virtues, continues downwards into the world of unbelievers and also 

consists of degrees (darajāt), taking them closer to Devil due to their sins: 

Whenever the believer ascends one step in goodness, the unbeliever ascends 
one step in sin, in the exactly same manner. 
 
The degrees of unbelievers are described as seven human bodies, through which 

they move until they become devils (iblīs). The first is the Examinee by unbelief 

(mumtaḥan bi l-kufr) “whose heart boils with [desire to commit] immoral acts,” followed 

by the Chief in tyranny (naqīb fī l-ṭughyān), who is then followed by the degree of the 

Devout to sin and falsehood (mukhliṣ…691 fī l-ithm wa-l-buhtān). Finally, the unbeliever 

                                                                 
688 P. 43.  

689 Ghālib: 67.  

690 The Imam then speaks of a certain degree which, in both editions is called īmān “belief,” which is, 
according to Tamir, “the nearest degree from which nothing is concealed” and one of God’s names (p. 
128), and according to Ghālib,  “the nearest degree in which God does not conceal from him [i.e. the 
believer] anything.” Then both editions speak about the Imam, who is free of any blemish and ignorance, 
but who has guidance instead. The passage does not make sense in both versions, and a possible solution 
could be changing īmān for imām.  

691 Or mukhlaṣ “Elect,” if we follow the gradation of believers.  
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becomes a Door in unbelief (bāb fī l-kufr) who calls people to sin and teaches them how 

to commit it. In the end of this journey, the unbeliever becomes a devil and enters 

masūkhiyya.692  

 

Chapter 20 

All the inserted chapters discussed hitherto, apart from other differences from 

the “Firm Kernel,” display pro-‘Alid features, viewing the Imams as beings above 

humanity gifted with supernatural abilities, or as God’s tools for guiding people. It is 

this last feature that enables me, for the absence of other marked contrasts with the 

initial core, to view chapter Twenty693 as a later addition. It begins with a discussion of 

the types of masūkhiyya, where unbelievers first become edible, then inedible beings. As 

a description of the unbelievers’ condition, the author quotes Qur’ān 35:37 {They will 

cry out loud in Hell, ‘Lord, let us out, and we will do righteous deeds, not what we did 

before!’―‘Did We not give you a life long enough to make warning if you were going 

to? The warner came to you, now taste the punishment’}. At this point, one can see how 

the chapter contrasts the “Firm Kernel,” as the primacy of prophets expressed there is 

rejected in favor of the Imams. When Jaʻfar asks Mufaḍḍal what the word nadhīr 

“warner” in jā’akumu l-nadhīr means, he replies that the Kufans say it refers to the 

                                                                 
692 Chapter Fifty One (p. 143) also describes the descent of unbelievers, but here, only three of the 
former’s degrees are mentioned, and two of them have different names: thus, when an unbeliever 
progresses in his unbelief, he becomes a bāghin “tyrant”, then a mutamarrid “mutineer,” finally becoming 
a Door and a devil, entering masūkhiyya. The difference of the names of the degrees, as well as the 
context in which the chapter is situated, suggest that there is no reason to consider the two chapters 
related.  

693 P. 56-7.  
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apostles (rusul). The Imam rejects this, saying that the “warner” is the Imam “for the 

people of truth and lie, warning His friends and foes.”  

 

Chapter 24 

The striking peculiarity of this chapter, setting it apart from the initial core of 

chapters, is that here, God took the covenant (mīthāq) from the souls of believers to 

befriend ‘Alī and his impeccable (ma’ṣūm) offspring, until the advent of the awaited 

Riser (qā’im muntaẓar), referring to the twelve Imams. In the two instances where God’s 

covenant is mentioned in KH, it has nothing to do neither with the Imams nor with the 

friendship toward them (walāya). Both passages are found in the first eight chapters, 

and in the first, the covenant is taken from Ādam and his offspring immediately after 

the creation,694 and in the second, from the believers after their fall.695 Ādam and his 

progeny, in the first covenant, and the believers in the second, are to acknowledge that 

He is their Creator and that they live by His favor and His power. Another pro-‘Alid 

statement in this chapter is the interpretation of the word dīn in {Yet you still take the 

Judgment [dīn] to be a lie!} (Qur’ān 82:9) as referring to ‘Alī. Furthermore, if we take the 

word as meaning “religion” instead of “judgment,” it could be an echo of the Khaṭṭābī 

idea that religious obligations are men, expressed in chapter Twelve.  

The chapter does not contain any other ideas which starkly contradict the 

teachings of the remaining parts of KH. E.g., it states that in maskh unbelievers first 

turn into cattle, then into creatures which live on dry land, and all that live in the sea, 

                                                                 
694 KH, ch. 1: 18.  

695 KH, ch. 7: 31.  
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in the air, etc., until they become smaller than the “eye of the needle.” This continues 

until the “rising of the Riser” (qiyām al-qā’im), which for the unbelievers is “the greatest 

suffering” (al-‘adhāb al-akbar), “the smaller suffering” (al-‘adhāb al-adnā) being 

masūkhiyya. An idea found only in this chapter (and echoing KS696) is the distinction 

between materials which emerge after the decomposition of the believers’ and the 

unbelievers’ bodies. The former give rise to things with pleasant odor, touch, and taste, 

and the latter, to substances which stink and are unpleasant for touch.  

The chapter also discusses the difference between naskh and maskh, which, 

unlike other parts of KH, where “believers undergo naskh, and unbelievers undergo 

maskh,”697 equals the difference between, respectively, transformation into edible and 

inedible beings. However, I am hesitant to use this difference as one of the markers of 

its later origin because it contrasts not only passages which in all likelihood belong to 

the initial core, such as chapter Eleven, but chapters which seem to be part of its “Shiʻi” 

layer, such as Forty Six.698  

 

Chapters 29-30  
                                                                 
696 See p. 86.  

697 Al-mu’min yunsakh naskhan wa-l-kāfir yumsakh maskhan, see KH, ch. 11: 38, cf. also KH, ch. 46: 127, which 
is entirely dedicated to the distinction between the two transformations.  

698 This chapter, whose focus is the impossibility of the unbelievers’ transformation into human forms, 
states that first they become “livestock,” then “predators,” then “fearsome forms.” The word used for 
what I translate as “cattle” is bahā’im, pl. of bahīma, which denotes animals in general, but in this context 
it is opposed to the predators, which are inedible, so it might refer to edible animals, all the more so that 
later in the chapter, the author states that those who undergo transformation “are killed, slaughtered, 
and pained.” “Slaughter” no doubt refers to the killing of edible beings, since here, the word madhbūḥ 
“allowed to slaughter,” is the equivalent of the edible ones. In chapter Twenty, it is stated that the 
transformed unbelievers “first become edible [animals], which are allowed to eat” (p. 56). What they 
become next is not mentioned, but it follows that the inedible animals should logically be next. The 
reason why some animals are edible and some inedible, is discussed in some detail in chapter Twenty 
Eight. 
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Both chapters speak about heavenly bodies: the former is about “The Sun 

and the Moon, and their Creation,” and the latter is about “The Five Stars.” Other than 

this, there is not much similarity. In the former, the Sun and the Moon are said to 

stand, respectively, for Muhammad and ‘Alī (mathal al-shams mathal al-nabī…), and 

daytime stands for the Imam (without specifying which). Other than the mention of the 

Imam, there is not much that would contradict the initial seven chapters.  

The next chapter, however, stands out from the core of KH for two of reasons. It 

states that the five stars, “upon which day and night, prayer and fasting, and the 

structure of creation run,”699 are the five veils. It does not further elaborate what the 

stars or the veils are. But this runs counter to what is said about the Veils in chapter 

One, where they are seven in number, and are not associated with any stars.700 The 

second difference is, predictably, the high position of the Imams. In describing the 

hierarchy of the seven heavens, Jaʻfar tells Mufaḍḍal that their inhabitants are also 

arranged hierarchically. The inhabitants of six of them bear the names of the degrees of 

belief, albeit with a different order, and one is for the Imams: the nuqabā’, the nujabā’, 

the mukhallaṣūn, the aytām, the ḥujub, and the lowest one is populated by the abwāb. 

Naturally, the highest heaven is the Imams’ abode.  

From the two chapters, the latter more certainly belongs to the “Shiʻi” layer 

than the former, for its more open pro-Shiʻi content. If they are indeed composed by 

different authors, then, putting them next to each other by the later editor could be 

explained by their similar titles.  

                                                                 
699 P. 81.  

700 P. 18-9.  
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 Chapter 31 

This chapter has no close similarity in content to its preceding or following 

ones. It also, however, contains strong emphasis on the importance of the Imams, along 

with the prophet Muhammad. Explaining the meaning of Qur’ān 10:3,701 Jaʻfar tells 

Mufaḍḍal that God’s throne, mentioned in the verse, has four pillars (arkān, sg. rukn), 

Muhammad, ‘Alī, Ḥasan, and Ḥusayn. This resembles the passage about God’s throne 

from Kitāb al-aẓilla, with the difference that the pillars there are the four spirits (see 

above).  

 

Chapter 32 

This chapter also stands alone and is not part of a continuous narrative. It also 

begins with a commentary on some Qur’ānic verses. The explanation of the first verse 

does not have any mention of the Imams, and is in fact quite in keeping with the first 

eight chapters. The “seven heavens” and “seven earths” mentioned Qur’ān 65:12 are, 

Jaʻfar says, respectively, the “luminous” (nūrāniyya) Veils and the human (ādamiyya) 

Veils. The discrepancy here is that in chapters One,702 Two,703 Four,704 and Five,705 where 

                                                                 
701 Here I use Ghālib’s edition because Tāmir’s omits the verse, leaving, strangely, its explanation, see p. 
103.   

702 P. 17-9.  

703 P. 22.  

704 P. 26.  

705 P. 27.  
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KH speaks about the ḥujub, nowhere is a distinction found between luminous and 

human ones, but they all are made of light.  

The Imams are mentioned in the explanation of verse 41:10. First, Jaʻfar tells 

Mufaḍḍal that he can find its explanation from the “inner knowledge of the Imams” 

(bāṭin ‘ilm al-a’imma), which is the hidden secret of God, and the “treasury of His 

knowledge.”706 Then he tells his disciple that the “solid mountains” mentioned in the 

verse are the Imams, whose function is to guide humanity, and without whom the 

people would go astray.  

 

Chapter 52 

The Shiʻi content unifies this chapter with the previous ones. Like in Thirty One, 

Jaʻfar here interprets Qur’ān 41:10 as referring to the four holy persons, Muhammad, 

‘Alī, Ḥasan, and Ḥusayn,707 saying that they are the four days mentioned in the verse, 

during which God created the earth. 

 

Conclusion 

I tried demonstrate the differences between the “Shiʻi” chapters and the “Firm 

Kernel” on the one hand, and their interconnectedness on the other. They are not 

uniform and are probably authored by different people. However, they are unified with 

and opposed to the “Firm Kernel” by their “Shiʻi” focus, i.e., they all accord the Imams a 

special place in the universe and in the relations of men with the Divine. Almost all the 

                                                                 
706 P. 85.  

707 P. 144.  
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“Shiʻi” chapters also differ from the initial eight in other respects too, as I have shown, 

the most important being the absence of the teaching about aẓilla and ashbāḥ and the 

seven earths. In addition, they comprise several groups of chapters which do belong to 

the same person’s pen.  

The Imams are not viewed as divine beings, to be sure, but they do possess 

supernatural knowledge, do play an important role in men’s relations with the Divine, 

and their birth and death differ from those of ordinary mortals. The word shīʻa is used 

in some of them to denote the followers of the Imams, and the term walāya, another 

Shiʻi term, is used to denote the closeness of believers to their Imams, as shown in 

chapter Twenty Five.  

Some of the ideas found in the initial eight chapters and later in the text do, 

nevertheless, appear in the “Shiʻi” chapters. These are the teaching about Ādams,708 the 

ideas of Veil (ḥijāb)709 and Door (bāb),710 transformation (maskh and naskh),711 degrees of 

belief,712 and the seven heavens.713 Instead of common origin with the “Firm Kernel,” 

this rather indicates a common religious milieu in which the stories and ideas 

circulated. It is the common elements found in these rather disparate textual traditions 

that have enabled KH’s editor/s to put them into one book.   

                                                                 
708 KH, ch. 25: 71; ch. 30: 81; ch. 33: 87.  

709 KH, ch. 29: 80; 32: 85; 40: 102; 41: 116.  

710 KH, ch. 41: 116.  

711 KH, ch. 53: 145; ch. 24: 67.  

712 KH, ch. 12-5: 39-46.  

713 KH, ch. 32: 85.  
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The Narrative Chapters (23, 38-41) 

Four among the chapters of KH are strikingly different from its rest: most of 

them are longer than the average chapter, and instead of theological discussions, they 

contain stories about historical personalities, Imams, and their friends and adversaries. 

These are chapters Twenty Three, Thirty Nine, Forty, and Forty One714 called, 

respectively, “On the Knowledge of Umm Kulthūm’s Marriage Internally,” “On the 

Knowledge of our Master Ḥusayn’s Killing Internally”, “On the Knowledge of the Killing 

of our Master Ḥusayn Internally in the Time of the Umayyads,” and “On the Knowledge 

of Salmān al-Fārisī’s Story.” Chapter Thirty Eight, “On the Killing of the Imam 

Internally715,”also belongs to this group because, although similar to the remaining 

chapters of KH in size and style, thematically complements chapters thirty nine and 

forty. The differences between this group and the rest of KH on the one hand, and their 

common features on the other, show their separate origin.716  

To demonstrate that the five chapters are related, I will first discuss their most 

obvious similarities, such as their place in KH, their titles, etc. I will then discuss the 

similarities of chapters Thirty Eight to Forty because they are thematically the closest 

                                                                 
714 Pp. 62-6, 98-101, 102-7, 108-17.  

715 The phrase “Internally in the Time of the Umayyads” (‘alā l-bāṭin fī zaman banī Umayya) is in Ghālib’s 
edition, see p. 120.  

716 Chapters Thirty Seven and Thirty Eight do show thematic continuity. The theme of the Imam’s birth, 
discussed in the former, is followed by the discussion of his death (or killing, Ghālib: 115) in the following 
chapter, which is then fully elaborated in the next two chapters. However, the “Narrative layer” 
otherwise so much differs in its style and structure from the preceding layer (and from the rest of KH for 
that matter), that one wonders whether it has just been very skillfully inserted where it would logically 
seem to belong. 
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related in this group, and finally, I will show the similarities of all five chapters, 

exposing those which are not found in the rest of KH. 

The most obvious marker of continuity in this group is that four of the five 

chapters stand next to each other. Secondly, they have similar titles: chapters Twenty 

Three, Thirty Nine, and Thirty Eight have the word “internally” (fī l-bāṭin) in their titles, 

and discuss the internal aspects of two events.  

 

Ḥusayn’s “Illusory” Death (38-40) 

Chapters thirty eight to forty are the closest ones related thematically and share 

more elements with each other than with the other two. Most importantly, they are 

about the illusory death of Ḥusayn, and their aim is to show that he did not die in 

reality but only “externally” (fī l-ẓāhir). Thirty Eight is the shortest chapter of the group 

and it serves as a sort of an introduction to the following two. It does not focus 

specifically on Ḥusayn (although mentions his name first). Its purpose is to show that 

Imams only die “outwardly” (fī l-ẓāhir), for God protects His friends. Here, Mufaḍḍal 

asks Jaʻfar how the Imams die. In response, Jaʻfar asks him whether he means the death 

of Ḥusayn, ‘Alī, Zakariyyā, Yaḥyā, and ‘Īsā; all these characters―including Zakariyyā 

and Yaḥyā, the Muslim renderings of John the Baptist and his father Zechariah―died 

violent deaths. After Mufaḍḍal’s affirmative answer, the Imam tells him that none of 

them was killed, for they are God’s chosen ones, and He protects those whom he has 

chosen. In reality, their death was mere illusion.  

Building their argument on this theoretical statement, the following two 

chapters develop the idea of Ḥusayn’s illusory death, focusing more closely on his 
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killing, explaining its nature and the events surrounding it. Thirty nine relates him and 

his brother Ḥasan to, respectively, Ismāʻīl Isḥāq, the sons of Ibrāhīm, the biblical 

Abraham: “Ḥasan in Ibrāhīm’s time was Isḥāq, and Ḥusayn in Ibrāhīm’s time was 

Ismāʻīl,”717 meaning that they are the later incarnations of these two.718 Developing 

further the idea that God cannot allow his beloved ones to be killed, the Imam tells 

Mufaḍḍal that even the lamb that was sent as a ransom for Ḥusayn (then to be 

manifested as Ismāʻīl), did not descend from Paradise, as some Shiʻis wrongly thought, 

but was ‘Umar in disguise, for “God did not create something for Paradise to torture it 

by killing.” In this illusory manner, Ḥusayn is said to have been “killed” more than a 

thousand times.  

Chapter Forty, finally, begins with Mufaḍḍal’s question to the Imam: “Tell me, 

Oh lord,719 the story of Ḥusayn: how people fancied his killing and slaughter, just as 

people before them had fancied the killing of Jesus.”720 Jaʻfar tells him that an Imam 

enters his body and leaves it just as one puts on a shirt and takes it off. Therefore, on 

the day when his enemies had gathered to kill him, he simply left his body, and God 

raised him near Himself, protecting him from his enemies. Then follows the description 

of some events that had happened before the battle of Karbalā’. When the two armies 

prepared to fight, Ḥusayn sent Jibrīl (who later turns out to be one of Abū l-Khaṭṭāb’s 

manifestations) to the enemy camp to ask, whom they wanted to fight. Disguised in the 

                                                                 
717 P. 98.  

718 Cf. p. 99, “[Ismāʻīl] is Ḥusayn […] there is no difference between them, they are like one.”  

719 Here I do not capitalize the English “Lord” for, unlike KS, it does not imply divinity.  

720 Here I follow Ghālib’s edition (p. 120). Tāmir’s version is “how he was killed and how people fancied 
his death” (p. 102), which makes little sense.   
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body of a stranger, Jibrīl entered the enemy’s camp and learned that they wanted to kill 

Ḥusayn. When the enemies decided to attack, Ḥusayn ordered Jibrīl to pick out two 

Abyssinian soldiers from their ranks and to bring them to him. In Ḥusayn’s camp, the 

soldiers turned out to be two spotted lambs in the state of masūkhiyya. Jibrīl then said 

that in reality, probably before they were transformed, they had been Saʻd and 

Muʻāwiya,721 certainly referring to Muhammad’s companion and Muslim general Saʻd b. 

Abī Waqqāṣ, ‘Umar’s father, the commander of the Umayyad army at the battle of 

Karbalā’, and the first Umayyad caliph. The two soldiers begged for forgiveness but 

Ḥusayn refused, and they were returned to their camp. The story is left unfinished. In 

what remains, Abū l-Khaṭṭāb appears before Jaʻfar and Mufaḍḍal, revealing that he is in 

reality Jibrīl, and that he was with Ḥusayn on the day of Karbalā’.    

Ḥusayn’s death and its illusoriness is the main theme that unifies the three 

chapters. Apart from it, there are four other elements that unify Thirty Eight and 

Thirty Nine on the one hand, and Thirty Nine and Forty on the other.  

In the first two, the author uses the phrase “tasting the heat of iron” (dhāqa ḥurr 

al-ḥadīd) to describe Ḥusayn’s and all chosen ones’ alleged killing: “do not fancy in your 

mind and in your thoughts that they taste the heat of iron from God’s enemies and 

theirs”;722 “God forbid that [Ḥusayn] should taste the heat of iron.”723 That these 

“chosen ones” are Ḥusayn and the three biblical characters―Jesus, Zakariyyā and 

Yaḥyā―is another feature common to the two chapters.   

                                                                 
721 Muʻāwiya is Ghālib’s variant (p. 123). In Tāmir’s text, Saʻd’s name is followed by al-amlaḥ, which does 
not make sense, and is probably due to the scribe’s repetition of the word amlaḥ.  

722 P. 97. 

723 P. 98.  
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Comparison between the illusory deaths of Ḥusayn and Jesus unifies chapters 

Forty and Thirty Nine. In Thirty, the author states that “Ḥusayn’s case is the same as 

that of Masīḥ”; he then quotes Qur’ān 4:157-8, where Jesus is said to be neither crucified 

nor killed, but {it was made to appear like that to them}.724 Forty, as was shown, begins 

with Mufaḍḍal’s question where he compares Ḥusayn’s illusory killing to Jesus’s, the 

latter having a Qu’ānic origin; later, on the day of Karbalā’, Jibrīl tells Ḥusayn: “These 

perverse people are tempted to kill you, but they will not reach that [goal], nor [will 

they reach] any one of God’s friends, just as they did not reach ʻĪsā….”725  

The two chapters also share an idiosyncratic phrase ― kabsh amlaḥ “spotted 

lamb.” In the former, it refers to the lamb which God sent as a ransom for 

Ismāʻīl/Ḥusayn, which turned out to be ‘Umar.726 In the following chapter, before the 

battle of Karbalā’, Ḥusayn ordered Jibrīl to snatch two Abyssinian soldiers from the 

enemy’s army and to bring them before him.727 When they were brought, it turned out 

that they had been two spotted lambs in the state of masūkhiyya, who had then become 

humans.  

 

Condemnations of Abū Bakr and ‘Umar (23, 39, 41) 

                                                                 
724 P. 99. In chapter Forty, p. 103, Jibrīl also compares Ḥusayn’s martyrdom to that of Jesus, saying: “You 
are God’s friend (walī)…, these adverse people fancied your killing, but they shall not reach that [i.e. the 
killing], nor any of God’s friends, just as they did not reach ʻĪsā or ‘Alī, the commander of the believers.” 

725 In both editions, the phrase appears as “will not reach ‘Īsā” (lan yaṣilū ilā ʻĪsā) (Ghālib, p. 121; Tamir, p. 
103). However, it appears to be a scribal error and past tense negation with lam seems more plausible, not 
only because both ‘Alī and ‘Īsā lived before Ḥusayn, but also because the error could have easily occurred 
by substituting lam for future negation lan, in analogy with the previous lan in “they will not reach that 
[goal]” (lan yaṣilū ilā dhālika).  

726 P. 99-100.  

727 P. 105.  
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Harsh condemnation of the first two Rightly Guided Caliphs, especially ‘Umar, a 

theme which nowhere else appears in KH, runs through chapters Twenty Three, Thirty 

Nine, and Forty One. While Thirty Nine mentions him in passing, Twenty Three and 

Forty One are entirely dedicated to vilifying ‘Umar. Twenty Three is a justification of 

‘Alī’s permission for ‘Umar to marry his daughter.728 It claims that the marriage was an 

illusion, and that in reality ‘Alī deceived him under threat, by making ‘Umar’s own 

daughter look like Umm Kulthūm, leading, thus, his enemy into an incestuous 

relationship with his child.729 Forty One is the story of ‘Alī’s interrogation of ‘Umar 

about the wealth that he had embezzled; it ends with a scene where ‘Alī commands him 

to distribute it to the people, and the latter obeys, fearing ‘Alī’s supernatural abilities.730  

The two caliphs are referred to by derogatory nicknames which have been used 

by Shiʻis to vilify them. The most common is adlam, used for ‘Umar, used throughout 

Twenty Three and Forty One.731 In Twenty Three, the author uses the nickname the 

Second adlam (adlam al-thānī), probably referring to Abū Bakr.732 In Thirty Nine, finally, 

                                                                 
728 See Madelung, The Succession to Muḥammad:  67.  

729 ‘Umar’s association with incest has appeared elsewhere in Shiʻi literature, as shown by Ethan 
Kohlberg; according to a source of unknown authorship quoted in Biḥār al-anwār, ‘Umar’s mother was 
born from the relationship between ‘Umar’s father al-Khaṭṭāb and his own mother, and ‘Umar himself 
was born from another incestuous tie―between al-Khaṭṭāb and his same daughter, see Kohlberg, “Some 
Imāmī Shīʻī Views on the Ṣaḥāba”: 163.  

730 P. 116.  

731 See, e.g. KH, ch. 23: 63; ch. 39: 100; ch. 41: 108, 111-2, 115-6. Lisān al-ʻarab explains that adlam, when 
referring to a man means “tall and of dark complexion”; then it also mentions that it is ‘Umar’s 
nickname, (s.v. d-l-m); in this context, however, the nickname does not appear to be derogatory. 
Kohlberg notes that ‘Umar was called dulām, a word derived from the same root and with a similar 
meaning (“Some Imāmī Shīʻī Views on the Ṣaḥāba”: 162).  See also Bar-Asher, “Shīʻism and the Qur’ān,” 
EQur, vol. 4: 593-6-4.  

732 For a detailed discussion of the terms “the First” and “the Second,” as referring to ‘Umar and Abū 
Bakr, see my Chapter Two, p. 110 ff. 
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the lamb that is sacrificed as a ransom for Ḥusayn, is in reality adlam Quraysh, i.e. 

‘Umar.733  

 

Hāshimites’ Magic 

Another prominent feature unifying chapters Twenty Two, Forty, and Forty 

One, is that ‘Alī and Ḥusayn perform supernatural acts which are qualified as magic by 

the enemy. In the story of Umm Kulthūm, after ‘Umar married his own daughter 

thinking she is ‘Alī’s, his companions came to congratulate him. Here, as if sensing that 

something is wrong, he says: “By God, they [i.e. ‘Alī and his kin] are magicians (saḥara), 

sorcerers (kahana), liars, and this is one of their tricks.”734 Next he learns from Salmān 

that ‘Alī has indeed duped him.  

In Salmān’s story, Chapter Forty one, ‘Alī again sends him to ‘Umar to tell him 

that he knows about the conspiracy between him and some other person to receive a 

large sum of money from Khurasan. When ‘Umar heard this, “his color changed,” 

because, according to him, no one could know about his meeting with that person, and 

‘Alī, therefore, knew it due to his magical abilities. He then tries to seduce Salmān into 

abandoning ‘Alī and becoming his friend by showing him that “the Hāshimites inherit 

their magic,”735 and by telling several stories about supernatural acts that ‘Alī and his 

                                                                 
733 P. 100. Chapter Twenty Three refers to ‘Umar and Abū Bakr using other nicknames, which are missing 
in the other two; ‘Umar is called zāfir, which seems to be just a proper name (cf. Lisān, s.v. z-f-r); another 
proper name derived from the same root, zufar, has also been used by Shiʻis to refer to ‘Umar (cf. 
Kohlberg, “Some Imāmī Shīʻī Views on the Ṣaḥāba”: 162). Abū Bakr is called ḥabtar “dwarf” or “fox.”  

734 This passage is found only in Ghālib’s edition, p. 86.  

735 P. 112, 115.  
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ancestors had performed.736 Of course, Salmān rebukes him by saying that although the 

stories were true, ‘Alī’s and his kin’s acts were “not magic but God’s gift and His Divine 

power.”737   

In Forty, finally, after Jibrīl penetrates the enemy’s camp on Ḥusayn’s order, 

wreaking havoc among them by spitting at them and disappearing, one of ‘Umar b. 

Saʻd’s soldiers tells his frightened commander: “You have no doubt heard that Ḥusayn 

and his father ‘Alī have been practicing some magic.”738 

 

Miscellaneous Parallels 

Apart from the large thematic features recurring in the four chapters, there are 

two other details worthy of mentioning. First, both in twenty three and forty one, ‘Alī’s 

messenger to ‘Umar is Salmān al-Fārisī. 

 The second detail is a textual one: to explain why God allows the illusion of evil 

to happen, chapters Twenty Three and Thirty Eight, otherwise unrelated thematically, 

use the exact same phrase. In the former, where ‘Umar and ‘Alī are said to be later 

manifestations of, respectively, Qābīl and Hābīl (the biblical Cain and Abel), Qābīl 

threatens his brother to kill him if he does not allow him to marry his daughter, 

thereby receiving his permission. Of course, Hābīl does not let this happen in reality, 

but only “externally” (fī l-ẓāhir). The author then states that “God is too great to do 

                                                                 
736 E.g., ‘Alī crosses a large distance in a short period of time, sees the then diseased Prophet, makes his 
bow turn into a snake, and his father Abū Ṭālib saves a caravan from Bedouin attack by sheltering it on 
an island which he made appear in the middle of the desert.  

737 P. 115.  

738 P. 104.  
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these horrid things to His friends, but he does this externally, in an illusory way, to 

affirm His proof for the tyrannical enemies,” referring to the killing of Hābīl by Qābīl 

described in Qur’ān 5:30.739 The phrase “externally […] to affirm His proof” (‘alā l-ẓāhir 

[…] li ta’kīd al-ḥujja) almost identically occurs in chapter Thirty Eight―with fī  instead of 

‘alā―where the Imam tells Mufaḍḍal that God does not allow the Imams and prophets 

to be killed, and that their death is an illusion.740 Instead, it is followed by “for them” 

(‘alayhim), referring to the preceding word “enemies” (aʻdā’), which is another point of 

resemblance with twenty three, where the whole phrase is followed by “for the 

tyrannical enemies” (‘alā l-aʻdā’ al-ẓālimīn).  

Finally, chapter Twenty Three resembles Thirty Nine and Forty in that it also 

compares an Imam’s death, in this case ‘Alī’s, to the illusory death of Jesus; like in 

chapter thirty nine, moreover, here too, Qur’ān 4:157 is quoted in support.741  

 

Theological Peculiarities 

That the five sections of KH are later insertions is seen not only from the 

features they share with one another, but also from their differences with the rest of 

KH. The Imams here are presented as supernatural beings who can cross large distances 

in a short period of time, who can predict the future, and can know what is happening 

far away. Unlike the rest of KH, including other “Shiʻi” chapters, the Imams are 

manifested in the world in various forms throughout history, a theme found in KS. So is 

                                                                 
739 P. 63. On the previous page, the phrase occurs without ‘alā l-ẓāhir, and refers to ‘Alī’s illusory deaths in 
his six manifestations.  

740 P. 97.  

741 P. 62.  
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Abū l-Khaṭṭāb. His statement that he gives life, takes it, and gives sustenance by the 

order of his Lord, echoes Mufawwiḍa beliefs. The idea of Ḥusayn’s illusory death and its 

comparison with that of Jesus is also reminiscent of ghulāt and in particular, mufawwiḍa 

doctrines. Thus, Ibn Bābūya has quoted a tradition where Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq curses those 

who uphold the idea that Ḥusayn’s death, just like Jesus’s, was not real, stating: 

“[W]however claims that al-Ḥusayn was not killed he has made a liar of the Messenger 

of God, and of ‘Alī, and has accused the Imams after him of lying in their reports about 

his murder!” The tradition ends with Jaʻfar’s cursing the ghulāt and the mufawwiḍa.742 

 The overall style of the chapters, their structure and terminology, on the other 

hand, resemble a text quoted by a works ascribed to Muhammad b. Nuṣayr (to be 

discussed below), suggest that the chapters could have been composed during his time, 

i.e. in the 3rd/9th century. The supernatural image of the Imams affirms this possibility 

because for Ibn Nuṣayr and his environment the Imams were indeed supernatural 

beings; in contrast, in the remaining “Shiʻi” chapters of KH, the Imams are not depicted 

in this way.  

To sum up, chapters Twenty Three, Thirty Eight, Thirty Nine, Forty, and Forty 

One share so many common traits in their content, rhetoric, and terminology, that 

there remains no doubt as to their common origin. Four of these five, moreover, are 

placed next to each other. Furthermore, since none of these features occur anywhere 

else in the book, these chapters no doubt constitute a separate layer inserted into the 

book.  

 

                                                                 
742 Crow, “The Death of al-Ḥusayn b. ‘Alī and Early Shīʻī Views of the Imamate”: 87-8.  
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God’s Justice and Transformation (42-5, 47) 

A group of five chapters immediately following the “Narrative” layer, exhibit 

several striking similarities, enabling to group them together on the one hand, and to 

separate them from other chapters with similar content on the other. They do not have 

any contradictions with the “Firm Kernel,” and whether they could be considered its 

continuation, is a possibility which cannot be proven.  

The central idea in chapters Forty Two to Forty Five and Forty Seven, is God’s 

justice, expressed in enabling unbelievers to assume human forms, to live better lives 

in the material world due to their good deeds, in allowing unbelievers and believers to 

avenge one another’s transgressions, and in regulating the relations between believers. 

The terminology in which the idea is expressed in all five is very similar. This is how 

they all speak about it:  

(1) … God does not neglect the compensation of he who works… God gives them 
the goods that they see, as justice (‘adlan) and fairness (inṣāfan).743  
(2) … this is compensation for him [i.e. the unbeliever], according to the degree 
of his deeds…744  
(3) God is just, and does not wrong (ʻādil lā yajūr), and He designed the creation 
in justice (‘adl) and fairness (inṣāf); no one is His favorite nor a relative, neither 
does your Lord treat anyone unjustly (lā yaẓlim rabbuka aḥadan).745  
(4) Your Lord does not treat anyone unjustly (lā yaẓlim rabbuka aḥadan), and does 
not command anyone to do injustice.746  
(5) God is just and does not wrong [anyone] (ʻādil lā yajūr), wise and fair 
(munṣif).747 
 

                                                                 
743 KH, ch. 42: 119.  

744 KH, ch. 43: 120.  

745 KH, ch. 44: 122.  

746 KH, ch. 45: 126.  

747 KH, ch. 47: 129.  
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As we see, not only the idea, but the vocabulary in which it is expressed, are in 

some cases identical: ‘adl “justice” and its synonym inṣāf (with its nomen agentis munṣif) 

recur in chapters Forty Two, Forty Four, and Forty Seven, the phrase “your Lord does 

not treat anyone unjustly” (lā yaẓlim rabbuka aḥadan)―in Forty Four and Forty Five, and 

“is just, and does not wrong” (ʻādil lā yajūr)―in Forty Four and Forty Seven.  

Thanks to God’s justice, unbelievers are rewarded for their good deeds and for 

striving toward religion “according to the degree of their knowledge,” says chapter 

Forty Two. As a reward, God enables them to live easy and good lives in the material 

world. Having received their rewards, however, they return to the suffering of 

masūkhiyya. In the following chapter, the ideas of reward for unbelievers and their 

occasional strife for religion, expressed in good deeds, prayer, fasting, and so on, are 

reiterated. It is also mentioned that some unbelievers may become transformed into 

human forms, and some into animals, which is their reward (or punishment) for their 

previous actions. Upon returning to masūkhiyya, they may also be rewarded by lighter 

suffering.  

The following two chapters discuss what believers and unbelievers do to each 

other as revenge or reward for what the other did to them. Both agree that unbelievers 

become human as part of their transformation. Chapter Forty Four states that believers 

and infidels undergo a number of transformations, during which they return the good 

or the evil done to them in previous incarnations. The next section further elaborates 

the idea of revenge for previous transgressions, focusing on why believers attack or 

curse the kuffār both in human and in animal form. This is, Jaʻfar tells Mufaḍḍal, 

because of their previous bad actions toward the mu’minūn.  



 
 

217 
 

Chapter Forty Seven is thematically related to the latter two. It speaks of two 

aspects of servitude (‘ubūdiyya), the first being the servitude of one believer to another. 

It elaborates on the reciprocal relations between believers, stating that when one 

believer mistreats another in one incarnation, in the next, God will elevate the latter, 

making him the former’s master, so that he can take back from him what is owed. The 

second aspect of servitude, Jaʻfar says, is the servitude of the believer to his Lord, which 

is the lowest degree of his spiritual ascent, when external (ẓāhir) duties, such as prayer 

and fasting, are still mandatory for him. The “knowledge of God in his purity without 

any suspicion and doubt”748 elevates him to the degree of the Free (darajat al-aḥrār), 

when these duties become unnecessary, and when his servitude ends. Here, the 

believer achieves supernatural power and becomes obeyed by mountains, seas, trees, 

the earth, and the sky.749 So great becomes his power that even God “obeys” him in the 

sense that, when he calls Him, God responds, and when he asks Him for something, God 

gives him that. 

Now let us see what the differences of these four chapters with other parts of 

KH are. As we saw, three out of four admit that unbelievers may occasionally be 

transformed into humans. The chapter inserted into the cluster, Forty Six, states the 

direct opposite:  

The believer becomes transformed in nasūkhiyya in human form, then in 
another human form, [and so forth,] in all cycles. As to the unbeliever, he 
becomes transformed in masūkhiyya and is never transformed in human form at 

                                                                 
748 KH, ch. 47: 130.  

749 KH, ch. 47: 131.  
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all… this has been his habit and custom at all times and ages―never to enter 
human form.750 
 
The three other chapters dealing with this idea, Fifteen, Twenty, and Twenty 

Eight, indirectly state that unbelievers only enter animal form. They all state that 

unbelievers become transformed into beings which can or cannot be eaten, and among 

these they only mention animals.751  

Another contradiction―which is less direct and more speculative―is the idea 

of relative non-determinism, i.e. that unbelievers can know God to a certain degree, 

and strive toward religion, and for this, as well as for their good actions, they receive 

relative reward. (Of course, afterwards they return to the suffering of masūkhiyya.) This 

is opposed to the view, expressed in section Twenty One, that “whoever is blind in the 

initial form (tarkīb), will still be blind in the final form, and far from the knowledge of 

God and His oneness.”752 Furthermore, it is God who “blinds the infidel’s heart, until he 

reaches utmost unbelief.”753 

 

Chapters 60-61  

                                                                 
750 KH, ch. 46: 127. Conversely, the believers are “safeguarded by God from entering the bodies of animals, 
beasts, or other beings.”  

751 KH, ch. 15: 46; ch. 20: 56; ch. 28: 77-8. Chapter fifteen does mention that “unbelievers have seven 
human bodies”, to be sure (p. 45). However, the context is completely different from that of discussed 
chapters. For one thing, it is not viewed as a lighter form of punishment for unbelievers who behave 
well. For another, these seven bodies are presented as stages leading the unbeliever down along the axis 
of evil, until he reaches masūkhiyya, and they are the mirroring image of the believers’ degrees, with the 
same names (mumtaḥan, naqīb, etc.). So these are not occasional transformations into human form as a 
reward, but necessary steps, which the unbeliever passes, becoming more and more evil.  

752 P. 58.  

753 P. 59.  
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Halm has noted, without specifying why, that these chapters, together with the 

following six, have probably been appended later.754 Indeed, chapters Sixty to Sixty 

Seven do demonstrate features which separate them from the rest of KH, and five of 

them display traits enabling to group them into two layers―Sixty and Sixty one on the 

one hand, and Sixty Two to Sixty Four on the other.  

First of all, all these chapters differ from KH’s remaining text in that they are 

not composed in the form of dialogues between Jaʻfar and Mufaḍḍal, but as monologues 

by Jaʻfar, all beginning in qāla l-Ṣādiq “Ṣādiq said.” Mufaḍḍal’s name is never once 

mentioned here. Secondly, the content of both groups also considerably differs from 

the rest of the book.  

Sixty and Sixty One755 are very similar in content and terminology, and share 

many key elements with the “Firm Kernel.” One principal difference, however, 

prevents me from classifying them with the latter. Both chapters state that on the day 

of Resurrection (yawm al-qiyāma),756 called in both places also al-jamʻ al-akbar757 “the 

great gathering,”758 the prophet Muhammad will rise and the transformed beings, i.e. 

the musūkh, will become annihilated. The latter idea is also expressed by the same term 

― yatalāshā.759 In both, finally, the believers and infidels become divided on this day 

                                                                 
754 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’,” 2: 66. 

755 P. 158, 159-61.  

756 KH, ch. 61: 160.  

757 KH, ch. 60: 158; ch: 61: 160.  

758 Echoing probably the Qur’ānic idea of gathering on the day of resurrection, expressed by the term 
ḥashr (50:44), cf. Borrmans, “Resurrection,” EQur, vol. 4: 434-5, and Gardet, “Ḳiyāma,” EI2, vol. 5: 235-8.  

759 Pp. 158, 160. In Ghālib (p. 175) yatalāshā is omitted in chapter Sixty.  
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into three groups each. The names of the three groups slightly differ in the two 

chapters, but it seems to be a matter of terminology, not meaning. Thus, the “people of 

reward” (ahl al-thawāb) become divided into those who become luminous (nūrānī) or, 

according to the next chapter, go to Paradise. The second group goes to the “abode of 

ordeal” (dār al-bilā’) in the first, and to the “abode of purification” (dār al-taṣfiyya) in the 

second. Finally, the third group becomes chaff (qashsh760) and naskh and―in the 

following chapter, the group enters the crop of birds and the bellies of fishes (implying 

perhaps that they eat the chaff), and becomes naskh. The word qashsh is explained in 

the following chapter as seven types of beings and objects: birds, fish, animals, 

predators, insects, stones, and plants. The “people of punishment” (ahl al-‘iqāb) become 

fiery (nīrāniyya) or enter Hell, 761 go to the “abode of decay” (dār al-balā) (in both 

chapters), and become maskh, or, more specifically, turn into worms.  

Thus, there are enough similarities between the two sections to show that they 

are penned, or added and edited, by the same person. It is also tempting to view them 

as the continuation and conclusion of the creation story with which the book begins. 

Indeed, there are some important similarities, such as the Prophet’s prominent 

position―the one who will rise in the end of times ― echoing, and indeed 

complementing, the notion that he was the first whom God sent to the fallen and 

repenting souls.762 The Seven Ādams, discussed in Sixty, remind of the Seven Ādams of 

                                                                 
760 Ghālib: 175, Tamir omits the word.  

761 The idea is expressed by the phrase “they enter the abode of the most painful suffering where they 
remain for eternity,” where the last point is expressed by khālidūn used in the Qur’ān to express the idea 
that the unbelievers eternally remain in the flames of Hell (cf. Qur’ān 2:39).  

762 KH, ch. 5: 27.  
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the “Kernel.” What makes me suspicious about the common origin of these two 

chapters and the initial eight, is that there, the relations between the Ādams are 

hierarchical, i.e., they exist simultaneously on the seven heavens. Here, they have 

followed each other in seven successive historical cycles (adwār, sg. dawr), and are 

concluded by the present, eighth cycle and the eighth Ādam:  

Ṣādiq said: before us there were seven Ādams and seven cycles which have 
passed; we are in the eighth cycle, which is the eighth Ādam’s.  
 
Still, even if these two sections are independent of the first eight, their 

reverence of Muhammad, the absence of the Imams, and the teaching of the seven 

Ādams, albeit modified, shows that they are the product of the same milieu.  

The second of the two chapters describes transformation in a curious way, 

differing from all that was said before about masūkhiyya and nasūkhiyya, except in 

chapter Twenty Four. Here, naskh refers to transformation into edible animals, and 

maskh― into inedible ones. Furthermore, since one of the seven types of qashsh “chaff”, 

into which some believers turn, is stone, after undergoing several transformations, 

believers become minerals, which is “the substance from which they are”―pearls 

(durr), sapphire (yāqūt), and aquamarine (zabarjad). The unbelievers, too, become 

minerals, albeit baser ones―iron (ḥadīd), brass (nuḥās), and lead (ruṣāṣ).  

A curious idiosyncratic detail should be noted in chapter Sixty One. Its 

description of masūkhiyya differs from what has been said before, and resembles KS’s 

depiction of transformation on the one hand, and Qummī’s description of the 

Mukhammisa beliefs.  The trio iron (ḥadīd), brass (nuḥās), and lead (ruṣāṣ), into which 

unbelievers turn, resembles the three base minerals which represent historical 

personalities in KS: iron represented ‘Uthmān, brass were the theologians, and lead, the 
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‘Abbasids. Of course, the relations between the three in KS are different, but its 

occurrence here suggests a common religious tradition. This is further affirmed by the 

use of the same Qur’ānic verse in speaking about transformation, 17:50-1 {Be stone, or 

iron, or any other substance you think hard}. The same verse is quoted by Qummī when 

describing the Mukhammisa teachings.763   

 

A Passage from Kitāb al-Aẓilla (62-4) 

A quotation from Kitāb al-aẓilla attributed to Yūnus b. Ẓubyān, this layer was 

discussed in detail in the appropriate section. Therefore, here I will only say a few 

words about one stylistic feature of this layer, which is indicative of its time of 

composition (or the  addition to the text). Like the previous two chapters, this layer too 

lacks the dialogue form between Jaʻfar and Mufaḍḍal, found throughout the book. As in 

the previous layer, this shows the late date of the layer’s insertion into the text, i.e. 

after one draft of KH had been edited and the dialogue form established.  

  

Nuṣayrī Ḥadīth (65-67) 

The concluding three chapters764 stand in sharp contrast to the entire remaining 

text of KH in that they consist entirely of ḥadīth of various length―from several lines to 

several pages long. The content of these traditions resembles the topics discussed 

throughout the book, e.g. the Seven Ādams,765 transformations into human and non-

                                                                 
763 Kitāb al-maqālāt wa l-firaq: 58-9.  

764 Pp. 172-207.  

765 KH, ch. 65: 173-4, 175-8, ch. 66:  
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human form,766 the important role of the Imams in guiding humanity,767 the Veils, the 

shadows and phantoms, etc. There are also several stories which relate to general Shiʻi 

topics, such as the occultation of the last Imam.768 In several cases, the story of the 

seven Ādams and earths is called ḥadīth al-haft or haftiyya, echoing the title of the 

book.769 They have been included probably for their similarity to the ideas discussed in 

KH. Save for one name, the transmitters of the traditions do not add anything to the 

understanding of the chapters’ chronology and provenance. They are mostly people 

who lived during Bāqir’s, Jaʻfar’s, and Mūsā’s time, including both “extremists” and 

people who by later biographers would be considered trustworthy (thiqa).770 

There is no way we can judge about the historicity of the ḥadīth and the time of 

their origin. Many of them are possibly fabricated, because of the ascription of 

                                                                 
766 KH, ch. 172-3, 176, 182, ch. 66: 190-1.  

767 KH, ch. 65: 173,  

768 KH, ch. 66: 180-6.  

769 KH, ch. 65: 172-3, 176, 179.  

770 To the first category belong Mufaḍḍal himself, his younger associate Muḥammad b. Sinān (see on him 
above), ‘Abd Allāh al-Qāsim (both people who have this name―‘Abd Allāh al-Qāsim al-Ḥārithī and ‘Abd 
Allāh al-Qāsim al-Ḥaḍramī―are said to be weak in ḥadīth and “extremists,” see Najāshī, vol. 2: 29-30). The 
“trustworthy” names are, e.g. - Yaʻqūb b. Sālim al-Aḥmar, a companion of Jaʻfar (Najāshī, vol. 2: 424, Ṭūsī, 
Rijāl: 337), Ṣafwān b. Ṣafwān Ibn Yaḥyā, who narrated from Jaʻfar and Mūsā (Najāshī, vol. 1: 439-40), 
Jaʻfar’s companion Muḥammad b. Yaḥyā al-Khathʻamī (Najāshī, vol. 1: 259), Yaʻqūb al-Sarrāj (Najāshī, vol. 
2: 428). Chapter Sixty Five (p. 176) even mentions a tradition featuring Bāqir and the founder of the 
Butriyya branch of the Zaydiyya Kathīr al-Nawwā’ (corrupted here into Nawāy in all editions), who was 
having a dispute with the Imam about the role of the Prophet’s family. The report here is corrupted, but 
it obviously refers to the exaggerated, in Kathīr’s opinion, role that the Prophet’s Family holds for the 
humans (ādamiyūn). Indeed, Kathīr is known from Imāmī sources for his criticism of Bāqir for 
exaggerating the role of Imams, see Kashshī, nos. 429, 439, 440, 441, 442, 733, Van Ess, Theologie und 
Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 240-2. The ḥadīth is probably included in the chapter because of its focus on the seven 
Ādams, who are called in the plural ādamiyyūn, which also just means “humans” in general (sg. ādamī), 
and the text of the tradition includes this word, but with its second meaning: kāna l-ādamiyūn yuftaḥ bihim 
bi-āl Muḥammad, which could we translated as “with Muhammad’s family one opens for all humans.” The 
use of the word ādamiyūn, albeit with a different meaning, could be the reason for the story’s inclusion 
into the chapter. Zurāra b. Aʻyan is another of Jaʻfar’s companions who appears a number of times in the 
isnāds. See my discussion on him and his relation with Mufaḍḍal in my Chapter One.  
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“extremist” ideas to “trustworthy,” i.e. non “extremist,” transmitters. However, the 

ideas contained in them could have been circulating from very early time. Still, it is 

possible to find out when they were appended to the book. Sixty Five contains three 

clues as to the time of their inclusion. The name of one of the founders of the Nuṣayrī 

movement Muhammad b. Nuṣayr, found in the isnād of a ḥadīth, makes its terminus post 

quem the second half of the 9th century. The lengthy story about the occultation 

indicates the same.771 The date is pushed to a later period by the mention, and cursing, 

of the Banū Mirdās,772 a family that held political power in Syria in the 5th/11th century 

and between 415/1024 and 473/1080 were princes of Aleppo.773 This further indicates 

that the person who added the chapters lived in Syria. Indeed, the Nuṣayrīs had already 

moved here from Iraq at the time of Khuṣaybī (d. 957 to 969).774  

  

                                                                 
771 Pp. 180-6.  

772 P. 184.  

773 Bianquis and Shamma, “Mirdās, Banū or Mirdāsids,” EI2, vol. 7: 115-23; Bianquis, Damas et Syrie sous la 
domination Fatimide, vol. 2: 518-9, 553, et passim; Crawford, “Reconstruction of a Struggle within the 
Mirdāsid Dynasty in Ḥalab”: 89-95.  

774 On the discussion of his heath date see Friedman, The Nuṣayrī ʻ-Alawīs: 32-3.  
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The Chronology and Attribution of KH’s layers 

Having sorted out the different textual layers of KH, I will now try to find the 

chronology of the text, i.e. the order in which various textual layers were composed or 

added to the book, and the approximate time when this happened.  

A convenient terminus post quem is the mention of Kitāb al-haft wa l-aẓilla by 

Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī (first half of the 5th/11th c) in his Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn. The 

passages quoted in his treatise show that he had virtually the same Kitāb al-haft as we 

do now, with slight differences in the text―which could be due to his own 

paraphrasing775―such as brief additions to existing chapters.776 His version was slightly 

longer, and contained at least one chapter missing in our KH.777 Moreover, the passages 

that he quotes include four of the six layers of KH―the “Firm Kernel,”778 the “Shiʻi” 

layer,779 the fifth group,780 i.e. chapters Sixty to Sixty Four, and finally, the last layer 

which comprises ḥadīth.781 There are no passages from the “Narrative” layer, and from 

the fourth group, which focuses on God’s justice. The “Narrative” chapters do not 

figure perhaps because they do not contain enough doctrinal material for Ibn Shuʻba to 

                                                                 
775 See, e.g., Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 63, where he presents the shorter version of KH’s chapters Three to Six, 
omitting the mention of Mufaḍḍal’s name and the Qurā’nic passages. Elsewhere in his quotation, these do 
occur, ruling out the possibility that his recension did not have them at all (see pp. 68).  

776 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 60, 108.  

777 Called Maʻrifat intiqām al-kāfir min al –kāfir wa-l-mu’min min al-mu’min “On the Revenge of an unbeliever 
from an unbeliever, and of a believer from a believer,” Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 177-9; the chapter is about 
what its title claims to be. 

778 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 60, 63-4.  

779 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 108, 147-8, 150-6, 150.  

780 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 65-6.  

781 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 65-9.  
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have quoted them in his book, which is entirely focused on doctrine. The third layer 

might have simply been missed by chance. In any case, there is no reason to think that 

its absence from Ḥaqā’iq means it was inserted later. Therefore, we can assume that in 

the second half of the 5th/11th century KH existed in the form it exists today. Now let us 

go over the layers one by one. For the sake of convenience, I will begin from the latest.  

(A) The latest layer of KH is evidently the last one, i.e. the last three chapters. 

For one thing, one of them discusses the ghayba, and for another, it mentions Ibn 

Nuṣayr’s name, who was active in the second half of the 4th/10th century, and Banū 

Mirdās, a dynasty that came to power in 414/1024-4.782 Although their founder Ṣāliḥ b. 

Mirdās was Shiʻi,783 the fact that they are presented as evil reflects that during their 

reign the tolerance enjoyed by the sect during the Hamdānids in the 4th/10th century, 

had ended.784 Furthermore, Halm, following Madelung, proposes that this layer, along 

with the Introduction, was added during that time, and more specifically, by the leader 

of Nuṣayrīs of the time Maymūn al-Ṭabarānī (d. 426/1034-5). This could be why, he 

implies in a footnote, Ṭabarānī is said to be the author of Kitāb al-haft in Massignon’s 

“Esquisse d’une bibliographie Nusayrie.”785 Madelung rightly notes, however, that the 

current state of our knowledge about Nuṣayrīs does not allow us to go further than a 

conjecture about Ṭabarānī’s role in this respect.786 The mention of the Mirdāsids and 

                                                                 
782 Crawford, “Reconstruction of a Struggle within the Mirdāsid Dynasty in Ḥalab”: 89.  

783 Crawford, “Reconstruction of a Struggle within the Mirdāsid Dynasty in Ḥalab”: 90.  

784 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 262; see also Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 41.  

785 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” I: 262, f. 264; Madelung, “Review of Kitāb al-Haft wa l-Aẓilla”: 181; 
Massignon, “Esquisse d’une bibliographie Nusayrie”: 644.  

786 Madelung, “Review of Kitāb al-Haft wa l-Aẓilla”: 181.  
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the appearance of the title in Ibn Shuʻba’s work allows us to situate this layer between 

the year 414/1024-4, when the Mirdāsids came to power, and roughly the end of the 

first half of the 5th/11th century, since Ḥaqā’iq’s author was the disciple of al-Khuṣaybī 

and Jillī, both of whom lived in the 4th/10th century, and Mufīd’s contemporary, who 

died in 413/1032, i.e. well after the establishment of the Mirdāsids. That Ṭabarānī 

himself died in the first half of the 5th/11th century, i.e. was a rough contemporary of 

Ibn Shuʻba, makes his authorship of the last three chapters implausible, for Ḥaqā’iq’s 

author already had the final version of the text at his disposal, and Ṭabarānī’s addition 

to the text would not go unnoticed and unacknowledged by him.  

The title of the work is perhaps added by the last compiler, who appended the 

final three chapters. The key here is the Persian word haft “seven,” as noted by Halm,787 

which occurs in the text only in this layer, in the combination ḥadīth al-haft,788 referring 

to the story of the seven Ādams, as well as in the form haftiyya―meaning the same.789 

This could either indicate that the title was added later or, more likely, that the title 

initially did have the word aẓilla, and that only haft is a late addition.  

(E, F) The layer that was inserted before the last comprises the fifth and sixth 

groups, i.e. chapters Sixty to Sixty Four because it diverges from the common structure 

of the book, i.e. the dialogue form between Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and Mufaḍḍal. This could 

indicate that these chapters were added after an editor inserted Mufaḍḍal’s name 

everywhere, thus giving a similar structure to most of the chapters. This is also 

                                                                 
787 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’” II: 67.  

788 KH, ch. 65: 173.  

789 KH, ch. 65: 174.  



 
 

228 
 

confirmed by the fact that the dialogue form between Jaʻfar and Mufaḍḍal is virtually 

absent―save for the very beginning790―from all three chapters of the last layer, whose 

late origin is beyond doubt. That two of these chapters are quotations from Kitāb al-

kursī, helps us little in situating them in time. However, if the work was indeed 

circulating only in Nuṣayrī circles (since it is quoted in Ibn Nuṣayr’s treatise and does 

not seem to be mentioned by any mainstream Imāmī works), this means that this layer 

was also added by the Nuṣayrīs.   

(C) The third layer, i.e. the “Narrative chapters,” is earlier than the mentioned 

two because it is unified with the rest of KH by the dialogue structure between Jaʻfar 

and Mufaḍḍal. Besides, it shows parallels to some Nuṣayrī texts in its themes and 

terminology. First of all, the appellation Abū l-Ṭayyibāt used for Abū l-Khaṭṭāb in 

chapter Forty,791 appears to be used only in Nuṣayrī texts.792 The name could be 

deciphered as “father of good deeds/traits,” and is probably a polemical or a defensive 

nickname directed against Abū l-Khaṭṭāb’s demonization in mainstream Shiʻi circles.793  

                                                                 
790 The only dialogue between the two in this layer occurs in the very beginning, i.e. the opening of 
chapter Sixty Five (p. 172) and is about the seven Ādams. It can be speculated that this passage was 
inserted by the person who appended the last three chapters, doing so in order to have a convenient 
starting point for the discussion of the Seven Ādams, who are the subject of many of the traditions 
quoted in the chapter, and after who it is named, “What has come down to us about the Seven Ādams.”  

791 P. 106.  

792 Khaṣībī’s famous work, Al-Hidāya l-kubrā, contains an entire section of ḥadīth about Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, 
which opens (p. 369) with the phrase “Ṣādiq nicknamed him Abū l-Ṭayyibāt…” (kannāhu l-Ṣādiq Abū l-
Ṭayyibāt…); see also id. Al-Risāla l-rastbāshiyya: 56; Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 59; it also 
appears as Abū l-Ṭayyibāt wa l-Ṭayyibīn, i.e. “the father of good women and men,” see, Strothmann (ed.), 
Esoterische Sonderthemen bei den Nusairi: 4-5.  

793 I owe this insight to Hussein Abdulsater. A similar appellation is given to another famous “extremist” 
and Mufaḍḍal’s older contemporary Jābir b. Yazīd al-Juʻfī, who bears the nickname Abū l-Tuḥaf (father of 
wonders) in Ḥarrānī, Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn: 59.  
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The second element is the supernatural image of Abū l-Khaṭṭāb among the 

Nuṣayrīs,794 reflected in a Nuṣayrī text published by Strothmann, called Akhbār wa-

riwāyāt ‘an mawlāna ahl al-bayt.795 Here, Abū l-Khaṭṭāb appears as a mythical figure with 

supernatural abilities, and, just like in the story of Ḥusayn in the “Narrative” layer, is 

said to have been an impersonation of an earlier person ― a certain Hurmuz, probably 

a pre-Islamic Iranian character.796 In KH, he is said to have been Jibrīl, accompanying all 

the Imams.797 In Akhbār wa-riwāyāt, he also treats his companions to wine which gives 

mystical knowledge.798 It should be noted that these representations probably do not 

stem from Khaṭṭābiyya circles, since their beliefs, as described by Nawbakhtī and 

Qummī,799 do not contain any elements which are similar to his representation in these 

texts―apart, of course, from viewing the Imams as supernatural beings, which was a 

very common ghulāt view and, hence, cannot be used for comparison. This makes the 

hypothesis of the Nuṣayrī provenance all the more plausible.   

The third parallel is the structural resemblance between Salmān’s and Umm 

Kulthūm’s stories, and a passage from a text ascribed to Muhammad b. Nuṣayr, Kitāb al-

akwār al-nūrāniyya.800 Here, as in the “Narrative” layer, Abū Bakr is called Ḥabtar,801 and 

                                                                 
794 See Ansari, “Abū l-Khaṭṭāb,” EncIslamica, vol. 2: 207.  

795 Strothmann (ed.), Esoterische Sonderthemen bei den Nusairi: 4-6; see for the description of the text, 
Friedman, The Nuṣayrī-‘Alawīs: 263-4.  

796 Hurmuz might stem from a form of Ahura-Mazda’s name, such as Ohrmazd.  
 
797 KH, ch. 40: 105-6.  

798 Strothmann (ed.), Esoterische Sonderthemen bei den Nusairi: 4-6.  

799 See Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-shīʻa: 37-40, 58-9; Qummī, Kitāb al-Maqālāt wa l-firaq: 50-6, 81-3, 85.  

800 Pp.: 114-25.  
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‘Umar―Dulām, which is a version of Adlam used throughout chapter 23 and Forty One, 

i.e. in Umm Kulthūm’s and Salmān’s stories. The plot is also very similar to Salmān’s 

story. Here too, ‘Umar wants to do something illicit, in this case―to worship an idol, 

and ‘Alī, through his capacity to know what is happening far away, sends Salmān to 

prevent him from doing so. Throughout the story, Salmān appears to be ‘Alī’s envoy to 

Dulām, just as in the two stories from KH. In both texts, ‘Alī is said to be endowed with 

supernatural powers, e.g., in Kitāb al-akwār, when Dulām refuses to obey him, the Imam 

makes the wall bend over him; similarly, both Umm Kulthūm’s and Salmān’s stories are 

full of ‘Alī’s wonders―again to ‘Umar’s detriment―, such as making ‘Umar’s daughter 

look like his own, turning the bow into a serpent, and so on.  

Of course, the three parallels do not necessarily indicate that the layer is from a 

Nuṣayrī source, or that it was composed by the Nuṣayrīs. They theoretically might have 

occurred outside Nuṣayrī literature. But it does indicate a common literary tradition 

and religious milieu, to which both the “Narrative” layer of KH, and the passages from 

the Nuṣayrī sources go back.  

(A, B, D) The next three layers, i.e. the fourth, including chapters Forty Two to 

Forty Five, and Forty Seven, the “Firm Kernel,” as well as the numerous “Shiʻi” chapters 

of the second layer, contain most of the “extremist” doctrines which circulated in 

2nd/8th-3rd/9th century Kufa, such as transmigration of souls (naskh), transformation 

(maskh), degrees of belief (darajāt), and the belief in the Seven Ādams. They lack, at the 

same time, any elements pointing to their later composition date, such as Nuṣayrī 

beliefs and terminology, especially the divinization of the Imams. This indicates that 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
801 KH, ch. 23: 62-6.  
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they were composed, or added to the book, during those two centuries and before the 

emergence of the Nuṣayrī movement. A more detailed chronological classification is, 

alas, impossible at this stage. 

The main ghulāt ideas found in layer D are the transmigration of souls, the 

degrees of believers (darajāt), the abolition of religious duties, and the acquisition of 

supernatural abilities upon reaching a certain level of perfection. It does not contradict 

the first two layers in a major way, but also lacks the two main markers which would 

allow me to classify it with the “Firm Kernel” or the “Shiʻi” layer, i.e. the reverence of 

Muhammad or the Imams.  

The relation between the “Firm Kernel” and the “Shiʻi” layer is possible to 

determine based on two criteria. The first is the creation story found in the former. It is 

logical to assume that the creation of the world would be the first thing with which one 

would begin a text. Secondly, it is more uniform, consisting of a coherent story, with a 

clearly marked beginning and an end. The other layer consists of textual fragments of 

varying length, none of which has a marked beginning and an end, being instead 

discussions of various theological and cosmological themes. This does not mean that 

one was composed later than the other, but it does indicate that the “Shiʻi” material 

was added to the “Kernel” in the process of the redaction of KH, and not vice versa.  

Apart from the general ghulāt ideas found in both layers, each contains beliefs 

found in the teachings of two 2nd/8th century “extremist” movements―Khaṭṭābiyya and 

Ḥārithiyya. This does not mean that they were composed at a time when the 

movements were active, for the beliefs could outlive their originators. This does, 

however, hint at the religious milieu in which they were composed.  
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Thus, chapter Twelve,802 one of the “Shiʻi” chapters, states that religious 

duties―in this case, prayer and almsgiving―are human beings, in this case ― the 

Imams. As is known from Nawbakhtī’s, Kashshī’s, and Ṣaffār’s accounts, the 

Khaṭṭābiyya, whose leader Abū l-Khaṭṭāb was killed in ca. 138/755, believed that all 

religious obligations and prohibitions are men.803 Of course, this account differs from 

Nawbakhtī’s in that they did not divinize the Imams but viewed them as the obligations 

of whom Abū l-Khaṭṭāb spoke, and it is, therefore, difficult to establish, whether the 

existence of this idea means that the chapter was composed in Khaṭṭābiyya circles or 

outside of them.  

Another point reflective of the sectarian milieu of Kufa in this layer, is the 

polemics against allegations of antinomianism. Chapter Fifty Three contains a defense 

against the accusations of homosexual intercourse between men, leveled against ghulāt 

in Imāmī circles. It states that it is a “sickness” by which none of the Shiʻis is ever 

afflicted. As we know, virtually all heresiographic accounts, Shiʻi or Sunni, accuse ghulāt 

of homosexuality, as well as of sexual promiscuity.804 The three earliest texts accusing 

ghulāt of homosexuality, whose authors were the contemporary of some of the later 

ghulāt, are the mentioned text by Ṣaffār (d. 290/902-3), Firaq al-shīʻa by Nawbakhtī (d. 

between 300/912 and 310/922), and Kitāb al-maqālāt wa l-firaq by Qummī (301/913-14). 

Unfortunately, this detail also cannot give us clues as to the date of the composition of 

this layer, because such accusations no doubt occurred earlier.  

                                                                 
802 As I demonstrated, this chapter forms one textual unit with the following one, and was in all 
likelihood inserted together with it, as well as with Fourteen, and Fifteen.  

803 Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-Shīʻa: 38; Kashshī, nos. 512, 513; Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir al-darajāt: 546-55.  

804 Ashʽarī, Maqālāt al-islāmiyīn: 10; Nawbakhtī, Firaq al-shīʽa: 95; Ṣaffār, Baṣā’ir: 546-7.  
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Apart from polemicizing against heresiographers, the “Shiʻi” and the Fourth 

layers affirm some of what the ghulāt were accused of. Accusations of antinomianism, as 

discussed in my second chapter, contained two elements. One was sexual promiscuity 

and homosexuality, which KH rejects. The second one, however, is the abolition of the 

religious duties.805 Both KS, and two passages from KH affirm that this belief did really 

exist. Chapter Thirteen states that for him who perceived the inner truth about the 

degrees of belief, 

the external (ẓāhir) acts of worship become unnecessary. If he reaches them, 
and knows them station after station, and degree after degree, he will become 
free (ḥurr); the servitude (‘abūdiyya) [of God] will become unnecessary for him, 
and he will leave the state of being owned for the state of being free by reaching 
the end [of his spiritual quest] and by his knowledge [of the internal truth].806  
 
The passage echoes the ideas and vocabulary of KS, where this freedom is 

achieved upon reaching the seventh station of belief. The words ‘abūdiyya and ḥurr echo 

KS’s kharaja ‘an al-taʻabbud “will become free of the duty to worship” and muḥarrar 

“liberated,”807 suggesting a common environment.  

The passage from the fourth layer808 uses the same terminology, stating that in 

the lowest degree, the believer is bound by external (ẓāhir) obligations, such as fasting, 

prayer, pilgrimage, almsgiving, and jihād, and other obligatory religious duties (sharā’iʻ 

mafrūḍa). In this station, he is a bonded slave (‘abd mamlūk). However, if he reaches the 

                                                                 
805 Ibid. 

806 P. 42.   

807 C: 329, J: 79.  

808 KH, ch. 47: 130.  
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degree of the free (aḥrār, sg. ḥurr), these fetters will fall from him. This resembles KS 

also in that here, the believer achieves supernatural abilities.  

The achievement of supernatural abilities after reaching the degree of the Door, 

is another point if resemblance between the “Shiʻi” layer and KS.809 In chapter 

Fourteen,810 this degree enables the believer to see everything, and to know the Imam 

whenever one so wishes. In Twenty Nine,811 after ascending to the degree of the Door, 

the believer can become an angel, becoming thus free of the need to eat and drink,  and 

becoming able to ascend into the sky and descend onto the earth whenever he so 

wishes, and to change one’s appearance by assuming human or angelic form.  

The existence of Khaṭṭābiyya beliefs, the polemics against the accusations of 

homosexuality found in heresiographic accounts, the existence of antinomian 

teachings, found in the same accounts, and, finally, the parallels with KS, further 

indicate that this layer of KH was composed in a religious milieu which was common to 

KS, and of which the heresiographers spoke, i.e. the 8th/9th century Kufa.  

(A) One of the two main points of difference between the “Kernel” and the 

“Shiʻi” layer, i.e. the reverence of the Prophet Muhammad in the former, as opposed to 

the reverence of the Imams in the latter, indicate a possibly Muḥammadiyya origin. It is 

not entirely identical with his image drawn by heresiographers, according to whom the 

Prophet was virtually deified by the followers of this group.812 Here, Muhammad is 

                                                                 
809 C: 329, J: 79.  

810 P. 43.  

811 P. 52.  

812 Since the Muḥammadiyya are often presented together with the Mukhammisa and the Mufawwiḍa, I 
will also refer to passages talking about the latter two, and ascribing to them the divinization of 
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simply the first being sent by God to guide the fallen humanity, and His first Veil.813 

This perhaps indicates that the author of the text adhered to the more “moderate” 

wing of the group of Muhammad’s worshippers. The second point of difference, the 

belief in ashbāḥ and aẓilla, along with some other beliefs, also points to the Kufan 

sectarian milieu, more specifically―to the teachings of the Ḥārithiyya/Ḥarbiyya group.   

According to Halm, the Ḥarbiyya were the followers of ‘Abd Allāh b. Ḥarb, 

emerging after the rebellion of ‘Abd Allāh b. Muʻāwiya in Kufa in 127/744.814 Indeed, the 

account of the heresiographer Nāshi’ shows a surprising affinity between the ideas of 

the sect and the “Kernel’s”: it has the idea of the shadows (aẓilla), the seven Ādams, 

each of whom lived on earth for fifty thousand years, the idea of cycles (adwār), the 

believers’ becoming angels, and the transformation of the unbelievers. It does, however 

diverge from this layer, as well as from all the rest, in that according to Nāshi’, the sect 

believed that ‘Alī and his offspring are gods.815 As in the “Shiʻi” chapters, ‘Alī and other 

Imams are not considered divine, and in the “Kernel,” moreover, ‘Alī is not given any 

importance at all.  

The occurrence of Ḥarbiyya beliefs in this layer of KH, thus, does not necessarily 

mean that the layer was composed by the followers of the group, as in the case with 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
Muhammad: Qummī, Kitāb al-Maqālāt wa l-firaq: 56; Rāzī, in Kitāb al-zīna, speaks of the mīmiyya who, as 
opposed to the ‘ayniyya, divinize both Muhammad and ‘Alī but prefer the former (p. 307); the same 
distinction is found in Shahrastānī, Kitāb al-Milal wa l-niḥal, vol. 1: 129. See also Kohlberg, 
“Muḥammadiyya,” EI2, vol. 7: 459-61. As the passages from Kitāb al-aẓilla show, this idea is not the 
invention of the heresiographers, and some Shiʻis did believe in the divine nature of the Prophet. 

813 KH, ch. 5: 27; ch. 7: 30.  

814 Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten’,” I: 16-25; see also Qāḍī, Kaysāniyya: 248, 252.  

815 Van Ess (ed.), Frühe muʻtazilitische Härasiographie, “Masā’il al-imāma”: 37-9. See also Madelung and 
Walker, An Ismaili Heresiography, Arabic text: 101-2; Qummī, Kitāb al-Maqālāt wa l-firaq: 43.  
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Khaṭṭābiyya ideas, but rather, that by the time the book began to be put together, these 

teachings were common currency in the sectarian milieu of Kufa, becoming the 

foundation of the first layer. Indeed, there are numerous Shiʻi traditions where the 

Imams’ souls are presented as luminous shadows.816  E.g., Kāfī contains two ḥadīth where 

the Imams tell that they were created before the world, and were shadows (aẓilla) and 

phantoms of light (ashbāḥ nūr).817 In both cases, the isnāds of two of these traditions 

point to Kufa.818 Kashshī tells about a certain ‘Alī b. Ḥammād al-Azdī who narrated some 

Kitāb al-aẓilla.819 Furthermore, the existence of at least three books with the titles aẓilla 

and/or ashbāḥ ― there might have been still more that did not survive, e.g., 

Muḥammad b. Sinān’s lost Kitāb al-aẓilla ― show the popularity of this idea in the 

religious milieu or Iraq, where these ideas circulated.820 This is why almost all layers of 

KH contain numerous mentions of both aẓilla and ashbāḥ.  

One final word about KH’s attribution to Mufaḍḍal al-Juʻfī is in order. While his 

authorship of the later layers, i.e. the Nuṣayrī one, the Narrative chapters, and the 

quotations from Kitāb al-aẓilla, are excluded, there is no reason to think why the 

“Kernel” and the “Shiʻi” chapters could not be as old as the second half of the 2nd/8th 

century, when he was active. We don’t know much about what Mufaḍḍal believed in, 

                                                                 
816 Amir-Moezzi, “Cosmogony and Cosmology in Twelver Shiʻism,” EIr, vol. 6: 317-22. id. The Divine Guide: 
32; on the numerous Shiʻi traditions discussing the shadows, see Rubin, “Pre-existence and light”: 99-100.  

817 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 441, 442.  

818 One of them is narrated on the authority of Mufaḍḍal, and in other of Jābir b. Yazīd al-Juʻfī, followed by 
Mufaḍḍal and Muhammad b. Sinān, all three ― prominent Kufan personalities.  

819 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 703.  

820 Cf. Capezzone, “Un aspetto della critica Imamita alle tradizioni eterodosse.” 
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but he was a Khaṭṭābī for a while, leaving the movement probably after Jaʻfar’s cursing 

of Abū l-Khaṭṭāb.821 Secondly, in some ḥadīth he is said to have taught that the Imams 

distribute the sustenance of people. The latter view is not in much contradiction with 

any of the chapters of the “Shiʻi” layer, where the Imams, while never divinized, are 

considered God’s vehicles in guiding humanity in this world or the other, the first 

beings created, and supernatural creatures who put their bodies on or take them back 

off like shirts. The presence of Khaṭṭābī ideas in some chapters makes Mufaḍḍal’s 

authorship even more plausible. At the same time, however, none of the biographical 

accounts attributes anything that would sound like Kitāb al-haft or Kitāb al-aẓilla to 

Mufaḍḍal,822 and our information about eighth century Shiism is too fragmented to 

enable us to state that Mufaḍḍal composed any part of KH. There are just too many 

other possibilities. In all likelihood, this is one of the numerous works which form part 

of the “Mufaḍḍal-tradition,” where his and Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq’s names were added to add 

prestige to the text and to integrate it into the Shiʻi discourse.  

  

                                                                 
821 On Mufaḍḍal’s possible personal views on the Imams, and on his connection to Abū l-Khaṭṭāb, see my 
Chapter One.  

822 See my Chapter One.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter was about the second “heretical” treatise ascribed to Mufaḍḍal al-

Juʻfī, and about the theological tradition of which the work is part. I showed that aside 

from KH, there are at least two other books with similar titles and speaking about 

similar theological ideas. These are the seven Ādams and heavens, and the teaching 

about the phantoms and shadows. It is possible that there were many more works of 

this type which did not survive.  The ḥadīth echoing these teachings are a testimony to 

the idea’s popularity. However, the virtual absence of any mention of these works in 

Imami and Sunni biographical and bibliographical works shows the secrecy 

surrounding the groups among whom the works circulated. Probably composed in the 

ghulāt milieu of Kufa, the books were preserved by the Nuṣayrīs and transplanted by 

them to Syrian soil. No wonder that most or all823 the manuscripts from which the three 

editions of KH are made, originate in Syria. And no wonder that the latest layer of KH 

was composed in Syria too.  

KH consists of at least seven separate layers; to dissociate these layers, I used 

the textual and theological peculiarities found in its various parts. One of the oldest two 

layers consists of the initial eight chapters, which contain the creation story of the 

seven Ādams and earths, and the teaching about the phantoms and shadows. 

Surprisingly, it does not view the Imams as supernatural beings, and the Prophet 

Muhammad is viewed as God’s main envoy to humanity.  

The reverence of the Imams and the absence of the idea of the phantoms and 

shadows are the main features distinguishing the second layer, which views the Imams 

                                                                 
823 Ghālib only specifies the provenance of two of his manuscripts.  
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as supernatural beings and God’s messengers to humanity, who teach humans the inner 

truths of religion. Unlike what most heresiographers have written about the ghulāt, 

however, the Imams are not viewed as divine. Unlike other layers, this one is not 

uniform. The connection between the chapters is based on their theological worldview 

and the lack of contradicting ideas. They do not, however, exhibit the stylistic 

continuity found in the chapters of other layers, which would allow me to consider 

them as authored by the same person.   

The two earliest layers contain teachings which could very well go back to the 

2nd/8th century, for they are ascribed by heresiographers to personalities who lived at 

that time ― ideas found among the Ḥārithiyya/Ḥarbiyya group, and the teachings of 

the Khaṭṭābiyya.  

The fourth layer, consisting of six quite tightly connected chapters, is probably 

also composed in the same theological milieu as the former two, for it shares a number 

of common ideas and a common style. However, it lacks the textual markers which 

would allow me to group it with one or another of the above layers, and I therefore 

contented myself with just pointing out the common origin of its chapters.  

The third layer stands out from the rest of KH because of its narrative form. It 

consists of several chapters containing stories about the Imams and their enemies, and 

differs from the theological discussions found in the rest. Several textual 

commonalities with Nuṣayrī texts allow me to suggest that they were composed by 

Nuṣayrīs, i.e. they are much later than the previous three layers.  

The fifth and sixth layers exhibit a textual peculiarity which shows that they 

were composed after the previous four. While most of KH’s chapters are in the form of 
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a dialogue between Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and Mufaḍḍal, in these, Mufaḍḍal does not figure at 

all. This could mean that the previous textual layers were edited by someone who 

imparted this common feature on all, i.e. inserted the dialogue markers, so that they 

would look like the work of the same author. The absence of these markers in these two 

chapters, then, would mean that they were added later.  

Furthermore, one of these two layers is an unacknowledged quotation from one 

of the two treatises discussed above ― Kitāb al-aẓilla. This indicates that KH was part of 

the same written tradition as that book, and that they both likely circulated in the same 

religious circles.  

The latest layer consists of the last three chapters, which contain only ḥadīth, 

and which were added in the 5th/11th century. This is seen from the mention of the 

Mirdāsid dynasty who ruled in Syria from the first quarter of that century. The content 

of these ḥadīth is very similar to the content of the previous layers, i.e., the traditions 

are mostly about the phantoms and shadows and the seven Ādams, which is perhaps 

the reason why they were appended to the book.  

To sum up, Kitāb al-haft wa-l-aẓilla emerged and circulated in the “extremist” 

Shiʻi milieu of the 2nd/8th or 3rd/9th century Iraq. It formed part of a larger trend of 

theological writings about the teachings of aẓilla and ashbāḥ and of the seven Ādams. 

The oldest layers of the text originate in the 2nd/8th-3rd/9th century “extremist” 

milieu of Iraq, and then were transplanted to Syria by Nuṣayrīs, who added several new 

layers to it. In its final form, we find the book in the 5th/11th century, circulating among 

the followers of the sect in Syria. Later, it was appropriated by the Nizārī Ismāʻīlīs, who 
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conquered the Nuṣayrī fortresses in Syria in the 6th/12th century;824 this is why many of 

KH’s manuscripts were found in collections of Ismāʻīlī texts.  

  

                                                                 
824 Daftary, The Ismāʻīlīs: 95; id., Ismaili Literature: 163.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
MUFAḌḌAL THE RATIONALIST: KITĀB AL-TAWḤĪD, KITĀB AL-IHLĪLAJA, AND THE PROOF OF GOD’S 

EXISTENCE 

 

Introduction 

In the early Shiʻi tradition, Mufaḍḍal is often portrayed as a heretic and an “extremist.” 

And two of the writings ascribed to him, the subject of the previous two chapters, fully 

conform to this image and contain numerous elements which were rejected by the 

orthodox Imami tradition. Two other major works written in his name, however, have 

nothing of the ghulāt teachings of Kufa, nor of the disorganized and folkloric exposition 

of the two said works. The Book of Divine Unicity (Kitāb al-tawḥīd or Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal) 

and The Book of the Myrobalane Fruit (Kitāb al-Ihlīlaja) ― both preserved in Majlisī’s Biḥār 

al-anwār825 ― are theological treatises proving the existence of God.  

Like virtually all the Mufaḍḍal-works, both texts have the form of a dialogue (or 

correspondence) between Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and Mufaḍḍal. Both their style and content 

strikingly differ from KS, KH, and the remaining Mufaḍḍal works. Unlike all the 

remaining texts attributed to Mufaḍḍal, they are rationalistic treatises, with no trace 

not only of ghulāt doctrines, but of any specifically Shiʻi content at all. The only 

elements reminding of their “Shiʻi” origin are the names of the Imam and Mufaḍḍal. 

Rationalistic they are because each major position is painstakingly proven through 

rational arguments, and because the scripture is virtually never invoked in their 

argumentation.  

                                                                 
825 Vol. 3: 57-151 and 152-198 (respectively).  
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As I will demonstrate below, the two texts are two of the earliest specimens of 

Shiʻi rationalist theology, written (or adopted) by Shiʻis around the period when 

Muʻtazilī methods of reasoning began to influence Shiʻi thought, i.e. around late 3rd/9th-

early 4th/10th centuries.  

The two texts are the products of the same intellectual milieu. Not only the 

similarity of their style and content show this, but the fact that they argue against 

representatives of the same group of atheists, called in theological texts dahriyya, 

(although neither of the two texts calls them with this term).826 The main belief (or 

rather unbelief) of this group was their rejection of God’s existence. Several other 

teachings ― equally heretical in the eyes of Muslim theologians ― logically followed 

this one, such as the eternity of the world and the idea that only what is perceived by 

the senses is real.827  TM polemicizes against the first belief, whose proponents it calls 

                                                                 

826 The term is derived from the Qur’ānic dahr, which refers to a long period of time or to eternity, see 
Goldziher and Goichon, “Dahriyya,” EI2, vol. 2: 95-7; by Shaki and Gimaret, “Dahri,” EIr, vol. 4: 587-90. The 
term probably became applied to the group because of their belief in the eternity of the world (see 
below).  

827 It is not easy to situate the dahriyya in time and space, and it seems that they were not a unified group, 
but rather the term was applied to atheists from different periods. This does not undermine the 
possibility that both KI and TM argue against the same group for their similarity in many other respects, 
which will be demonstrated further. The first mention of the Dahriyya is found in Middle Persian 
literature in the 9th century, see Shaki and Gimaret, “Dahri,” EIr, vol. 6: 587-90. A concise definition of the 
dahriyya as perceived in Islamic theology is found in Isfarāyinī’s Al-tabṣīr fi l-dīn (p. 131), where he 
describes them as people who “consider the world eternal and deny [the existence] of the Creator” 
(yaqūlūn bi-qidam al-ʻālam wa-yunkirūn al-ṣāniʻ); interestingly, he mentions them in the list of religious 
groups that existed before Islam. Of course, this statement does not have any historical value and simply 
indicates that for the author they had existed for a long time. For the refutations of the dahriyya see, e.g., 
the work of the Ẓāhirī theologian Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064) Kitāb al-fiṣāl fī l-milal, vol. 1: 9-10; Ashʻarī 
theologian Juwaynī (d. 478/1085) also refutes the dahriyya in his Kitāb al-shāmil fī uṣūl al-dīn: 117; Muʻtazilī 
authors refute the group as well, see pseudo-Nāshi’s refutation in Van Ess (ed.), Frühe muʻtazilitische 
Härasiographie: 116; see also Khayyāṭ, Intiṣār: 34-5, et passim. The dahriyya are also refuted by Jewish 
theologian and philosopher Saadiya in his Kitāb al-amānāt wa l-iʻtiqādāt: 63. For a concise list of theological 
refutations of the claims of the dahriyya about the world’s eternity, see Khwārazmī, Mafātīḥ al-‘ulūm: 39-
41.  EI2 contains an article “Dahriyya” by Goldziher and Goichon (vol. 2: 95-7), which, however is rather 
disorganized and does not give a clear idea of the historical development of the term and of the group(s) 
behind it. The article “Dahri” in EIr by Shaki and Gimaret, on the other hand, although concise, is very 
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aṣḥāb al-ṭabā’īʻ “the people of natures,”828 (which is a slightly unusual usage for the 

term829). In KI, Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq argues against the same idea, and against the notion that 

God does not exist because we cannot perceive Him with the senses.830  

Because both works are similar in content and style, are relatively short, and 

have a similar origin (unlike KS and KH, which have rather distinct origins and fates), I 

will analyze them in one chapter. I will discuss the time and place of their composition, 

will situate them in their intellectual context, and will analyze their theological 

systems.  

 

Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal: its Date and Context 

One of the few scholars who wrote about the two texts is Colin Turner, who calls 

them standard works of the “Muʻtazilī-Imāmī” theological tradition, suggesting that 

they were composed either in the late 3rd or the late 4th-early 5th Islamic centuries.831 As 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
lucid and useful; Patricia Crone’s article “Atheism (pre-modern)” in the third edition of the Encyclopaedia 
of Islam also contains a useful and detailed discussion of the dahriyya (available at 
http://www.brillonline.nl/subscriber/uid=1850/entry?entry=ei3_COM-23358); see also Rudolph, Al-
Māturīdī: 183 ff. 

828 TM: 149.  

829 It generally referred to the belief that all bodies are composed of the four natures (ṭabā’iʻ, sg. ṭabīʻa) ― 
heat, coldness, wetness, and dryness, and its proponents did not deny God’s existence, see., e.g., Ashʻarī, 
Maqālāt: 348, 431; Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 2: 39. Mānkdīm, however, uses the term in a way 
similar to TM, see Sharḥ al-uṣūl al-khamsa: 388-9. Bāqillānī uses the term in a way which implies both 
meanings. Thus, he refutes those who claim that the world is made by “one of the natures” (ṭabīʻa min al-
ṭabā’iʻ) (Tamhīd: 34 ff), implying the existence of many “natures,” referring in all likelihood to the 
abovementioned four natures; but for him this group believed that they created the world, unlike for 
Ashʻarī, who says the natures are simply the constituent elements of the world; on the distinction 
between the dahriyya and the aṣḥāb al-ṭabā’iʻ see Crone, “Atheism (pre-modern),” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3rd 
ed.; cf. also Rudolph, Al-Māturīdī: 185-6.  

830 KI: 153, 154, 161, et passim.  

831 Turner, “The “Tradition of Mufaḍḍal” and the Doctrine of the Rajʻa: Evidence of ghuluww in the 
Eschatology of Twelver Shiʻism?”: 184.  
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evident as this position seems (indeed, any rationalist work of the early Islamic 

centuries makes one think of the Muʻtazilites), its author has not used in his analysis 

the theological literature of the period and the information about the two works in 

biographical sources, which would allow for more precision in contextualizing them.832 

Melhem Chokr studies the two works more thoroughly and with greater attention to 

the textual tradition in which they have originated, as a result proposing much more 

plausible hypotheses about their origin. He situates TM in the second half of the 3rd/9th 

century, and attributes KI’s authorship to a certain Muhammad b. Layth, who held an 

important position in the courts of the caliphs Mahdī (d. 169/785) and Hārūn al-Rashīd 

(d. 193/809).833 However, some of his conclusions also need revision, for they have 

missed important information from several primary sources.   

To propose a more precise hypothesis as to the date and the intellectual milieu 

of the two texts, I will compare them to other theological texts of similar content, and 

will analyze what later authors have written about them.   

The clear terminus ante quem for TM is its mention by Shiʻi biographer Najāshī 

(d. 450/1058) among the works of Mufaḍḍal.834 One of the titles that he mentions among 

Mufaḍḍal’s works is Kitāb fakkir, which can easily be associated with TM because 

throughout the text, the main character of the book Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq addresses Mufaḍḍal 

                                                                 

832 The only text used as comparison is pseudo-‘Alī’s Nahj al-balāghā.  

833 Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs en Islam au second siècle de l’hegire: 97-102.  

834 Najāshī, Rijāl vol. 2: 61.  
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with the word fakkir “think!”835 The work, however, has been written much earlier. As 

Turner has suggested, it does bear traces of the Muʻtazilī-Imami rationalistic theology, 

the entire treatise being a rationalistic argument for the existence of God. In fact, it was 

probably the Muʻtazilites to first become concerned with the need to prove God’s 

existence.836 And since the introduction of Muʻtazilite methods into Imami theology 

began in the second half of 3rd/9thcentury, it seems logical that the treatise was written 

around that period.  

 

The Muʻtazilī Prototype of TM 

The reality, however, appears to be more complex. TM is not written by a Shiʻi 

author who used Muʻtazilite methods of inquiry, but instead it is a “recast” of a 

Muʻtazilite text by a Shiʻi editor.837 Its prototype is a text attributed to Jāḥiẓ (d. 255-869) 

                                                                 

835 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival: 334. Another title that Najāshī mentions in the same place is Kitāb fī 
bad’ al-khalq wa l-ḥathth ‘alā l-iʻtibār (The Book about the Beginning of Creation and Enjoining Reflection), which, 
according to Melhem Chokr, also refers to the same text because, he says, the title appears embedded in 
the text of KT (Zandaqa et zindiqs: 97-8). However, the phrase that he refers to, although similar, is still 
different; in the end of the first part of KT, the author writes: tamma l-majlis al-awwal wa yatlūhu l-majlis al-
thānī min kitāb al-adilla ‘alā l-khalq wa l-tadbīr wa l-radd ‘alā l-qā’ilīna bi l-ihmāl wa munkirī l-‘amd “[Thus] 
Ended the First Session, and [it] is Followed by the Second Session of the Book of the Indications of 
Creation and Design, of the Refutation of those who Claim that [the World Came into Being] by Chance, 
and those who Deny [God’s] Design.” The title itself, however, does contain elements which are found in 
the text itself. Thus, the treatise is indeed about “the beginning of creation,” as the title says, and the 
Imam does frequently address Mufaḍḍal with the expression iʻtabir “reflect,” which is the imperative of 
the verb from which iʻtibār “reflection” in the second part of the title, is derived.  

836 Fakhry, “The Classical Islamic Arguments for the Existence of God”: 135; Van Ess, in his “Early Islamic 
Theologians on the Existence of God,” discusses several early Muʻtazilī authors’ views on the subject; On 
early Muʻtazilīs who wrote on the this problem, see also Abrahamov’s introduction to his Al-Ḳāsim b. 
Ibrāhīm on the Proof of God’s Existence: Kitāb al-Dalīl al-Kabīr: 6; see also Shihadeh, “The Existence of God”: 
199-200.  

837 Davidson, Proofs for Eternity, Creation and the Existence of God in Medieval Islamic and Jewish Philosophy: 219.  
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titled Kitāb al-dalā’il wa l-iʻtibār ‘alā l-khalq wa l-tadbīr (The Book of Indications and Reflection 

on the Creation and Design).838  

Jāḥiẓ’s authorship is problematic and has been doubted by some scholars.839 Van 

Ess shows that the text copies the work of Jāḥīẓ’s contemporary Christian author Jibrīl 

b. Abī Nūḥ al-Anbārī’s unpublished Kitāb al-fikr wa l-iʻtibār (The Book of Thought and 

Reflection), and argues that Jāḥiẓ might have simply adapted the Christian text. 840 

However, even if Jāḥiẓ had nothing to do with it, I would like to demonstrate that the 

period of its composition is still the same, for it shares some key ideas and terms with 

two contemporaries of its alleged author, the Zaydī author Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm (d. 

246/860) and mystic Ḥārith al-Muḥāsibī (d. 243/857).   

Kitāb al-dalā’il is a theological treatise proving God’s existence through the so-

called “Argument from Design,” i.e. by showing that because the world is so perfectly 

wrought, it cannot have emerged by itself and must have a creator. The same proof is 

used by Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm in his Kitāb al-dalīl al-kabīr (The Greater Book of Indication). 

Moreover, he uses the same term to denote the idea of design as Jāḥiẓ’s alleged work ― 

                                                                 

838 Ed. Muhammad Rāghib al-Ṭabbākh, Aleppo, 1928/1346; Beirut, 1987-8 (the editor is not mentioned); in 
quotations, I will refer to the older edition. The English translation by Abdel Haleem is called Chance or 
Creation? God’s Design in the Universe (Reading, 1995).  

839 Pellat, “Ğāḥiẓiana III: Essai de l’inventaire de l’oevre ğāḥiẓienne”: 155; Ḥasan Sandūbī suggests that the 
real author of the text is Ḥārith al-Muḥāsibī, see Van, Die Gedankenwelt des Ḥāriṯ al-Muḥāsibī: 171. Hamilton 
Gibb, however, cautiously accepts al-Jāḥiẓ’s Ess authorship, see his “The Argument from Design: A 
Mu‘tazilite Treatise Attributed to al-Jāḥiẓ”: 162.  

840 “Early Islamic Theologians on the Existence of God”: 79, n. 7; Davidson argues against Jibrīl’s 
authorship of the text, see Proofs for Eternity: 219, n. 40.  
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tadbīr.841 Muḥāsibī, too, uses the same term to refer to God’s design, albeit in a different 

kind of argument; he uses it to prove God’s oneness, arguing that the perfect manner in 

which the world is wrought shows that its maker is only one, for if there were two its 

design (tadbīr) would be flawed.842 

True, one may object that just because of these two parallels ― the argument 

from design, and the term referring to this design ― one should not conclude that Kitāb 

al-dalā’il is contemporaneous to the other two texts. After all, this argument can be used 

at a different time by different authors, and tadbīr is just one term and need not 

necessarily be associated with a certain period. However, it appears that the argument 

from design was not particularly widely used in early Islamic theology, and the only 

two theologians to have used it (together with the term tadbīr), who might have shared 

a common intellectual milieu or had common influences with the author of Kitāb al-

dalā’il, are Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm and Muḥāsibī.843 Of course, some later authors also use the 

Argument from Design, such as the Ẓāhirī theologian Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456/1064), Ghazālī 

(d. 1111) and Ibn Rushd (d.  595/1198).844 But their affinity with TM is very unlikely, for 

they are much later compositions, and the relation between Kitāb al-dalā’il and Jāḥiẓ’s 

                                                                 

841 Abrahamov, Al-Ḳāsim b. Ibrāhīm on the Proof of God’s Existence: Kitāb al-Dalīl al-Kabīr: 64, 92, 94; Kitāb al-
dalā’il: 3, 19, 22, et passim; see also Madelung, Der Imam al-Qāsim ibn Ibrāhīm und die Glaubenslehre der 
Zeiditen: 106.  

842 Van Ess, Die Gedankenwelt des Ḥāriṯ al-Muḥāsibī: 164. This very argument is used in KI to prove God’s 
oneness, see below.  

843 Davidson, Proofs for Eternity: 216-25.  

844 Davidson, Proofs for Eternity, Creation and the Existence of God in Medieval Islamic and Jewish Philosophy: 224-
31; Wensinck, Les preuves de l’existence de Dieu dans la théologie musulmane: 21; Shihadeh, Ayman. “The 
Existence of God”: 201-4. 
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contemporary Christian author Jibrīl b. Abī Nūḥ rules out the possibility of later 

composition.845 

Another indication of the treatise’s composition before the 3rd/10th century is 

that it polemicizes against Manicheans, who deny God’s existence because, in their 

view, if He were compassionate and loving, He would not allow evil to happen;846 it also 

condemns Mani himself, who claimed the knowledge of the occult and accused the 

Creator of ignorance.847 In fact, as noted by Gibb, the very fact that the author does not 

rely on the scripture in any of his arguments, is an indication of polemics against 

representatives of other religions (such as Manicheans) or religious skeptics, for whom 

the Muslim scripture would have no argumentative value.848 And since Manicheanism 

disappeared from the Islamic Middle East after the 4rd/10th c,849 the 3rd/9th century 

remains a plausible time of composition.  

 

The Story of Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ and the Shiʻi Adaptation of Kitāb al-Dalā’il  

I established that KT’s prototype ― Kitāb al-dalā’il ― was written in the first half 

or mid-3rd/9th century. The date of the Shiʻi adaptation of the work, however, is more 

                                                                 

845 On other proofs of God’s existence in Islamic theology, see Fakhry, “The Classical Islamic Arguments 
for the Existence of God”; Shihadeh, “The Existence of God”; Davidson, Proofs for Eternity: 117-212;  

846 Kitāb al-dalā’il: 68, and the English translation’s p. 115.  

847 Kitāb al-dalā’il: 74 

848 “The Argument from Design: A Mu‘tazilite Treatise Attributed to al-Jāḥiẓ”: 152.  

849 De Blois, “Zindīḳ,” EI2, vol. 11: 510-3; Sundermann pushes the date further into the 5th/11th c. 
(“Manicheism i. A General Survey,” EIr [published online at http://iranica.com/articles/manicheism-1-
general-survey]); on Manicheanism in the Islamic lands, see Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 416-
56; Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs; Vajda, “Les Zindīqs en pays d’Islam au debut de la Période Abbaside”: 173-
229; Taqīzāde, Mānī va dīn-e ū, with a compilation of materials on Manicheanism from Arabic and Persian 
sources by Aḥmad Afshār: 71-536; Gabrieli, “La «Zandaqa» au Ier siècle abbaside”: 23-38.  
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difficult to find. It is, nevertheless, possible to outline the approximate trajectory of the 

entry of the text into Shiʻi circles. The clue is an element missing in the prototype and 

inserted by the Shiʻi editor ― the image of the heretic Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’.  

Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ was the contemporary of Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq; he grew up in Basra, 

migrated to Kufa and was put to death there by the governor for his unorthodox views. 

He is known for his heretical beliefs and for his connections to the Manicheans, the 

Marcionites, and the Dayṣāniyya sect.850 Not all reports about him are similar to what 

we have in TM. Many are rather short and schematic.  A number of Shiʻi and non-Shiʻi 

authors accuse him of two chief sins ― his connection to the three said religious 

groups,851 and fabrication of ḥadīth.852 Some authors also mention that he was a zindīq,853 

but the meaning of this accusation is not very precise; it might either mean that he was 

a Manichean,854 or that he simply held unorthodox or un-Islamic views, among which 

was the denial of God’s existence.855 Be it as it may, these short reports differ from the 

                                                                 

850 On his life and views, see Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 439-41; Vajda, “Ibn Abi’l-Awdjāʻ, ‘Abd 
al-Karīm,” EI2, vol. 3: 682; id. “Les Zindīqs en pays d’Islam au debut de la Période Abbaside”: 193-96; Fück, 
“The Role of Manicheism under the Early Abbasids”: 260-1; Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs: 211-7; excerpts on 
Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ can be found in Aḥmad Afshār’s compilation of passages on Manicheanism from Muslims 
sources, see the index of “Motūn-e ‘arabī va fārsī dar bāra-yi Mānī va Mānaviyyat” in Mānī va dīn-i ū; for a 
very recent English translation of Islamic sources on Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’, see Reeves, Prolegomena to a History 
of Islamicate Manichaeism: 258-61, et passim, see “Index of Manichaeans and of Individuals Suspected or 
Accused of Zandaqa” (p. 330).  

851 Masʻūdī, Murūj, vol. 8: 293; Bīrūnī, Āthār: 67; Baghdādī, Al-farq bayna l-firaq: 273-4. For the French 
translation of some of the texts mentioning Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’, see “Appendix” of Monnot, Penseurs 
musulmans.  

852 Ibn Qutayba, Ta’wīl mukhtalaf al-ḥadīth: 240; Baghdādī, Al-farq bayna l-firaq: 273-4; Sharīf Murtaḍā, Amālī 
I: 127-8; Isfarāyinī, Al-tabṣīr fi l-dīn: 120.  

853 Ibn Qutayba, Ta’wīl mukhtalaf al-ḥadīth: 240; Ibn Nadīm, Fihrist: 338. 

854 For a passage from ‘Abd al-Jabbār where he is said to hold Manichean views, see Reeves, Prolegomena: 
254.  
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image of the heretic in TM in that they ascribe to him Manicheanism ― not atheism ―, 

and fabrications of ḥadīth. Both features are absent in TM.  

The clue to the date of Kitāb al-dalā’il’s Shiʻitization are the several longer 

reports in Kulaynī’s, Kashshī’s, and Ibn Bābūya’s works, where Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’s image 

and beliefs appear to be very similar to how he is presented in the opening scene of TM. 

In fact, TM’s version seems to be a summary of the information found in these reports, 

for not only does it present all his main ideas in a concise yet precise manner, but the 

structure of the dialogue is similar to the structure of the mentioned reports. To show 

the similarity between TM’s and Kulaynī’s presentation of the heretic, I will analyze the 

constituent elements of the reports.  

The features shared by all the stories about Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ (including the one in 

TM), are the following: 1. His meeting with the Imam or with Mufaḍḍal, in Mecca or in 

Medina. In some reports, he travels to Medina to find the Imam, and, unable to find him 

there, goes to Mecca, where the two finally meet; 2. Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’s heretical 

statements; 3. the Imam’s refutation of his views. 

Thus, in a story in Kāfī, Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ travels to Medina with the intention to 

find the Imam and to argue against him, and, seeing that he is not there, goes to Mecca, 

where he runs into Jaʻfar during the circumambulation of the Kaʻba. Here they engage 

in an argument, during which the Imam proves God’s existence, making his opponent 

to embrace Islam.856 In another report, the two meet in Mecca for three consecutive 

                                                                                                                                                                                               

855 Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs: 216-7; Griorgi, Pou une histoire de la Zandaḳa: 49 ff, 54.  

856 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 72-4.  
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days, and each time the Imam disproves the heretic’s atheist statements.857 Similar 

stories about their meeting and their dispute in Mecca are found in Ibn Bābūya’s Kitāb 

al-tawḥīd.858 

 In TM, Mufaḍḍal encounters Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ in Medina859 and, hearing his 

heretical statements, becomes outraged and rebukes him, after which he goes to the 

Imam and complains to him.860 Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq appeases Mufaḍḍal by presenting the 

Argument from Design (which is the main bulk of KT and is almost entirely copied from 

Kitāb al-dalā’il). Thus, like in the mentioned traditions, even though the immediate 

interlocutor of the heretic is not the Imam, it is again the Imam who rejects his views.  

The beliefs of Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ as expressed in TM, too, are the same as in the 

mentioned reports: 1. he is an atheist (and not a Manichean); in fact, both Kulaynī and 

TM use the same term to refer to an atheist ― dahrī861; 2. he states that the world is 

eternal; 3. he believes that physical objects have emerged by themselves (bi l-ihmāl) and 

are not created;862 4. and, finally, he dismisses Muhammad’s prophetic mission. All 

these beliefs are summarized in one paragraph in TM:  

                                                                 

857 Ibid.: 74 ff; also quoted in Ibn Bābūya, Kitāb al-tawḥīd: 125-7, 296-7; Mufīd, Irshād: 544.  

858 Pp. 253-4, 293, 297; also quoted in Ṭabarsī, Iḥtijāj: 335.  

859 The name of the town is not mentioned directly, but Mufaḍḍal says in the beginning of the text that he 
heard Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’s outrageous views while sitting “in Rawḍa, between the Tomb (qabr) and the 
Minbar” (KT: 57). The three names are places in the Masjid al-Ḥarām in Medina, where the Prophet 
Muhammad is buried. The word qabr, then, refers to his grave, and Rawḍa and Minbar are situated 
nearby. In fact, just as in the text, Rawḍa is situated almost exactly between the Tomb and the Minbar 
(see the plan of the Mosque in Historic Cities of the Islamic World edited by Bosworth, fig. 68).  

860 TM: 57.  

861 Kāfī, vol. 1: 72; TM: 59.   

862 See, e.g. Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 332.  
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[After hearing his companion’s praise for the Prophet], Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ said: 
“stop talking about the Prophet for my mind is confused in his regard and is 
unable to understand him. Tell us, [instead,] about the basics (aṣl) by which he 
[the Prophet] [is able to] walk.” Then he [Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’] spoke about the 
emergence of things (ashyā’), claiming that [they emerged] by chance (ihmāl), 
not by creation or design (tadbīr), and that they have no creator or designer; 
instead, things emerge by themselves, without any designer. The world, 
therefore, has always been and will always be.  
 
The comparison between the opening dialog of TM with the several ḥadīth 

leaves an impression that the person who turned Kitāb al-dalā’il into TM was familiar 

with these particular stories. And since all the authors who recorded these traditions 

lived in the 4th/10th century ― Kulaynī died in 329/940-1, Kashshī lived in the first half 

of the 4th/10th century, and Ibn Bābūya died in 381/991 ― we may very cautiously 

surmise that the adaptation of (pseudo-?) Jaḥiẓ’s work by the Shiʻi editor took place 

somewhere in this century. And since Najāshī, who already mentions the book in its 

Shiʻi form, died only seventy years after Ibn Bābūya (in 450/1058), the possibility for 

error is not great.  

Our knowledge about the passage of Muʻtazilī theology into Shiʻi circles allows 

us more precisely to situate the Shiʻi edition in time ― around the second half of the 

3rd/9th-early 4th/10th centuries, since it is around this time that Muʻtazilī reasoning 

began to be used by Shiʻi theologians.863 In fact, one of the authors responsible for this, 

Abū Sahl al-Nawbakhtī (d. 311/923),864 has written three books refuting some of the 

beliefs that Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ taught in TM: a book arguing for the prophecy of 

Muhammad, a book against the idea of the eternity of physical bodies, and another one 

                                                                 

863 Madelung, “Imamism and Muʻtazilite Theology”: 15; Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation: 115 ff; Sander, 
Zwischen Charisma und Ratio: 211-5; Newman, The Formative Period of Twelver Shī‘ism: 20.  

864 On him see Newman, The Formative Period of Twelver Shīʻism: 19 ff; Arjomand, “ The Crisis of the 
Imamate”: 503, ff.  
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on the temporality (ḥadath) of the world.865 This does not mean, of course, that Abū Sahl 

produced TM himself. But it shows that the ideas which he refutes, and which are 

found in TM, had currency at the turn of the 3rd/9th century in Shiʻi (and Muʻtazilī) 

circles.  

Summing up my argument for the dating of TM let me restate that the 

indicators showing that TM was adopted by the Shiʻis not earlier than the second half 

of the 3rd/9th century, or perhaps somewhere in the 4th/10th century, are the following: 

Muʻtazilī ideas entered Shiʻi theological discourse at this time; most of the authors who 

recorded the traditions echoing the opening dialogue of TM, were active toward the 

beginning of the 4th/10th century; finally, some of the titles of works written by Abū 

Sahl al-Nawbakhtī ― an author of the same period ―, show the existence of debates 

between atheists and rationalistically inclined Shiʻi authors. 

Thus, the entry of Muʻtazilī reasoning into Shiʻi circles and the existence of 

debates among these rationalist Shiʻis against atheists in same period, were the factors 

that urged them to adopt a Muʻtazilī refutation of atheism. Stories about Ibn Abī l-

‘Awjā’s encounters with Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and the latter’s (very similar866) refutations of his 

atheist views, served as a convenient framework to make the text look perfectly Shiʻi. 

That Baghdad was a center of rationalist theology in the 3rd/9th-4th/10th centuries, and 

home to Abū Sahl, and that all three compilers of reports about Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ were at 

                                                                 

865 These books are now lost, for the references, see Iqbāl, Khāndān-i Nawbakhtī: 119, 120, 122.  

866 In all the reports, the Imam uses rational arguments, and in some, he uses the same argument as used 
in Kitāb al-dalā’il, see, e.g. Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 72;  
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some point in their life active in Baghdad,867 suggests the possibility that the Shiʻi 

editing of Kitāb al-dalā’il took place in Baghdad.   

 

 Kitāb al-ihlīlaja’s Time, Place, and Attribution 

The earliest attestation of KI’s title among Mufaḍḍal’s works is in Ibn 

Shahrāshūb’s (d. 588/1192) Maʻālim al-‘ulamā’,868 where he states that it is a book written 

“from the dictation of al-Ṣādiq about God’s Oneness (tawḥīd),” a description that 

perfectly corresponds to the book’s content. This pushes the book’s latest possible date 

of composition to a rather late period ― to the 6th/12th century. However, Ibn Nadīm 

(385/995) mentions in his Fihrist a certain Kitāb al-halīlaja “whose author is unknown, 

and they say it is written by [Jaʻfar] al-Ṣādiq.”869 Ibn Nadīm here very likely refers to KI, 

as it mostly consists of the Imam’s speech, which could makes it look as if it is 

composed by Jaʻfar.870 

 

Was Muhammad b. al-Layth the author of KI? 

Thus, if Ibn Nadīm’s Halīlaja is indeed our KI, then it was written before 377/987-

8, since Fihrist was written in this very year.871 This leaves for us to determine when 

                                                                 

867 Newman, The Formative Period of Twelver Shī‘ism: 98; Arjomand, “The Crisis of the Imamate”: 503.  

868 P. 124; Modarressi, Tradition and Survival: 334; Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs en Islam: 101.  

869 P. 317. The form halīlaja, of course, is a version of ihlīlaja, see Appendix 5.  

870 Ibn Nadīm further says that Jaʻfar authorship “is impossible” (muḥāl), and this could further indicate 
that he speaks about our KI for, himself a Shiʻi, Ibn Nadīm would know well the Shiʻi literature of the 
time, and would therefore be likely to detect a forgery. On his Shiʻi affiliation, see Steward, “Ibn al-
Nadīm’s Ismāʻīlī Contacts”: 39-40.  

871 Ibn Nadīm himself states this, see Fihrist: 2.  



 
 

256 
 

exactly (and if possible ― by whom) the book was written. Melhem Chokr has 

suggested answers to both questions. According to him, the author is a certain 

Muhammad b. al-Layth, the secretary of caliphs Mahdī (d. 169/785) and Hārūn al-

Rashīd (d. 193/809).872 He bases his hypothesis on the fact that Ibn Nadīm mentions 

among his works a book titled Kitāb al-halīlaja fī l-iʻtibār (The Book of the Myrobalane Fruit 

about Reflection).873 He further elaborates his argument by stating that the debate 

between the Imam and the Indian doctor could be an echo of the theological debates 

that took place in Hārūn al-Rashīd’s court. He then states that in this period there were 

numerous Indian physicians in the court, and the debate could well have taken place 

during that time.874 To further buttress his argument, Chokr states that the biographical 

details of Hārūn’s secretary and those gleaned from KI about its author are very similar. 

Finally, he states that the comparison between KI with the beginning of one of Ibn 

Layth’s extant treatises shows such similarities that one can state that they are written 

by the same person.875 (In fact, the last two statements are not supported by any 

relevant examples.) 

Despite the attractiveness of Chokr’s hypothesis, it has weaknesses. Below, I will 

demonstrate the flaws in his argumentation, and will propose a different dating for KI. 

First of all, the term Ihlīlaja seems to have been a popular book title in the 3rd/9th 

century, for apart from the two instances mentioned by Ibn Nadīm, Najāshī lists three 

                                                                 

872 Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs: 85-7, 100-2.  

873 Ibn Nadīm, Fihrist: 120.  

874 Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs: 101.  

875 Ibid.: 102.  
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other books called Ihlīlaja, written by Imam Jaʻfar’s contemporary Ismāʻīl b. Mahrān, 

Dāwūd b. Kathīr al-Raqqī, (d. after 200/815), and Ḥamdān b. al-Muʻāfā (d. 265/878).876 Of 

these five books, the only plausible candidate for being our KI is the ascribed to Jaʻfar 

al-Ṣādiq by Ibn Nadīm.  

That the debate between the Imam and the physician could be a reflection of 

theological discussions that took place at the caliphal court could very well be true. 

However, Chokr’s comparison between the biography of Ibn al-Layth and KI’s author’s 

― as gleaned, he says, from KI ― is unfounded because the text does not betray 

anything about its elusive author’s life. The only two characters are the Imam and 

Mufaḍḍal, and, needless to say, none of the two had a career which in any way 

resembled that of a caliph’s secretary.877  

The statement about the similarity of style between KI and Ibn Layth’s treatise 

is also problematic. The text that Chokr refers to is an apologetic letter which Ibn Layth 

wrote on behalf of Hārūn al-Rashīd to the Byzantine Emperor Constantine VI,878 titled 

Risālat Abī l-Rabīʻ Muḥammad b. al-Layth allatī ḥarrarahā li l-khalīfa l-‘Abbāsī Hārūn al-Rashīd 

ilā l-imbrāṭūr al-Bīzanṭī Qusṭanṭīn al-sādis malik al-Rūm (The Letter of Abū l-Rabīʻ Muhammad 

b. al-Layth which he Composed on Behalf of the ‘Abbasid Caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd to the 

Byzantine Emperor Constantine VI the King of Byzantium), where he proves God’s oneness, 

                                                                 

876 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 112, 362, 331; Van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 2: 487, f. 21; Tehrānī, Dharīʻa, 
vol. 2: 484.  

877 On the career of Muhammad b. Layth, see Ibn Nadīm, Fihrist: 120; Ṭabarī, Tārīkh, vol. 3.2: 668-9.  

878 Chokr’s statement here is a bit confusing for he does not name the work directly, but it is apparent 
that he means this epistle.  
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defends Muhammad’s prophetic mission, and refutes Christianity.879 The only section of 

this text that could bear any similarity to KI is the beginning, where Ibn al-Layth argues 

for God’s oneness. It is this part, probably, which Chokr means by referring to “the first 

three pages.”880 Indeed, KI also has a similar discussion which is part of its argument 

from design (see below). After a quick glance at both texts, however, the similarity 

quickly fades, for the types of arguments the two authors use, and the style in which 

they do this, are utterly different.  

Let us look at the differences in argumentation. KI is a rationalistic treatise, 

which uses arguments exclusively based on reason, as I will show in the analysis of its 

theology. Ibn al-Layth, on the other hand, uses scripture numerous times throughout 

the three pages, and his main proofs are based on scriptural passages.881 There are some 

hints at the Argument from Design in proving God’s oneness as in KI. However, the 

passage with this argument in Ibn Layth’s Risāla is extremely short and is immediately 

followed by a Qur’ānic verse that supports it,882 unlike in KI, where the argument runs 

for pages and has no trace of the Qur’ān.883  

The styles, too, are utterly different. The ornate style of the Risāla stands in 

marked contrast to KI’s plain prose. Muhammad b. al-Layth often uses rhymed prose 

and similes, which are completely absent from KI, e.g. wa lā min shay’ ibtadaʻahu, wa-lā 

                                                                 

879 Edited and translated into French by Hadi Eid (Paris, 1992).   

880 Chokr, Zandaqa et zindiqs: 102.  

881 Risālat Abī l-Rabīʻ Muḥammad b. al-Layth: 123-6.  

882 Risālat Abī l-Rabīʻ Muḥammad b. al-Layth: 125-6.  

883 There is some use of the term tadbīr, referring to God’s design (p. 126), but again, the overall context in 
which the term is placed is very different from KI’s. 
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‘alā mithāl ṣanaʻahu884 “He created it [i.e. the world] from nothing, and made it without 

any [prior] example.” The words ibtadaʻahu and ṣanaʻahu not only form a rhyme, but a 

semantic pair, which is meant to enhance the esthetic value of the passage. KI lacks any 

such embellishments.885  

Finally, it is not conceivable why Ibn al-Layth, the secretary of the ‘Abbasid 

Caliph, would have such strong Shiʻi sympathies as to write an entire treatise with a 

Shiʻi Imam and one of his staunchest supporters as its main characters.  

 

Two Scenarios for KI’s Composition 

Above, I demonstrated (I hope, persuasively enough), that Muhammad b. al-

Layth is not KI’s author. Moreover, the text seems to be composed much later, probably 

around the time of the composition of Kitāb al-dalā’il, or still later ― when it was edited 

into Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal. As in the case of TM, our touchstone here is the similarity of 

the text to other works of similar form and content.  

There are two possible scenarios of the composition of KI. The first suggests 

itself in light of what we know about TM ― that it emerged like TM, i.e. it is a 

composite text and was written by a non-Shiʻi (probably a Muʻtazilī), and then adopted 

by the Shiʻis, who added the names of the Imam and Mufaḍḍal. The second scenario is 

that it was written as one piece by a Shiʻi author. 

                                                                 

884 P. 124.  

885 Another piece of Muhammad b. Layth’s writings is his advice to the Caliph Mahdī concerning some 
events in Khurasan, cited by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi, see Al-‘iqd al-farīd, vol. 1: 225, 238-40, 245-6. Again, none of 
these passages has anything in common with KT.    
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Let us begin with the first scenario, namely, that KI was written by a Muʻtazilī 

and then adopted by Shiʻis. It is plausible for the following reasons: first, just as in TM, 

it has is nothing specifically “Shiʻi” apart from the names of the Imam and Mufaḍḍal. 

The entire focus of the treatise is to prove God’s existence and oneness, and no Shiʻi 

ideas are defended or discussed in it. Given the rationalistic way of argumentation (the 

author invokes no scriptural proofs) and the similarity of its arguments to the previous 

text and to its Muʻtazilī prototype, the work is likely to be of Muʻtazilī provenance. The 

two authors with whom I compared TM are a case in point: both Muḥāsibī and Qāsim b. 

Ibrāhīm were inspired by Muʻtazilī thought, if not officially followers of this school 

itself.886  

The second scenario, then, would be that KI was just written by a Shiʻi. The 

scenario becomes all the more possible because some Shiʻi ḥadīth have preserved stories 

of the Imams proving God’s existence by using arguments which are very similar to the 

ones used in KI. This indicates that similar debates were taking place in Shiʻi circles and 

need not be the preserve of the Muʻtazilīs. Thus, some of them show how the Imam 

proves God’s existence through the Argument from Design (tadbīr), and rejecting the 

idea that just because He is not perceived by the senses, He does not exist.887  

Regardless of which of the two scenarios is correct, let us try to find KI’s possible 

date of composition (whether as a hypothetical Muʻtazilī prototype later to be redacted 

into a Shiʻi work, or as an originally Shiʻi treatise). First of all, the similarity of KI to TM 

(and to its prototype Kitāb al-dalā’il) should be pointed out: they both are rationalistic 
                                                                 

886 Abrahamov, Al-Ḳāsim b. Ibrāhīm on the Proof of God’s Existence: 7; Van Ess, Die Gedankenwelt des Ḥāriṯ al-
Muḥāsibī: 1.  
887 Kulaynī, Kāfī, vol. 1: 78-80.  
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works whose aim is to prove God’s existence; they both use the Argument from Design 

as the main, or only, proof of God’s existence (and oneness), as will be shown in the 

discussion of KI; in both, finally, God’s design is called by the term tadbīr. And it is these 

points that make TM similar to the two mentioned works by Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm and 

Muḥāsibī, as I showed above: thus, Qāsim proves God’s existence by pointing to His 

design of the universe, and calls it tadbīr, and Muḥāsibī uses the idea of tadbīr to prove 

God’s oneness (see above). In fact, whereas TM argues from design only to show that 

God exists, partly diverging from Muḥāsibī, KI resembles both him and Qāsim in that it 

uses tadbīr ― both, to prove that God is, and that He is one. 

The Argument from Design provides us with three touchstones against which 

we can approximate the date of KI’s composition: Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm’s and Muḥāsibī’s 

texts, and our TM. And if my argument for dating the prototype of TM, Kitāb al-dalā’il, is 

correct, than we can apply it to KI as well. To recapitulate: KI’s similarity in content and 

style to the three said texts means that it was likely composed around the same period 

and in a similar intellectual milieu. The dates of two of these authors are known; Ḥārith 

al-Muḥāsibī died in 243/857, and Qāsim b. Ibrāhīm in 246/860, which situates their 

treatises in the first half of the 3rd/9th century or shortly thereafter. Despite the 

uncertainty of its authorship, I argued that Kitāb al-dalā’il was written in the same 

period, based on its similarity to the texts of the two authors, but also on its relation to 

the text of Jibrīl b. Abī Nūḥ al-Anbārī, who was their contemporary, as well as because 

of its polemics against Manicheans. Based on the above said, then, KI too was in all 

likelihood composed around mid-3rd/9th century or slightly later. 
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Another argument for God’s existence used by KI’s author provides us with a 

further clue for situating the text in place and time. It is directed against the 

contention that we can only know what our five senses can tell us. The Imam refutes 

this statement, saying that sometimes people or animals know, or are able to do, things 

which they cannot have learned through sense perception, such as crying for an infant, 

swimming for a young bird, etc.888 The implication of the Imam’s statement is that this 

knowledge is inspired by God, which is a proof that He exists. E.g., one of the sciences 

that people learn by inspiration, according to the Imam, is medicine. So vast is the 

knowledge of the properties of medicinal plants, the Imam says, that it would be 

impossible for humans to test and learn them all. This implies, according to his logic, 

that the source of this knowledge is God.889 This argumentation is strikingly similar to 

Jewish author Saadiya al-Fayūmī’s (d. 331/942) polemics against the dahriyya, whom he 

calls madhhab al-dahr “the sect of dahr.” According to him, they believe that only that 

which is perceived by the senses can be known.890 Yet, he says, they profess medicine 

and ingest unpleasant herbs to cure themselves, “feeling pain” form these plants. If 

they knew everything by the senses, he reasons, they would of course refrain from 

these herbs, and their use indicates that in this case they do not resort to sense 

perception but to knowledge.891 Although Saadiya does not hint at a divinely inspired 

knowledge, everything else in the argument is very similar to the Imam’s polemics 

                                                                 
888 KI: 161-2. The argument will be discussed in detail below.  

889 KI: 181.  

890 Kitāb al-amānāt wa l-iʻtiqādāt: 63.  

891 Ibid.: 64.  



 
 

263 
 

against the Indian doctor’s teachings. Thus, it seems very likely that Saadiya and KI’s 

author argued against the same group of people. And if we take into account that he 

wrote the work in 322/933 in Iraq,892 my earlier hypothesis that the work was composed 

around mid-3rd/9th c. or slightly later becomes even more plausible.  

However, if the abovementioned ḥadīth893 are not spurious and if Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq 

did indeed engage in polemics against atheists using similar argumentation, this 

indicates that similar debates were taking place as far as Jaʻfar’s time. This pushes the 

possibility of KI’s date of composition as far back as the 2nd/8th century. (Were it not for 

the absence of Mufaḍḍal’s name in all such ḥadīth, this could indeed indicate the 

possibility of his authorship for this text.) 

Now, if we were to accept KI’s Muʻtazilī scenario, in order to be able to date its 

Shiʻi adaptation we might use the same reasoning as that used for TM. The adaptation 

of the text by the Shiʻis ― which mainly implied the insertion of the names of the 

Imam Ṣādiq and Mufaḍḍal ― could have happened approximately from around mid-

3rd/9th to the year 322/933; i.e. from the period that Muʻtazilī reasoning began to enter 

Shiʻi circles, to the time when Saadiya composed his work. The existence of polemics 

against atheists among Abū Sahl Nawbakhtī’s works makes both dates likely, for he died 

in 311/923, i.e. he was Saadiya’s contemporary; and the mention of Kitāb al-ihlīlaja by 

Ibn Nadīm in the year 377/987-8 leaves a relatively small margin of error ― only half a 

century.   

                                                                 
892 Fenton, “Saʿadyā Ben Yōsēf, Saʿīd (Abī) Yaʿḳūb Yūsuf al-Fayyūmī,” EI2: vol. 8: 661.  

893 Together with the ones on Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ quoted earlier.  
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The Theology of Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal 

Kitāb al-tawḥīd is structured as a dialogue between Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and Mufaḍḍal, 

where the Imam proves God’s existence. The story begins with Mufaḍḍal’s encounter 

with his contemporary atheist ‘Abd al-Karīm b. Abī l-‘Awjā’. Once, Mufaḍḍal tells us, 

when he was sitting in a mosque and pondering the known and unknown virtues of the 

Prophet Muhammad, Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’ came and sat within an earshot from him, and had 

a conversation with a friend. During the talk he expressed ideas that shocked Mufaḍḍal, 

namely, that things have emerged by themselves without a creator, and that the world 

is eternal. Enraged, Mufaḍḍal rebuked him and left with indignation, telling Jaʻfar al-

Ṣādiq what he had heard. The Imam consoled him and promised to explain to him the 

order of creation, telling Mufaḍḍal to come back the next day.894  

What follows is a dialogue between the Imam and his disciple that lasted four 

days. During each of the meetings (majlis),895 the Imam elaborates on the Argument 

from Design by using one aspect of His wondrous creation. On the first day, he brings 

examples from the human body, on the second ― from the animal world; on the third 

day he speaks about heavenly bodies, natural phenomena, and plants. In the last 

session, finally, the Imam speaks about such general ideas as life and death, natural 

disasters, and the types of God’s knowledge. Along the way, he refutes the ideas of 

Manicheans and other heretics.  

                                                                 

894 TM: 57-9.  

895 Unfortunately, in the Biḥār text, only the third and fourth sessions are marked in the text with “Third 
Session” (al-majlis al-thālith) and “Fourth Session” (al-majlis al-rābiʻ). The first and second sessions are only 
marked by statements indicating their beginning (or end), and are, therefore, more difficult to find. In 
contrast, in Kāẓim al-Muẓaffar’s edition (Lebanon, 1983/1403), not only are the sessions marked, but each 
session is divided by the editor into subsections, with titles indicating their content, which makes it 
easier to follow the text.  
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The overarching purpose of the book is to prove God’s existence. Like the Book of 

the Myrobalane Fruit, this work is a purely rationalistic treatise. However, its way of 

argumentation is much simpler, and there is just one main argument for God’s 

existence ― that the world is designed in a perfect way (which is Ihlīlaja’s third 

argument, see below). This argument occupies most of the text and is reiterated with 

various examples time and again. Along the way, the book discusses several other 

theological ideas, such as the justification of evil, epistemology, and the impossibility of 

perceiving God. In justifying the existence of evil, the author reveals his views about 

morality and free-will. The refutations of the several heresies, albeit very concise, also 

show some of the author’s theological views.  

The Imam begins his lecture with the statement about the world’s createdness 

(which is, obviously, a response to Ibn Abī l-‘Awjā’s statement), and man’s position in 

the creation. Before God, he says, there was nothing, and He Himself is eternal. He then 

gave humans the highest knowledge, and through it He made them special among all 

other creatures, making men rule over them.896  

 

 

 

The Proof of God’s Existence 

The proof of God’s existence is introduced through a clearly formulated 

statement, and further elaborated through numerous examples. God exists because 

otherwise the world would not be so perfectly wrought:  

                                                                 

896 TM: 59.  
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Oh Mufaḍḍal, the first lesson about, and indication of, the Creator[’s existence] 
is the making of this world, the building of its parts, and their structuring the 
way they are. If you contemplate the world with your mind, and if you measure 
it with your intellect, you will find it like a built house, where everything is 
prepared what His servants might need: the sky is suspended like a ceiling, the 
earth spread like a carpet, the stars gathered together like lanterns, and the 
jewels hidden like a treasury. Everything in [the house] is ready for its purpose, 
and man is like a king in that house, charged with authority over everything in 
it: [various] types of plants are ready to serve his needs, and [various] animal 
species are ready to be used for his good and for his profit. In this, there is clear 
indication that the world is made with judgment, with wisdom, with order, and 
with design, and that its Creator is one, and that it is He who made it and 
structured its different parts; there is no god except Him, He is higher than what 
the heretics (mulḥidūn) believe [Him to be].897 
 
The author then demonstrates in great detail why the world is so perfectly 

made. He begins with the human body and with man’s mental properties, whose 

discussion occupies the entire first session of the treatise.898 The author goal here is 

twofold. First, he wants to prove that God exists, which is the overarching purpose of 

the entire book as well. The second purpose ― spelled out less frequently but no less 

clearly ― is to demonstrate the superiority of humans over animals. In his 

argumentation, the author mostly uses examples from the human body and the mental 

states and properties of humans, arguing for the perfect fashion in which they are 

designed.  

The Imam begins by telling about the emergence of the fetus in the womb, its 

development, birth, and its nursing. Further, he elaborates on the function of genitals, 

men’s facial hair, the larynx, digestion and blood circulation, the five senses, the crying 

of infants, etc. The latter, for example, is devised because in children’s brains there is a 

liquid which may cause blindness and do other harm; crying, then, makes the liquid 
                                                                 

897 TM: 61.  

898 TM: 61-90.  
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leave the brain, thereby saving the infant.899 The beard is given to men to mark their 

power and dominant position, and is spared women to mark their obedience and to 

preserve their freshness.900 In some cases, Jaʻfar juxtaposes the existing structures or 

functions of the human body with imaginary alternatives ones, to underscore their 

perfection and to show how imperfect the body would be if made in a different way. For 

example, if the fetus were not bothered by the throes of childbirth, it would not want 

to come out, and if the baby did not like his mother’s milk, he would not nurse and 

would die; finally, if his teeth did not come out on time, he would not be able to eat 

solid food and would not develop and grow.901 Every now and then, the Imam asks 

rhetorically: “Do you think chance (ihmāl) can do any of this?! Nay, this is but the work 

of the wise regulator, who is powerful and knew things before He had created them; 

there is nothing that He cannot do, He is the all-subtle and knowing!”902  

Some of the examples of the creation’s perfection also serve to underscore the 

special place of humans among all creatures. For instance, in one passage the Imam 

discusses the ability of men to sit and stand upright. One of its implications is, of 

course, His wisdom in creating people, but the other is the superiority of humans over 

other creatures: 

Oh Mufaḍḍal, look at how He has created man in a way that makes him elevated 
and privileged over animals. He made him in such a way that [man] stands erect 
and sits upright, in order that he might take objects with his hands and limbs, 
and so that he could operate and work with them, for if he were facing down, 

                                                                 

899 TM: 65.  

900 TM: 88-9.  

901 TM: 63.  

902 TM: 74, et passim.  
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like those [creatures] which walk on four, he would not be able to do any 
work.903 
 
Similarly, that people’s faces are so different ― unlike animals’, which all look 

like one―, is also for a purpose, for God made people in a way that they might 

distinguish each other to be able to interact and cooperate. However, this again implies 

their distinction from (and superiority over) animals, which all look alike.904 

In the remaining three sessions, the Imam continues the same argument by 

using examples from the animal kingdom,905 the earth, the sky, from heavenly bodies 

and natural phenomena,906 and such phenomena of human life as death and other 

disasters.907 Like in the first session, the argument here is that everything is made in the 

best possible way. E.g., animals’ eyes are placed in the front of their head so that they 

could see what is before them and would not incidentally hit a wall or fall into a pit.908 

However, some animal qualities are devised in order to benefit humans. For example, 

they are bereft of intellect because if they were endowed with it, they would be able to 

plot against humans and defeat them.909 Similarly, the sky is made blue because “this 

color―more than any other color―is good for strengthening vision.”910  

                                                                 

903 TM: 67.  

904 TM: 87-8.  

905 TM: 90-110.  

906 TM: 111-36.  

907 TM: 137-51.  

908 TM: 95.  

909 TM: 94.  

910 TM: 111.  
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Theodicy 

The discussion of the existence of evil resembles the position adopted by some 

Muʻtazilīs,911 namely, that God does only good even when some of His actions bring 

suffering, for they too are ultimately beneficial for His creation. In keeping with the 

overall goal of the treatise, however, the main aim of this discussion is the proof of 

God’s existence because, as the Imam says, “some ignorant people evoke them [i.e. the 

disasters that befall humans and suffering] to reject God[‘s existence], [His] creation, 

[His] purpose, and [His] design.”912 

The author contends that although God has designed human traits which seem 

harmful, and although He sends disasters that strike the sinful and the virtuous alike, 

ultimately, these uncomely traits and calamities do good and are the expression of His 

wisdom. For example, the quality of forgetting is given to humans for them to be able 

to forget past disasters, hatred, or harm, and to enjoy their present state.913 False 

dreams come to them along with truthful ones because if all dreams were truthful, all 

people would be prophets, and if all were false, they would be of no use.914 And even if 

people sometimes lose their vision, hearing, or intellect, this is also for their benefit ― 

to help them repent and to make them more virtuous.915 Likewise, illnesses and 

                                                                 
911 Cf. e.g., Khayyāṭ, Intiṣār: 17-8; on theodicy in Muʻtazilī thought, see Ormsby, Theodicy in Islamic Thought: 
19-22.  

912 TM: 137.  

913 TM: 81.  

914 TM: 75.  

915 TM: 70.  
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weakness afflict people in order to humble them before God and before their masters, 

to make them abstain from immoral acts, and to make them attached to their 

caregivers.916  

In the fourth session, the Imam argues for the beneficial traits of natural 

catastrophes, which seemingly to do no good but only harm.  He argues against those 

who claim that a wise Lord could not create such disasters as epidemics, hail, or locusts, 

rejecting thereby His existence.917 He first strays from his main argument about the 

usefulness of these phenomena, and tries to convince the reader that these are not in 

fact the biggest conceivable calamities that befall us, and that truly big ones never 

happen, such as the earth being smashed by the sky falling on it. He then tries to 

minimize their harm by stating that they only happen from time to time and do not last 

long.  

Finally, the Imam addresses the very core of the attack against God, namely, 

“how could a good God exist if these disasters strike the sinful and the virtuous alike?” 

The suffering or death of sinners does not need justification, of course, as they are 

punishment for their wrongdoings. As to the problem of the suffering of the righteous, 

he resolves it by the notion that they are rewarded for their afflictions in the hereafter, 

or even later in their lives. Dying as a result of natural disasters, moreover, saves them 

from the suffering of this world. Catastrophes and death can also prevent more evil 

from happening and make the world a more livable place. They deflect the sinners from 

                                                                 

916 TM: 88.  

917 TM: 137-8.  
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committing more sins and regulate population growth, ensuring thereby that everyone 

has enough room on earth to live. 

 

Morality 

Some sinners harm virtuous people and transgress boundaries in impunity, 

while some good people experience need and persecution. This is why some deniers of 

God’s design claim that He does not exist, for a wise creator would make the sinner 

poor and the pious rich. The Imam’s counterargument reveals his ideas about ethics.918  

In keeping with the ideas discussed in the end of the previous section, namely, 

that the ultimate good and evil come in the hereafter, where those believers who have 

suffered in this life become ultimately rewarded. Thus,  He argues that if all pious 

people lived well, and if all sinners suffered, virtue would lose its meaning, for the 

virtuous would only do good to live well in this life, and would abstain from sin only to 

avoid suffering, forgetting about the reward and punishment in the hereafter. They 

would thus become “like animals that are guided by stick and the [expectation of] 

fodder.”919 In sum, one has to be good and avoid evil not in order to be rewarded in this 

life (which might not happen) but in the hereafter (which will surely happen), because 

the reward of the hereafter is the true ultimate good.  

 

                                                                 

918 TM: 141-2.  

919 Toward the end of the passage, the author remarks that not always are the righteous poor and the 
sinners rich, that this happens only sometimes, and that in many cases virtuous people are indeed 
rewarded by material goods and evildoers are punished, like in the case of the drowning of the Pharaoh. 
He concludes that even if sometimes the punishment or reward are late, this is for reasons which 
humans are unable to grasp, and this in no way undermines God’s wisdom (pp. 142-3). 
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Knowing God 

The fourth session ends with a discussion of whether it is possible to know God, 

and if yes ― to what extent and how.920 The author’s position is that the only thing that 

we may know about God is His existence. There are four questions about God that we 

can ask: whether He exists or not, what He is in His essence (dhāt) and substance 

(jawhar), how (kayf) He is and what are His attributes, and, finally, for what purpose 

(‘illa) He is. And it is, of course, only the first question that we humans can answer, the 

author states.921  

Paradoxically, however, the Imam’s view of the knowledge about God is not 

entirely negative. Indeed, some of His attributes, such as the Powerful (al-ʻazīz) and the 

Wise (al-ḥakīm), are positive descriptions. The solution to the paradox is found in the 

terminology the Imam uses. God can be known by affirmation (iqrār) only, and not by 

comprehension (iḥāṭa). The attributes, then, are not “attributes of comprehension,” but 

“attributes of affirmation.” What the distinction between the two types of knowledge 

is, is not explained, but can be understood from the examples the author uses.  

“Comprehensive” knowledge seems to be the immediate knowledge of God 

through perception. The Imam’s comparison of God to a ruler illustrates what this 

means: no ruler wishes his servants to know about him more than just to enable them 

to follow his commands and submit to his rule ― his height, his color, or any other 

qualities should be hidden from them. If one comes to the ruler’s gates and asks him to 

show himself, he will surely be punished. Likewise, one cannot, and indeed should not 

                                                                 

920 TM: 146-51.  

921 TM: 148.  



 
 

273 
 

attempt to, learn about God’s qualities by iḥāṭa. Now, if we compare the mode of 

knowing the ruler to the mode of knowing God, it seems, iḥāṭa means perceiving Him 

directly, in an unmediated way, just as someone would perceive the ruler by directly 

seeing him, instead of just knowing about his commands.922  

Knowledge “by affirmation,” then, is the knowledge by inference. Thus, the 

Imam refutes the views of those who have denied God’s existence because of their 

inability to perceive Him both with their intellect (ʻaql) and with their senses. We are 

unable to perceive Him because He is above the level of our perception. However, the 

author specifies that we are not entirely unable to know Him, and that we can infer His 

existence from the signs that He gives us; just as when we see a flying stone, we can 

infer that someone threw it even without having seen who did it. By extension, when 

the author uses the term “attributes of affirmation” for some of His qualities, he likely 

means that humans learn about and affirm God’s such and such quality from the traces 

it has left in His creation. E.g., we know of His wisdom not from being able to perceive 

Him with our senses (which would be encompassing knowledge, as shown above), but 

by seeing how wisely the universe is designed.923 An illustration of “knowledge by 

affirmation” is the following statement:  

If they say: “How does he make it incumbent upon His weak servant to know 
Him with his feeble mind, without encompassing Him?” It will be said to them: 
“He has made it incumbent upon men [to know] what is in their capacity ― to 
ascertain [that He is], and to follow His prohibition and command.”924  
 

                                                                 

922 TM: 147.  

923 TM: 146-7.  

924 TM: 147.  
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To learn of His prohibition and command is, thus, “knowledge by affirmation.” 

Now, if humans are unable to perceive God with senses or otherwise, there is only one 

way to learn of what He commanded and forbade ― His speech, i.e. the Qur’ān. 
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The Theology of Kitāb al-Ihlīlaja 

The book is structured as a dialogue between Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and an Indian 

physician, where the Imam tries to prove to his opponent the existence of God and His 

oneness. It derives its title from the name of a medicinal plant called ihlīlaja,925 which 

the physician was grounding during their conversation, and which the Imam uses 

every now and then to make a theological argument.  

The treatise begins with Mufaḍḍal’s letter to the Imam, where he complains that 

there are people926 who reject and dispute God’s sovereignty (rubūbiyya), and asks the 

Imam to refute their claims. The Imam’s response begins with an affirmation of the fact 

that people who deny God’s existence have become numerous, because they are unable 

to see the clear signs of God’s existence which He gives to His creation. But if they 

contemplate, he says, they will surely notice the innumerable traces of God’s existence, 

of His creation of the world from nothing, and of the skillful way in which He has made 

everything.927 This sentence summarizes the following (almost fifty page-long) 

discussion, where the Imam recounts his dispute with the unbelieving Indian physician, 

proving to him God’s existence and His oneness.  

Before entering the dispute, the Imam tells the circumstances of his encounter 

with the physician.928 In response to Mufaḍḍal’s complaint, Jaʻfar wrote him a letter, 

where he describes his refutation of the physician’s claims. Once, he says, the latter 

                                                                 

925 On the etymology of the term, see Appendix 5.  

926 KI: 152.  

927 KI: 153.  

928 KI: 153.  
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visited him, and, while grinding the Myrobalane fruit to make medicine for the Imam, 

began arguing that the Imam’s belief in God is founded neither on rational proof nor on 

the perception of the senses, but instead, on transmitted reports from past generations. 

Everything, the physician told him, can be perceived through the five senses, and since 

so far he has not come across anything which would indicate God’s existence, he is 

convinced that He does not exist. He then asked the Imam to prove otherwise.  

What follows is a series of questions and answers, where the Imam argues for 

God’s existence and oneness, and explains some of His names and attributes. The book 

does not have a clear structure, but it can be divided into three main parts. The main 

bulk of the text is occupied by the arguments for His existence,929 followed by a shorter 

argument for His oneness,930 and concludes with the discussion of some of His 

attributes.931 The book ends with the physician’s acceptance of the Imam’s rightness 

and his praise for God.932  

 

Five Proofs of God’s Existence and Oneness 

The main argument of the atheist physician is that everything can only be 

learned through sense perception. This implies God’s non-existence, he says, because 

no one has ever been able to perceive Him through any of the senses. Jaʻfar refutes this 

claim through five rational arguments.  

                                                                 

929 KI: 153-85.  

930 KI: 186-93.  

931 KI: 193-6.  

932 KI: 196.  
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a. The first argument is based on the fact that humans and animals know and do 

things which they cannot have possibly learned through experience and sense 

perception. The source of this knowledge, counter to what the doctor says, are 

not the senses but God.  

b. The second argument, which logically follows the first, is a negative one: one 

cannot reject God’s existence because one is unable to grasp the entire universe 

with those five senses and thereby to ascertain that there is no God to be found 

in it.  

c. The Argument from Design is Jaʻfar’s fourth proof. He also uses it to prove that 

He is only one: since the world is created so perfectly and everything in it runs 

so smoothly, there has to be only one creator, for should it have more than one, 

it would become chaotic.  

d. Jaʻfar’s fourth proof is aimed at refuting the physician’s claim that even if things 

are created, they must have created themselves. The Imam proves that it is 

logically impossible for a creature to create, and that the only possible creator is 

God.  

e. The fifth proof resembles the Aristotelian idea of the prime mover, i.e. that even 

if some things apparently originate from other things, the chain of creation will 

ultimately go back to God.  

 

a. Knowledge with the Heart 

The knowledge argument is the most recurrent in this work. By it, the Imam 

counters the physician’s statement that everything can only be perceived through the 
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senses (ḥawāss). The Imam argues that not everything can be learned this way, and 

there are numerous ideas and skills which we learn in a mystical way, with our heart 

(qalb).  

The dispute about God’s existence begins with the description of the Imam’s 

meeting with the physician, who was crushing the Myrobalane to make medicine for 

Jaʻfar. The Imam’s opponent began arguing with him, saying that he cannot find any 

evidence for the validity of the latter’s belief in God, for everything in the world, 

manifest or hidden, can only be perceived through the five senses and his, the 

physician’s, senses have never come across anything which would point to a creator. 

The belief in God, he says, is merely a custom handed down from generation to 

generation, with no rational foundation: 

He claimed that my [i.e. the Imam’s] belief in God the most High is a claim with 
no rational demonstration (bayyina) or proof (ḥujja) for him, and that it is 
something that one person [simply] learned from another, the young took from 
the old, and that the various composite (mu’talif) things, hidden (bāṭin) or 
manifest (ẓāhir), can only be perceived through the five senses: the vision of the 
eye, the hearing of the ear, the smell of the nose,   the taste of the mouth, and 
the touch of the limbs. Then he [i.e. the physician] lead the logic [of his 
argument] to his main idea, saying: “none of my senses has ever come across 
and has never pointed to a creator”, rejecting thereby God the most High.933 
 
However, wanting to know the rationale behind the Imam’s belief in the 

Creator, the physician asks the Imam to demonstrate him how he arrived at the idea of 

God’s existence. Jaʻfar begins his argument by refuting the very foundation of his 

opponent’s claim ― that the impossibility to perceive God with the senses indicates His 

nonexistence. That God has never been seen or perceived otherwise is not because He 

does not exist but simply because He cannot be perceived, for “He does not resemble His 

                                                                 

933 KI: 153; see also 154.  
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creation.” This is based on the premise that everything that the senses are able to 

perceive is body or color, and is changing and perishable, whereas God simply cannot 

change or perish.934 Toward the end of the treatise, Jaʻfar further logically demonstrates 

the impossibility of God’s resemblance to His creation, by using the example of divine 

attributes.935 His power (quwwa), for example, is not the same as the power of humans, 

for if it were, He would be likened to His own creation,936 which would imply 

multiplicity (ziyāda) in Him; but multiplicity implies imperfection, and whatever is 

imperfect is powerless. Therefore, God cannot be likened to His creation because this 

would mean that He is powerless, which is impossible. Thus, because God is utterly 

different from His creation and cannot be perceived by the senses, what we see or feel 

is not God but His creation, which is unlike Him. Therefore, it is only natural that no 

one should ever be able to perceive Him with the five senses.937  

Despite this, God’s existence can be proven with the help of the intellect 

(‘aql)938― by looking at the signs of His existence. The foundation of the Imam’s 

argument is to show that the statement of the physician about the primacy of the 

senses is not true, and that both humans and animals can perceive without the help of 

the senses. The organ by which we do this, he claims, is the heart, which is the 

receptacle and repository of knowledge, the true source of feelings (bodily senses 

                                                                 

934 KI: 154.  

935 KI: 194.  

936 Lit. “He would be likened,” waqaʻa ‘alayhi l-tashbīh, KI: 194.  

937 KI: 154.  

938 KI: 153.  
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themselves only operate through the heart), and the regulating center of the body. 

Behind the three functions of the heart stands God.  

 When discussing the instinctive ability of children to eat and of young birds to 

swim, the Imam tells the doctor that experience through sense perception cannot be its 

source because of their young age. This means that there is “a wise regulator” 

(mudabbir ḥakīm), who created some beings for water and some for land,”939 hence the 

bird’s knowledge of swimming comes not from sense perception but from God. Infants, 

too, cannot have learned the need to nurse through their senses, but with their heart.940 

The two statements imply that God makes known what the heart does too; hence, the 

knowledge that is in the heart comes directly from God, for He “uses the heart as a 

proof for His servants.”941 The divine origin of the heart’s knowledge can be affirmed by 

Jaʻfar’s refuting the physician each time he tries to prove to the Imam that the source 

of the heart’s knowledge are the senses.942   

Another testimony that not all knowledge comes from the senses are the 

numerous skills that humans have mastered, because they do not use their senses when 

putting the skills to use, but are guided by their heart. For example, none of the bodily 

senses are involved when we trade, practice a craft, or build something, but our ability 

                                                                 

939 KI: 161.  

940 KI: 161-2.  

941 KI: 168.  

942 See, e.g., KI: 153, 162.  
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to perform these actions comes entirely from our heart.943 The implication is, again, 

that the ultimate source of these skills is God.  

The impossibility for the senses to be the source of all human knowledge is its 

sheer volume. Astrology and medicine are prime examples. How would people be able 

to learn the properties of all the stars without ascending to the sky and examining all of 

them one by one? This is impossible to do not only because of our inability to ascend 

into the sky, but also because human life is too short to study all the properties of all 

heavenly bodies.  

How could [the wise man who invented the science of astrology] be able to 
measure the sun, to know in which constellation (burj) it is, and [to measure] in 
which constellation the moon is… when they are suspended in the sky and he 
lives on earth, and does not see them [i.e. the constellations] hidden behind the 
sun’s glow. [This would only be possible] if we suppose that the wise man who 
invented this science ascended into the sky. I, [therefore], testify that the people 
were only able to learn this science with the help of He who is in the sky, for 
this is not the science of earth dwellers. … [B]ut even if we suppose that he 
ascended into the sky, would he not have to go with each constellation and with 
each star from the place they rise to the place they disappear, only to return to 
the next one and to repeat what he did with the previous?! Some of them 
traverse the sky in thirty years, and some even longer. Would he not have to go 
over the entire sky to learn when they portend good and when evil?944 
 
Likewise, how would people learn the properties of all the innumerable 

medicinal plants (including the Myrobalane) without the stupendous task of testing all 

the plants one by one?945 The impossibility of physically learning the information 

necessary for these two sciences proves, according to the Imam, that there is someone 

who taught humans what they could not have learned by themselves.  

                                                                 

943 KI: 169.  

944 KI: 172-3.  

945 KI: 180-4.  
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The heart is the real source of physical and emotional feelings (whose ultimate 

source is also God). According to the Imam, the heart is “the regulator (mudabbir) of the 

[bodily] senses, their lord (mālik), their head (rā’is946), and their judge (qāḍī)”;947 hence, 

the senses themselves only know through the heart.948 Dreams prove this; in a dream, 

one may experience the same sensations as in real life. However, unlike the 

experiences of real life, none of the bodily senses are involved. One may eat, drink, see 

foreign lands, and even have sexual intercourse, experiencing the exact same type of 

pleasure as one does when awake. This implies that the source of feelings is the heart. 

Furthermore, even when one is awake and the senses are active, the heart still remains 

the prime source, because even the senses “do not perceive anything except through 

the heart.”949 This is why, despite that the senses are inactive during sleep, we still 

experience the same feelings, and can even recall them after waking up.950  

Apart from being the true source of all feelings, the heart also regulates the 

body. The Imam does not elaborate on this idea, and mentions it in connection with the 

dependence of the senses on it. Not only the senses, he says, but the body, too, is 

regulated by the heart:  

… the hand cannot put out the eye, nor can it cut the tongue… for God has made 
the heart regulator of the body (jasad); it hears and sees with it [i.e. the heart], 

                                                                 

946 Apart from other meanings, the word is also the synonym of ra’īs “head, leader”, see Lane, Lexicon, and 
Lisān, s.v. r-’-s.  

947 KI: 169.  

948 KI: 167.  

949 KI: 167, 169.  

950 KI: 168.  
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and it is its [i.e. the body’s] judge (qāḍī) and commander (amīr); the body cannot 
proceed if it stays behind, nor can it stay behind if it [i.e. the heart] proceeds.951  
 
Again, the ultimate source and regulator of everything, including the 

knowledge, the feelings, and the body, is God, as this passage explicitly states. Thus, 

apart from being a mere organ, the heart is the mysterious center through which God 

contacts and rules people. Whether the passage implies divine determination instead of 

free will, is not very clear. In all likelihood, the author was not concerned with whether 

humans chose their action or not, because the idea is not discussed anywhere in the 

text.    

To sum up, the Imam Jaʻfar refutes the Indian physician on the grounds that not 

all knowledge, skills, and feelings come from the five senses. Rather, we are oftentimes 

guided by our heart, which God gave us as a means of communication. Ultimately, it is 

God who is the source of all our knowledge, feelings, skills, and actions.  

 

b. The Negative Argument 

The physician claims that because he has never perceived God with any of his 

senses, God does not exist. The Imam’s refutation of this argument, on the other hand, 

is based on a similar premise, namely, because one is unable to perceive the entire 

universe by senses, one is, therefore unable to ascertain whether there is a God in it or 

not.  

The physician begins by telling his opponent that whereas his position is a mere 

delusion and an assumption not based on any firm proof, he is truly confident in his 

                                                                 

951 KI: 169.  
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position because it is based on sense perception: “My five senses have to perceived 

Him, and for me, whatever is not perceived by my senses, does not exist.”952  

Jaʻfar’s second repudiation of the physician’s argument approaches it from a 

different angle.953 Rather that postulating the impossibility of perceiving God, he 

assumes for a second that this is possible. Even in this case, however, not seeing Him 

does not indicate His nonexistence, he argues, for his opponent has not seen to all of 

the places in the world, has not ascended into the sky, has not gone under the ground 

or dived into the depths of the sea. How, then, could he postulate that God is not found 

in all these places if he has never been in there? “He could be in a place which your [i.e. 

the physician’s] senses have not perceived yet,” he concludes. 

 

c. Intelligent Design 

The perfect way in which the world is created testifies to His existence and to 

His oneness. Jaʻfar begins with the example of the Ihlīlaja, showing the physician how 

perfectly and elaborately it is made, and arguing that none other than God could have 

made such a flawless and elaborate structure, where all parts are interconnected and 

play a function:  

I [i.e. the Imam] said: “Do you not see that ihlīlaja is [made of] flesh that covers 
bone, is placed in a hollow attached to the branch [of a tree], which consists of a 
stalk which is connected to the foundation [of the tree], and is reinforced from 
below by veins, being [thus] attached to a body, where all parts are connected to 
one another?” He [i.e. the physician] said: “Yes, [I see].” I said: “Do you now 
know that this ihlīlaja is designed through a plan and through a blueprint, that it 
is a composite structure, where one part is interwoven with another; it consists 
of one layer after another, of one body [resting] upon another, of one color 

                                                                 

952 KI: 154.  

953 KI: 155.  
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matching another ― white in yellow― ; it is [both] soft and hard; [it has] 
different natures [ṭabā’iʻ], diverse traits, and intertwined parts; it is covered with 
bark, it has veins in which water flows, it has leaves that cover and protect it 
from being burned by the sun, from being killed by the cold, and from withering 
from the wind.” He [i.e. the physician] said: “Would it not be better if the leaves 
covered it tightly?” I said: “God has designed it the best way! If it were the way 
you said, wind would not be able to bring air to it, neither would the cold be able 
to strengthen it, and so it would rot. And if the sun’s heat did not reach it, it 
would not ripen. The sun, the wind, the cold, [all are necessary for the ihlīlaja]. 
God has designed it with subtle power (quwwa laṭīfa), and has planned it with 
great wisdom (ḥikma)”.954 
  
Hearing this elaborate description, the doctor suggests that perhaps the plant 

has created itself. The Imam proves this to be impossible based on two grounds. First, 

based on the idea of God’s eternity, and second, based on common sense. Thus, a 

perfect construction like the Myrobalane fruit is necessarily made by someone who is 

extremely wise and knowing. And for someone who is so wise and knowing, it is 

impossible to be temporal, i.e., to be created. The ihlīlaja, however, is in no way eternal, 

and the doctor has seen himself how it emerged from nothingness. Secondly, common 

sense rejects the possibility of the ihlilaja having created itself, for this would imply that 

it has been created twice.955  

God’s design and rule can be seen from in sky, the earth, in the geography, and 

in the natural phenomena. If there were no God, the sky would not remain elevated 

above the earth, but would tumble and fall; the earth would not remain where it is but 

would also collapse under its own weight and the weight of the mountains, trees, seas, 

                                                                 

954 KI: 157.  

955 KI: 157-8.  
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sands, and the people that rest upon it. God enabled the clouds, which do not have a 

body of their own, to hold their heavy burden of water, lightning, and thunder.956  

The Argument from Design is also used to show His oneness: since everything in 

the world is so well coordinated, this means that only one God could have created it, for 

if there were more than one, the world would not be so well organized, and its different 

parts would not cooperate so well. Jaʻfar continues the description of natural 

phenomena and concludes that if the world were designed and run by more than one 

regulators, its management would not be so smooth, and there would occur 

contradictions (tanāquḍ) in its affairs ― some events would occur later than their 

appointed time, and some earlier.957  

Once again, Jaʻfar uses the ihlīlaja to prove his point. Having demonstrated how 

everything within it is interconnected and perfectly designed to cooperate, he further 

shows how the plant in its turn is connected with the entire nature, and why this 

indicates the existence of only one creator: the earth is connected with the Myrobalane 

tree, the tree itself is connected to soil (turāb), soil is connected to heat and cold, these 

are connected to air, which is connected to the wind, which drives clouds, which 

contain rain, and so on. All these numerous elements work in perfect accord, and 

everything happens at is designated time, for otherwise everything would die.958 Jaʻfar 

compares the world to a garden which is run by a skilled gardener, who takes care of it 

and knows when to water the trees. If the garden and the trees had different masters, 

                                                                 

956 KI: 164.  

957 KI: 165.  

958 KI: 190.  
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he argues, the garden would perish because the one responsible for the water might 

not do his work on time.959 

The perfect harmony of the human body and of nature provide another 

example; if different creators were to create the body, the illness that befalls it, and the 

medicine that can cure it, it would be impossible to find cure for the illness because the 

creator of the body would not know what medicine to use for its cure.960 Likewise, if 

different creators had created the body and the creatures that serve it as food, it might 

not be made in a way to be able to digest them. Even poisons, the Imam says, are made 

by the same God, for some of them are used as antidotes against others.961 

 

d. Only God Can Create 

Having convinced the physician that everything is created by someone, the 

Imam now tries to persuade him that God is the only logically possible creator. Jaʻfar’s 

fourth proof of God’s existence, and of His role as a creator, can be summarized as the 

following syllogism: “(major premise) nothing that is created and temporal can create; 

(minor premise) only God is uncreated and eternal; (conclusion) therefore, God created 

everything.” Of course, the syllogism is not formulated as such, and the premises and 

their proofs are discussed in two different passages.  

The minor premise ― that only God is eternal and uncreated ― is taken for 

granted, and Jaʻfar does not spend much time proving it, and only mentions it in 

                                                                 

959 KI: 188.  

960 KI: 186-7.  

961 KI: 192.  
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passing.962 The main thrust of his argument is aimed at proving the major premise ― 

that nothing that is created and temporal can create. Let us look at how Jaʻfar proves it. 

Convinced of the existence of some kind of a creator, the physician is still not sure 

whether this creator is God, for, he says, the ihlīlaja could very well have created 

itself.963 The Imam adduces several arguments to prove that a creature cannot create 

itself. First, He who created the plant is very wise (as demonstrated in the previous 

section), therefore, He could not Himself be created and therefore be non-eternal. “Did 

you not see that the ihlīlaja emerged from nothingness before your eyes, then 

disappeared into nothingness…; a creator (ṣāniʻ) cannot be temporal (ḥādith).”964 

Secondly, since before something comes into being there is nothing, stating that 

something created itself would imply that “nothing” (lā shay’) created something 

(shay’), and this is impossible.965 Thirdly, stating that something created itself would 

imply that it is created twice, or that the creator has created Himself. Both options, the 

Imam says, are also impossible.966  

Later in the book, Jaʻfar further elaborates on the impossibility for any created 

being to create anything, including itself. After above mentioned discussion of 

astrology’s divine origin, the physician tells Jaʻfar that the constellations (burūj, sg. burj) 

have created themselves, adding (as if prompting his opponent to begin and argument): 

                                                                 

962 KI: 157.  

963 KI: 157, see the translation of the passage in the previous section.  

964 KI: 158.  

965 KI: 158.  

966 KI: 158,  
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“what will you tell me [about that]?”967 The Imam demonstrates the falsehood of this 

statement, and of all the statements that logically follow from it, with a series of 

examples. First, the Imam asks the physician a rhetorical question: “If the 

constellations were to create themselves, why would some of them be auspicious (saʻd), 

and some inauspicious (naḥs), why would some of them be bright and some dim, some 

of them small and some big?” The question probably implies that one member of the 

three oppositions is good (auspicious, bright, big), and the other bad (inauspicious, dim, 

small). Hence, if the burūj made themselves, they would only choose to make 

themselves auspicious, bright, and big.  

The logical consequence of the physician’s statement about the constellations is 

that everything has created itself, and so the Imam’s following arguments are aimed at 

refuting this possibility. First, he states that this would mean that that monkeys and 

pigs created themselves, which the physician rejects outright.968 The emotional tone in 

which he does this alludes to the Qur’ānic image of the two species as impure and 

cursed,969 and is evidently based on the idea that they are too base and impure to be 

able to create. So much so that the idea does not even have to be proven and is taken 

for granted by both parties. Likewise, the physician concedes that humans also did not 

make them, again for their impurity. The second example by which the Imam rejects 

the idea of self-creation are humans. If they created themselves in entirety, as the 

                                                                 

967 KI: 173.  

968 KI: 174.  

969 See Eisenstein, “Animal Life,” EQur, vol. 1: 98; Lichtenstadter, “And Become ye Accursed Apes”: 175; 
Cook, “Ibn Qutayba and the Monkeys”: 51-7. This image of the monkeys and pigs is also reflected in 
ḥadīth, see my Chapter Two, footnotes 366 and 367; Omīdsālār, “Buzīna,” EIr, vol. 4: 586-7. This is perhaps 
the only argument with scriptural overtones in the entire Kitāb al-ihlīlaja.  
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physician tells him, why would they chose to create death? Since death is something 

they hate, it is impossible that they created themselves, therefore their creator is 

someone else.  

 

e.  Prime Mover 

Jaʻfar bases one of his arguments on the idea that there has to be a prime reason 

for the existence of everything. Although this argument is not elaborated as much as 

the previous ones, and its conclusions are not spelled out as clearly, it seems to point to 

that idea:  

“[The physician said]: I have accepted that [all] different things and the ihlīlaja 
did not create themselves, and that they did not design their creation. The truth 
(ḥaqq) and truthfulness (ṣidq) [of this statement] have become clear to me. 
However, it has occurred to me that it is the tree that has created the ihlīlaja, 
because it came out of it. I [i.e. Jaʻfar] asked him: who, then, made the tree? He 
said: another ihlīlaja. I said: imagine an end to [this chain]. If you say ‘this [end] 
is God,’ I will accept it.”970  
 
Of course, God’s role is more than just a prime reason of the emergence of the 

ihlīlaja and everything else, for, as the Imam further elaborates, God takes care of the 

tree and protects it while it is alive.  

Toward the end of the Kitāb al-ihlīlaja, the physician finally accepts the Imam’s 

proofs and admits that God exists and that He is the sole creator of everything. He then 

asks the Imam to explain him the meaning some of God’s attributes.  

 

God’s Attributes 

                                                                 

970 KI: 159.  
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“Explain to me your saying: He is the First and the Last, He is the Subtle (al-laṭīf), 

the All-Aware (al-khabīr), and the like”; this is the opening of the final section of KI. In 

the book’s remaining several pages, the Imam responds to this request, explaining to 

him the meaning of some of the Divine attributes.971  

Interestingly, the discussion of the divine attributes in this work has nothing to 

do with the Muʻtazilī-Ashʻarī debate about whether God’s attributes are separate from 

His essence or not, and does not attempt a classification of the attributes according to 

their relation to God as done by the Muʻtazilites, such as “essential attributes,” 

“attributes of power,” etc.972 In fact, the word for attribute accepted in Islamic theology 

― ṣifa ― is not used in the text at all. Instead of dealing with the mentioned debate, the 

purpose of the passage is to show God’s utter otherness from His creation, which is 

expressed in the otherness of His attributes from the human ones. This is explicitly 

stated in the beginning of the Imam’s answer, where he explains the words “first” and 

“last”:  

“He is the first, without “howness” (kayf), He is the last, without end, no one is 
like Him. He made the creation and the things from nothing, without howness, 
with no effort (ʻilāj973), with no assistance, without [any] thought, and with no 
howness, just as He Himself is with no howness; howness is the modality 
(kayfiyya) of His creation, for He is the first, with no beginning, no one is like 
Him or similar to Him, He has no adversaries or counterparts. He cannot be seen 
with eyesight, nor can He be perceived with touch. He cannot be known except 
through His creation.  
 

                                                                 

971 KI: 193-6; the last two pages are Majlisī’s commentary on the passage.  

972 On the divine attributes, see Van Ess, “Muʻtazilah,” Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 9: 6322-3; id. Theologie 
und Gesellschaft, vol. 1: 373-6; Gimaret, “Ṣifa,” EI2, vol. 9: 551-2; Gardet, “Allāh: 2. The Attributes of God 
(ṣifāt Allāh),” EI2, vol. 1. 410-2; Frank, Beings and their Attributes.  

973 For this meaning of ‘ilāj, see Lane, Lexicon. s.v. ‘-l-j.   
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To further underscore God’s complete otherness, Jaʻfar discusses why humans 

sometimes call themselves by His names. God has allowed people to do this, he says, but 

this does not in any way imply similarity or identity between God and His creation. 

When we say “one” for God, this means He is truly one. But when we say that someone 

from the people is one, this is simply a matter of naming, for in humans there is 

multiplicity and variety ― their limbs are many, their hair are other than their 

fingernails, and they may be white or black.  

The Imam begins with discussing God’s power, which he calls quwwa.974 God is 

powerful (qawī) because of His great creation, like the earth and the mountains, the 

seas, the sands, the trees, the moving creatures that cover the earth, the heavenly 

bodies, the sky, and the natural phenomena. In His power, God is utterly different from 

humans, whose power is that of violence (quwwat al-baṭsh). If His power resembled 

human power, He would be likened to them and would entail multiplicity (ziyāda), 

which implies imperfection and weakness, which for Him is impossible. 

The attribute “subtle” (laṭīf) is characterized in a similar manner. He is subtle 

because of His subtle creatures, some of which are so small that a male cannot be 

distinguished from a female, and a young from an old.  

Three of God’s attributes ― hearing (samīʻ), seeing (baṣīr), and knowing (‘alīm) 

―, are discussed together. The rationale behind this grouping is that they all have to do 

with perception, as is seen in their discussion. (Knowledge, of course, is itself not 

perception; but it is its end-result, and is, therefore, related to the first two.) All three 

have one fundamental thing in common: they indicate God’s absolute ability to 

                                                                 

974 See De Boer and Arnaldez, “Ḳuwwa,” EI2, vol. 5: 576-9.  
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perceive and know everything, however small or big, without any exception; and they 

differ from their human counterparts in that human ability to see, hear, and know is 

based on an instinct (gharīza). The term “instinct” probably refers to the physical (and, 

hence, limited) aspect of perception, because it is juxtaposed to God’s unlimited ability 

to see, hear, and know what His creation can, or cannot, perceive and know.  

The author mentions several attributes that refer to emotional states and 

attitudes, such as “mercy” (raḥma), “kindness” (ra’fa), “contentment” (riḍā), “wrath” 

(ghaḍab and sakhṭ), and “love” (maḥabba).  He only discusses the properties of two of 

these ― “mercy” and “anger,” but the discussion can be applied to the rest by 

extension, as he acknowledges in the end of the passage. Thus, these attributes also 

exemplify God’s total otherness from His creation. His mercy is His merciful action 

toward His creation, whereas in humans it arises from the feeling of compassion, which 

emerges in a person’s heart when witnessing someone’s misfortune or need. Human 

anger, too, occurs in our hearts, and brings forth changes in our appearance, making us 

shiver and change in color. Of course, for God these changes are impossible, and His 

anger, too (as we can assume following the logic of the previous attribute), is just His 

angry action toward His creation and not a change in the emotional state which He 

undergoes.  

The last attribute that Jaʻfar explains is “will” (irāda). In humans, “it is a 

concealed [thought] and what appears of it in action, whereas for God, will is the 

bringing forth of action {He says only ‘Be’, and it is},975 with no howness or fatigue.” It 

                                                                 

975 Qur’ān 2:117, et passim. 
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seems, the difference between God’s and people’s will is that in Him, will is identical 

with action, whereas in humans the two are separate entities. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter was about two Mufaḍḍal-works that stand out among the 

remaining Mufaḍḍal-texts for their peculiar content. Unlike the previously discussed 

two works, as well as other texts of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition, these two are rationalistic 

treatises which present a systematic exposition of the proofs of God’s existence. To 

contrast these two works with the non-rationalist and unsystematic exposition of the 

two ghulāt works attributed to Mufaḍḍal, I have called these two works the “rationalist 

Mufaḍḍal-tradition.” In this chapter I pursued two goals: to situate the two works in 

time and place and in their intellectual milieus, and to analyze their theological 

systems.  

Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal is the “Shiʻitized” version of a Muʻtazilī treatise attributed to 

Jāḥiẓ. Whether or not Jāḥiẓ was its author, there are grounds to believe that the 

Muʻtazilī prototype of TM, titled Kitāb al-dalā’il wa l-iʻtibār ‘alā l-khalq wa l-tadbīr, was 

written around the mid-3rd/9th century, and was probably adopted by the Shiʻis around 

the second part of the same century or around the beginning of the next, during the 

period when Muʻtazilī thought began to influence Shiʻi theology. The “Shiʻitization” of 

the text was accomplished through the addition of the names of Mufaḍḍal and Jaʻfar al-

Ṣādiq, so as to make it look like a dialogue between the two. 

 Kitāb al-ihlīlaja, the second Mufaḍḍal-text of the rationalist tradition, shares 

many features with this text and could also be the Shiʻi adaptation of a Muʻtazilī work. 

The similar structure, terminology, style, and the common features that it shares with 

other works of the time, all show that it was composed around the same time as Tawḥīd 

al-Mufaḍḍal’s Muʻtazilī prototype. As to who its original author/s could have been, there 
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are two possible scenarios, none of which is more plausible than the other. The first is 

that it followed the path of TM, i.e. was written in Muʻtazilī circles and then redacted by 

a Shiʻi editor; the second possibility is that Shiʻis wrote it from the very beginning. If 

the latter scenario is the case, its date of composition is likely to be the second half of 

the 3rd/9th to the beginning of the 4th/10th centuries, i.e. the period of the entry of 

Muʻtazilī thought into Shiʻi discourse.   

The analysis of the theological systems of both texts reveals that they are purely 

rationalistic treatises, i.e. in their argumentation they use exclusively rational 

arguments, with no recourse to scripture or other authorities. Their main aim is to 

prove God’s existence and oneness, which is done chiefly through the argument from 

Design, although Kitāb al-ihlīlaja uses several other proofs as well. An interesting detail 

found in the both texts and used as a pretext for launching the discussion is their 

polemics against a group of medieval heretics called dahriyya, who rejected God’s 

existence and taught that the world is eternal, or that it emerged not thanks to a 

creator but to an accident.  
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS  

 
 

Was there in Fact a Mufaḍḍal-Tradition? 

In the preceding I studied the histories and contents of four early Shiʻi texts, together 

with the story of their alleged author’s life. I tried to discover, as much as the miserly 

source material would allow, the position of this person in the in the 2nd/8th century 

Shiʻi community of Kufa, and his relations with his contemporary two Shiʻi Imams; I 

tried to show, from internal as well as external evidence, when, where, by whom, and 

how the four works forming the cornerstone of the so-called Mufaḍḍal-tradition, were 

composed. It would just remain, it seems, to summarize the findings of each chapter in 

a few paragraphs to consider my work finished. There is one question concerning the 

Mufaḍḍal-tradition, however, that begs further inquiry, or, if a definitive answer is 

impossible, at least acknowledgment and exposition. Briefly stated, the question is: 

what holds the different Mufaḍḍal-works together? I.e., is there something, apart from 

their alleged author’s name, that is common among these works? What is that thing? 

What is, finally, these texts’ connection to Mufaḍḍal himself? Answering these 

questions would allow me to turn this work from four somewhat loosely connected 

studies into a monograph. This I will try to do in the several pages to follow.  

While the current state of knowledge does not allow answering these questions 

with much certainty, there is, I believe, enough evidence to show that there is some 

connection between the various parts of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition. Furthermore, whereas 

I myself demonstrated that Mufaḍḍal authored not one of them, some speculation as to 

why they were ascribed to him is also possible. Let me, therefore, reiterate my findings 
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about Mufaḍḍal and each of the four texts, and then discuss the connections between 

the texts on the one hand, and between the texts and their alleged author on the other.  

 

Who was Mufaḍḍal? 

Mufaḍḍal lived in Kufa, was a financial agent of the Imams Jaʽfar al-Ṣādiq and 

Mūsā al-Kāẓim, and died before the latter’s death in 183/799. A non-Arab Muslim, he 

was a mawlā of the Juʻfī clan of the Yemeni tribe of Madhḥij. He was a member or head 

of a group of people who dealt with money. Most probably, they did more than simply 

change money; they managed the financial resources of the Shiʻi community and were 

in all likelihood involved in underground Shiʻi activities. Although throughout his life 

Mufaḍḍal was in good relations with Jaʽfar and Mūsā and was trusted by them, at some 

point in his life he probably adhered to the Khaṭṭābiyya “extremist” sect, and for this 

reason was cursed by Jaʽfar because of the latter’s antipathy toward them. Later, 

however, they were reconciled. He likely held views on the Imams’ nature which were 

considered “extreme” by the later Imami tradition. This is why Juʽfī was called a heretic 

by some later biographers.   

The study of Mufaḍḍal’s life has wider implications for the history of early 

Shiʻism. It shows that in its early period, when Shiʻism had not yet crystallized, the 

boundaries between “extreme” and “moderate” were still blurry (if existent at all), and 

that people who were in close relations with the Imams, could be branded as heretics 

by the later Imami tradition for not conforming to its standards of religious orthodoxy. 

Thus, some Shiʻis who were called extremists and unbelievers by Najāshī in the 5th/11th 



 
 

299 
 

century, could have freely mingled with Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq and his environment in the 

2nd/8th.  

 

The “Heretical” Mufaḍḍal-tradition 

Because of their different contents and histories, I divided the four Mufaḍḍal-

texts into two groups, one tentatively called the “heretical” Mufaḍḍal-tradition, and 

the other the “rationalist” one. The former contains two original texts composed by the 

“extremist” wing of the Kufan Shiʻis, called Kitāb a-ṣirāṭ and Kitāb al-haft wa-l-aẓilla. In 

addition to the elusive Umm al-kitāb and the several shorter treatises and fragments 

preserved in the newly published series of Nuṣayrī texts called Silsilat al-turāth al-

‘alawī,976 these are the only original ghulāt texts known to us. For this reason, they are 

an invaluable source for studying the doctrines of the early ghulāt. Their comparison 

with Umm al-kitāb and with the fragments of early ghulāt works preserved in the Silsilat 

al-turāth al-‘alawī, which are mainly discussed in chapters Two and Three, shows that 

the ghulāt group of the Mufaḍḍal-texts was part of an entire genre of theological 

writings by the early “extremists,” sharing with them not only their central ideas, but 

also the element of dialogue with Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq or Muhammad al-Bāqir.977 

In Chapter 2 I studied one of these “heretical” texts titled Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ. First I 

addressed ― ultimately to reject ― Leonardo Capezzone’s hypothesis about its 

authorship. Using, among other evidence, a passage found in Masʻūdī, Capezzone 

                                                                 
976 Some of them are discussed in my Chapters 2 and 3.  

977 It is unclear whether all remaining textual fragments of ghulāt writings have the dialogue form 
because of the brevity of some of them. Some, however, such as part of Kitāb al-aẓilla or Umm al-kitāb do 
share this feature with the mentioned Mufaḍḍal-works.  
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argued that KS’s author was the 3rd/9th century “extremist” Isḥāq al-Aḥmar. I showed, 

however, that the Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ which Masʻūdī attributes to Isḥāq, is another work, 

preserved partially in Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī’s Ḥaqā’iq asrār al-dīn and ‘Alī b. Ḥamza 

b. ‘Alī b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī’s Ḥujjat al-ʻārif.978 I further showed that not only has this 

work nothing to do with KS’s worldview, but furthermore, Isḥāq’s beliefs as reflected in 

other sources contain fundamental differences from our KS. All this precludes his 

authorship of the work (without, alas, allowing to advance an alternative hypothesis as 

to who its author was). Based on internal as well as external evidence, I then propose 

that KS was probably composed between the two Occultations, i.e. near the end of the 

3rd/9th century and the beginning of the 4th/10th. Furthermore, by looking at the work in 

the context of early Shiʻi “extremism,” which was a Kufan phenomenon, I proposed 

that Kufa was its place of composition.  

The second part of the chapter studies KS’s theology. Broadly speaking, it 

contains four main theological themes: the first is the notion of the Path (ṣirāṭ), after 

which the work is named. This Path leads the believer toward God and consists of seven 

consecutive degrees of spiritual perfection. The second theme is God’s ability to 

become manifest in human form. The third is the idea of transmigration of souls (naskh 

or tanāshukh), or transformation into sub-human forms (maskh or masūkhiyya). Finally, 

KS speaks about the myth of humanity’s creation and its fall from divine grace.  

In Chapter 3 I study the second “heretical” Mufaḍḍal-work titled Kitāb al-haft wa-

l-aẓilla. One of my tasks was to show that it formed part of a larger genre of theological 

writings about the idea of the seven Ādams and the phantoms and shadows ― 

                                                                 
978 Majmūʻat al-ḥarrāniyīn. Silsilat al-turāth al-ʻalawī 4. Lebanon, 2006: 9-179, 239-85. 
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transcendental entities that existed before the universe. My second task was to 

demonstrate that KH is a composite text consisting of at least seven distinct layers 

written at different times. The oldest layers of the text originated in the 2nd/8th-3rd/9th 

century “extremist” milieu of Iraq, and then were transplanted to Syria by the 

Nuṣayrīs, who added several new layers to it. In its final form, we find the book in the 

5th/11th century in the possession the followers of the sect in Syria.  I dissociated each 

textual layer from others by using textual and content-related markers, and analyzed 

the thought of each. Despite their differences, all layers contain the usual set of ghulāt 

teachings present in KS, such as humanity’s fall from divine grace, transformation and 

transmigration of souls, the idea of the Path, etc.  

Having reiterated what has been already said in Chapters 2 and 3, let us now 

look at the commonalities between the two “heretical” works and see what unites 

them. Upon reading both works, one cannot help noticing the numerous similarities 

between the worldviews and terminology of KS and the older, pre-Nuṣayrī layers of KH, 

i.e. the “Firm Kernel” and the “Shiʻi” chapters. The most striking similarities are the 

ideas of reincarnation into other human bodies and into lower forms, the idea of God’s 

Veils and Doors (sg. ḥijāb and bāb), i.e. the persons who hide Him from people or help 

people to reach Him, and the degrees of belief, collectively called in both texts with the 

term darajāt, each of which is called with similar names in KS and KH: mumtaḥan, naqīb, 

mukhliṣ or mukhallaṣ, etc.   

The place and time of the composition of the two texts is also similar. KS was 

composed between the two occultations, i.e. somewhere toward the end of the 3rd/9th 
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century or the first half of the 4th/10th in Kufa. KH’s earliest layers were written in Iraq 

in the 2nd/8th or 3rd/9th centuries.  

Two types of similarities between the two texts emerge: one is their content, the 

other is the place and time of their composition. These common elements show that 

the third and most obvious similarity ― the form of dialogue between Mufaḍḍal and 

Imam Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq ― is no coincidence. They demonstrate that in 2nd/8th-3rd/9th 

centuries Iraq, among the “extremist” wing of Shiʻis, the name of Mufaḍḍal was firmly 

associated with the esoteric teachings of the sixth Imam, who supposedly chose to 

confide him the secrets of religion.  

These works probably circulated in secret, for they are not mentioned anywhere 

in Twelver biographical literature.979 In all likelihood, they were taken to Syria by the 

Nuṣayrīs, the last representatives of Iraqi ghuluw, who migrated there in the 4th/10th 

century, thus escaping the gaze of later Imami authors. KH’s fate is a case in point; its 

earliest layers were written in Kufa and its latest in Syria, where the book took its final 

shape and where all the known manuscripts of the work originate.980 KS also likely 

followed the same path, for, althought being a typical text of Iraqi ghuluw, its only 

manuscript was found in Syria.  

Although the two discussed texts are perhaps the most important remnants of 

the ghulāt literature of the time, they nevertheless formed part of a larger tradition of 

theological writings with which they share numerous elements of doctrine and 

terminology, and snippets of which have reached us mainly through quotations in later 
                                                                 
979 Najāshī only mentions the “rationalist” Mufaḍḍal-works, KT and KI, see below.  

980 In this statement, I rely solely on information provided by the book’s several editors, see my Chapter 
3.  
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Nuṣayrī texts. A careful study of available Nuṣayrī literature is yet to reveal many more 

such texts or textual fragments.  That not only the teachings of KH and KS are similar 

to these texts (which include Kitāb al-aẓilla and Kitāb al-ashbāḥ discussed in my third 

chapter, Umm al-kitāb, and Ādāb ‘Abd al-Muṭṭalib), but also the fact that the names 

mentioned in them, or their alleged authors, are often people of the same environment, 

i.e. representatives of the Kufan ghuluw, shows that KH, KS, and the other surviving 

ghulāt texts were composed and circulated in the same religious environment and 

formed part of the same literary tradition.  

 

The “Rationalist” Mufaḍḍal-tradition 

The two texts of the “rationalist” Mufaḍḍal-tradition differ drastically from the 

discussed two. While sharing with them the element of a dialogue or correspondence 

between Mufaḍḍal and the Imam, they have nothing to do with ghulāt teachings. In fact, 

apart from the mentioned two persons’ names, virtually no Shiʻism is to be found in 

them. Instead, they are both rationalistic works proving God’s existence, and the 

product of a Shiʻi milieu which was influenced by Muʻtazilī thought. In studying them, I 

pursued two goals: I sought to situate the two works in their intellectual milieu and 

find their dates of composition, and to analyze their theological systems. Because of 

their shorter size and greater similarity, and because of the similar challenges that 

presented themselves in studying them, I discussed them together in one chapter. 

Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal is the “Shiʻitized” version of a Muʻtazilī treatise ascribed to 

Jāḥiẓ. Composed around mid-3rd/9th century, it was adopted by the Shiʻis in the second 

half of the same century, or around the beginning of the next, during the period when 
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Muʻtazilī theology began to influence Shiʻi thought. Kitāb al-ihlīlaja shares many 

features with the other work, and is either an originally Shiʻi text or also the Shiʻi 

adaptation of a Muʻtazilī work. The similar structure, terminology, and style which it 

shares with the former work, as well as the common features that it shares with other 

works of the time, all show that it was composed in the same environment, and perhaps 

the same period, as Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal’s Muʻtazilī prototype. If the Shiʻi hypothesis for 

KI’s composition proves to be true, the date of its composition is likely to be the second 

half of the 3rd/9th or the beginning of the 4th/10th centuries, i.e. the period of the entry of 

Muʻtazilī ideas into Shiʻi thought. 

The contents of KI and TM are strikingly similar. They both argue for the 

existence of God through the Argument from Design. (In addition to this argument, KI 

uses several other rationalist arguments as well.) That the two works are the product of 

the same intellectual and religious milieu can be further affirmed by the fact that they 

both argue against the representatives of the same group of atheists, the Dahriyya, who 

rejected God’s existence, concluding that the world is uncreated and eternal, and that 

only what is perceived by the senses is real, thus rejecting also the reality of the 

spiritual realm.  

The later trajectory of both Mufaḍḍal-works also follows a common pattern. 

Unlike KS and KH, both of which were unknown to Shiʻi biographers and bibliographers 

in Iran and Iraq, KH and KI are mentioned by several Twelver Shiʻi authors all of whom 

lived in the two mentioned regions. Thus, Ibn Nadīm and Najāshī lived in Baghdad, Ibn 

Shahrāshūb originated in Iran,981 and Ibn Ṭāwūs, who had both works in his library, was 

                                                                 
981 At some point he did live in Syria, see Amir-Moezzi, “Ebn Shahrāshūb,” EIr, vol. 8: 53-4.   
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also Iranian.982 Both texts made their way into the compilation of Majlisī, the famous 

religious scholar of Safavid Iran. Finally, all the manuscripts of the two texts listed by 

Sezgin are also of Iranian provenance.983 

 

The Connection between the Two Strands of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition 

Having discussed the connection between the texts forming the two branches of 

the Mufaḍḍal-tradition, it remains for me to discuss how, apart from their alleged 

author’s name, these two trends are connected to each other. As I discussed in my 

Introduction, there is a dialectical connection between the two processes of Shiʻi 

thought which the Mufaḍḍal-tradition’s two trends document, i.e. the opposition 

between the “moderates” and “extremists” within the Shiʻi community and the 

eventual downfall of the latter, and the emergence of the rationalist school in Shiʻism. 

The connection is that the people who were instrumental in initiating the second 

trend, were also involved984 in bringing the first to its end, engaging in polemics against 

the ghulāt. 

The two trends of the Mufaḍḍal-tradition, then, are connected by the same 

dialectical bond. The first documents the initially peaceful, and then the persecuted 

and secret, existence of the ghulāt in Iraq, their eventual demonization in Imami circles 

and the flight of their survivors, the Nuṣayrīs, from a hostile Iraq to the safe haven 

                                                                 
982 Kohlberg, A Medieval Muslim Scholar at Work: 187, 226; Tehrānī, Dharīʻa, vol. 4: 482-3.  

983 GAS, vol. 1: 530 

984 I am fully aware of the caveat of a simplistic mono-causal explanation of the suppression of the ghulāt, 
and in no way argue that the only reason the “extremists” were demonized were the efforts of the 
Nawbakhtīs.  
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provided by the Ḥamdānid dynasty in Syria. The Mufaḍḍal-tradition’s second trend 

documents the emergence of the rationalist school in Shiʻi thought. And while the 

authors of the “rationalist” Mufaḍḍal-works do not engage in polemics against the 

authors of the “heretical” one, it is very likely that they belonged to the same 

intellectual circle as the authors were engaged in anti-ghulāt polemics. An echo of, and 

a reaction to, this polemic is perhaps the passage in KS directed against the validity of 

knowledge acquired by rational means.  

 

Why Mufaḍḍal? 

The four Mufaḍḍal-treatises are written neither by Mufaḍḍal nor by his 

interlocutor Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq. First, because they (maybe except for some of KH’s layers) 

are composed later, and because Jaʻfar would not tolerate the idea of his divinization. 

Why, then, are these works ascribed to Mufaḍḍal al-Juʻfī? While presently available 

sources do not allow for a definitive answer, some assumptions can still be made. First, 

being a close associate of the two Imams and an influential person dealing with 

finances, Mufaḍḍal had an important position in the Shiʻi community of Kufa. Secondly, 

as some ḥadīth show, he did indeed hold opinions which would be regarded as 

“extremist” by the later Shiʻi tradition. Being both a respected member of the 

community and a likely sympathizer with “extremist” teachings, he was, therefore, 

revered by later representatives of Kufan ghuluw who composed and circulated works 

detailing their teachings. It is no wonder, then, that to make their works more 

authoritative, these ghulāt would attribute them to Mufaḍḍal.  
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 However, Mufaḍḍal’s importance seems to have extended beyond ghulāt circles, 

and his authority as the transmitter of Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq’s teachings was accepted even 

among rationalistically inclined Shiʻis. So much so that he also figures as the 

transmitter of Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq’s teachings in KI and TM, rationalistic texts with no ghulāt 

content at all, composed in late 3rd/9th or early 4th/10th centuries.  

Later on, after the ghulāt were completely demonized by the Twelvers, however, 

Mufaḍḍal came to be viewed by some Imamis as an unbeliever for his “extremist” 

views. Najāshī, who died in the mid 5th-11th century, is one of these scholars. Still, the 

ambiguity around Mufaḍḍal’s image among the Twelvers remained, for Najāshī’s rough 

contemporary Ṭūsī considers him among the “praised” companions of the Imams. 

 Because of the secrecy surrounding Mufaḍḍal’s “heretical” works, Najāshī and 

later Imami authors writing about Mufaḍḍal do not mention them.  This indicates that 

they did not know about them, for had they known about such openly “heretical” texts 

as KS and KH, they would have surely used them to further denigrate Mufaḍḍal. The 

two other Mufaḍḍal-works, comprising the “rationalist” branch of the Mufaḍḍal-

tradition, managed to survive in the Twelver milieu as they contained nothing 

“heretical” from the point of view of the Imamis. This explains why they are mentioned 

by such authors as Najāshī, Ibn Shahrāshūb, and Ibn Ṭāwūs, and why they eventually 

made their way into Majlisī’s grand compilation.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1 

The Works Attributed to Mufaḍḍal985 

 
Published Works 

 
Kitāb al-ṣīrāṭ 

 
 Ed. Munṣif b. ‘Abd al-Jalīl, Benghazi, 2004. 
 Ed. Capezzone, L. in “Il Kitāb al-ṣirāṭ attribuito a Mufaḍḍal ibn ‘Umar al-Juʻfī.” 

Rivista degli Studi Orientali 69 (1995): 295-416. 
 Eds. Abū Mūsā and Shaykh Mūsā in Al-majmūʻa l-mufaḍḍaliyya, Silsilat al-turāth 

al-‘alawī 6. Lebanon, 2006: 95-166.  
 
 
Kitāb al-haft wa-l-aẓilla/Kitāb al-haft al-sharīf 
 

 Kitāb al-haft wa-l-‘aẓilla, eds. Arif Tamir and Ignace Khalifé. Beirut, 1960.  
 Kitāb al-haft al-sharīf, ed. Muṣtafā Ghālib. Beirut, 1964 [reprinted in 1977].  
 Kitāb al-haft wa-l-‘aẓilla, Arif Tamir. Beirut, 1981 [reprinted in 1401/2007].  
 Kitāb al-haft al-sharīf, eds. Abū Mūsā and Shaykh Mūsā in Al-majmūʻa l-

mufaḍḍaliyya. Silsilat al-turāth al-‘alawī 6. Lebanon, 2006: 289-423.  
 
 
Al-risāla l-mufaḍḍaliyya 
 

 Eds. Abū Mūsā and Shaykh Mūsā in Al-majmūʻa l-mufaḍḍaliyya, Silsilat al-turāth 
al-‘alawī 6. Lebanon, 2006: 9-18.  

 
 
Mā yakūn ‘inda ẓuhūr al-Mahdī 
 

 Khaṣibī, Al-Hidāya l-kubrā, Beirut, 1986: 392-437.  
 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol.  53: 1-35.  

 
 
Mā iftaraḍa Allāh ‘alā l-jawāriḥ min al-īmān/Kitāb al-īmān wa-l-islām 
 

                                                                 
985 When one and the same text has different titles in different editions, I indicate the titles separately for 
each of the editions; when the title is the same in all editions, I indicate it only in the heading.   
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 Ṣaffār al-Qummī, Baṣā’ir al-darajāt, ed. Al-Ḥājj Mirzā Muḥsin. Tehran, 1404: 546-
56.  

 
 
Waṣiyyat al-Mufaḍḍal 
 

 Ḥasan b. Shuʻba al-Ḥarrānī, Tuḥaf al-‘uqūl ‘an āl al-rasūl, ed. ‘Alī Akbar Ghaffārī. 
Tehran 1376/1956: 513-5.  

 
 
Tawḥīd al-Mufaḍḍal 
 

 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 3: 57-151.  
 Ed. Kāẓim al-Muẓaffar, Beirut, 1983.  
 Min amālī l-imām al-Ṣādiq, 4 vols, ed. Muḥammad al-Khalīlī, Najaf, 1963/1383-

1964/1384. 
 Persian translation by Majlisī, Rāhnamā-ye khodāshenāsī yā tawḥīd-e Mufaḍḍal, 

Tehran, n.d.  
 Persian translation by Sayyid Aḥmad Kitābchī and Sayyid Maḥmūd Kitābchī, 

Tehran, 1354/1935.  
 
 
Kitāb al-ihlīlaja 
 

 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 3: 152-98.  
 
 
Duʻā’ Samāt/Duʻā’ Shabbūr 
 

 Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār, vol. 90: 96-101.  
 Ṭūsī, Miṣbāḥ al-mutajahhid. Beirut, 1991: 416-19.  
 Ibn Ṭāwūs, Jamāl al-usbūʻ, Qum, 1411/1991: 533-8.  

 
 
 
Unpublished or Lost Works 

 
Riwāyat al-ruzz wa-mā fīhi min al-faḍl 

 
 [Manuscript] Muhammad b. Ṭāhir b. Ibrāhīm al-Ḥārithī, Majmūʻ al-tarbiyyāt (see 

Ivanow, Ismaili Literature: A Bibliographical Survey: 59, 101).  
 
 
Kitāb al-yawm wa-laylā 
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 Najāshī, Fihrist asmā’ muṣannifī al-Shī‘a. Ed. Sh. al-Zanjānī, Qum, 1407 AH: 416. 
 
 
‘Ilal al-sharā’iʻ 

 
 Najāshī, Fihrist asmā’ muṣannifī al-Shī‘a. Ed. Sh. al-Zanjānī, Qum, 1407 AH: 416. 

 
 
Kitāb 
 

 Ṭūsī, Fihrist, ed. Muhammad Ṣādiq Āl Baḥr al-‘Ulūm, Najaf, 1356/1961: 1969 (cf. 
Modarressi, Tradition and Survival: 337). 
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APPENDIX 2 

The People who Narrated from/to Mufaḍḍal in the Major Imami Collections 

Summary 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Detailed List 

Name of transmitter Profession Religious image 
(trustworthy/weak) Ethnicity (mawlā/Arab) 

Ḥafṣ Akhū Murāzim986  His brother was 
trustworthy 

 

Ḥammād b. ‘Īsā987  Trustworthy  
Ḥarith b. al-Mughīra al-

Naṣrī988 
 Very trustworthy  

Ḥasan b. Rāshid989  Weak mawlā 
Ḥusayn b. Aḥmad al-

Minqarī 
 

   

Ḥusayn b. Thuwayr b. 
Abī Fākhita990 

  mawlā 

‘Īsā b. Sulaymān al-
Naḥḥās991 

   

Sabbāḥ al-Madā’inī992    
‘Abd Allāh al-Qallā’ qallā’ “bread fryer”   

‘Abd Allāh b. ‘Abd al-
Raḥmān al-Aṣamm al-

Misma‘ī993 

 ghālī, worthless  

‘Abd Allāh b. Ḥammād 
[al-Anṣārī]994 

 Respected man  

‘Abd Allāh b. ‘Abd al-
Raḥmān 

   

                                                                 
986 Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 185; Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 377.  
987 From the several Ḥammāds found in the Baṣā’ir, where this one is found, only Ḥammād b. ‘Īsā is 
followed by the same person as this one, Muḥammad b. ‘Īsā (5 times), hence, I assume he is Ḥammād b. 
‘Īsā.  
988 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 333; cf. also Kashshī, Rijāl, nos. 619, 620. 
989 Cf. Ḥasan b. Rāshid al-Ṭafawī in Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 135.  
990 Ṭūsī, Fihrist: 104.  
991 Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 933.  
992 Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 219.  
993 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 15.  
994 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 15. 

Number of narrators 
from/to Mufaḍḍal 92

Religious value 
trustworthy 28

weak/liar/extremist 11
Craftsmen and traders 23

ethnicity 
mawālī 27
Arabs 2 
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‘Abd Allāh b. Abī Ya‘fūr 

al-‘Abdī995 Qur’ān reciter Very trustworthy  

‘Abd Allāh b. al-Qāsim 
al-Ḥaḍramī996  Liar, ghālī  

‘Abd al-Raḥmān b. 
Kathīr al-Hāshimī997  Weak, fabricated 

traditions 
mawlā 

‘Abd al-Raḥmān b. 
Sālim al-Ashall998 

Perfume dealer, book 
dealer   

Ṣafwān b. Mahrān b. 
Mughīra al-Asadī] al-

Jammāl999 
Jammāl – cameleer trustworthy 

mawlā 

Ṣafwān b. Yaḥyā Abū 
Muḥammad al-Bajalī1000 Fabric seller Very trustworthy  

‘Alā’ b. Razīn al-
Qallā’1001 Qallā’ – bread fryer trustworthy mawlā 

‘Alī b. Ḥassān al-Wāsiṭī 
al-Khazzāz1002 Silk dealer neutral  

‘Alī al-Ṣayrafī1003 ṣayrafī - moneychanger   
‘Alī b. Ḥadīd al-Madā’inī 

b. Ḥakīm al-Sābāṭī al-
Azdī1004 

  
 

‘Alī b. Ḥammād al-
Azdī1005  ghālī  

‘Alī b. Faḍḍāl1006    
‘Alī b. Muḥammad 

 

   

Ṣāliḥ b. ‘Uqba b. Khālid 
al-Asadī1007 

   

Ṣāliḥ b. Sahl1008  ghālī, fabricated 
traditions 

 

‘Amr b. ‘Uthmān al-
Thaqafī al-Azdī al-

Khazzāz1009 
khazzāz  “silk dealer” 

trustworthy  

‘Umar b. Abān al-
Kalbī1010 

 trustworthy mawlā 

‘Uthmān b. ʻĪsā Abū   mawlā 

                                                                 
995 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 7.  
996 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 30.   
997 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 44-5.  
998 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 49.  
999 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 40; Kashshī, Rijāl, no. 828.  
1000 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 239-40.  
1001 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 153.  
1002 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 113.  
1003 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 111; Ṭūsī, Fihrist: 214.  
1004 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 108-9.  
1005 Kashshī, Rijāl: 703.  
1006 Quhpā’ī, Majmaʻ al-rijāl, vol. 2: 133-4.  
1007 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 440.  
1008 Ḥā’irī. Muntahā l-maqāl, vol. 4: 14-15.  
1009 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 132.  
1010 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 129.  
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‘Amr al-‘Āmirī al-
Kilābī1011 

Abū Ḥamza Thābit b. 
Dīnār al-Thumālī 

Muḥammad b. ‘Umar 
al-Ja‘ābī1012 

 

trustworthy mawlā 

Abū Ḥanīfa Sā’iq al-Ḥajj 
Saʻīd b. Bayān al-

Hamadānī 

 
  

Abū ‘Umrān al-Nahdī    
Abū Baṣīr    

Abū Ghassān al-Dihlī    
Abū l-Jārūd    

Abū Saʻīd al-Qammāṭ qammāṭ “rope maker”   
Abū Salama al-Sarrāj sarrāj “saddle-maker”   
Aḥmad b. al-Naṣr al-
Khazzāz Abū l-Ḥasan 

al-Ju‘fī1013 
khazzāz  “silk dealer” trustworthy mawlā 

Aḥmad b. Muḥammad    
Asad    

Bakkār b. Kardam1014    
Bishr b. Ja‘far    

Dhurʻa    
Durust b. Abī Manṣūr 

Muḥammad al-
Wāsiṭī1015 

   

Fayḍ b. Mukhtār al-
Ju‘fī1016  trustworthy  

Hārūn b. al-Jahm b. 
Thuwayr Sa‘īd b. 

Jahmān1017 
 trustworthy mawlā 

Hārūn b. Khārija1018  trustworthy  
Hishām al-Khurāsānī    
Hishām b. Sālim al-

Jawālīqī1019 jawālīqī “bag maker” Very trustworthy mawlā 

Ibn Abī Najrān    
Isḥāq b. ‘Ammār al-

Ṣayrafī1020 ṣayrafī - moneychanger trustworthy mawlā 

Ismāʻīl b. Manṣūr    
Ja‘far b. Bashīr al-

Bajalī1021 washshā' “fabric-dealer” trustworthy  

                                                                 
1011 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 151-2.  
1012 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 289.  
1013 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 247.  
1014 Ḥā’irī, Muntahā l-maqāl, vol. 2: 160.  
1015 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 373.  
1016 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 176-7.  
1017 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 405.  
1018 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 404.  
1019 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 399.  
1020 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 193.  
1021 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 297.  



 
 

314 
 

Jābir b. Yazīd al-Juʻfī1022  Had ghulāt connections Arab 
Jamā‘a b. Sa‘d al-

Khath‘amī  al-Juʽfī1023 jeweler ghālī, weak  

Khālid b. Yazīd al-
ʽUklī1024  trustworthy  

Khaybarī1025 miller murtafiʻ, weak  
Manṣūr b. Yūnis 

Buzurj1026  trustworthy mawlā (?1027) 

Mu‘āwiya b. Wahb al-
Bajalī al-Duhnī1028 

 trustworthy Arab 

Mu’min al-Ṭāq Abū 
Jaʽfar1029 

moneychanger  mawlā 

Muḥammad b. ‘Īsā b. 
‘Ubayd b. Yaqṭīn1030 

 trustworthy mawlā 

Muḥammad b. Abī 
‘Umayr Ziyād al-Azdī1031 

 great man mawlā 

Muḥammad b. al-
Ḥusayn 

   

Muḥammad b. Kathīr 
al-Thaqafī1032 

   

Muḥammad b. Muḥṣin    
Muḥammad b. Musāwir 

al-Tamīmī al-Kūfī1033 
   

Muḥammad b. Muslim 
Abū Jaʽfar al-Awqaṣ al-

Ṭаḥḥān1034 
ṭaḥḥān “miller” Very trustworthy mawlā 

Muḥammad b. Sinān al-
Ẓāhirī1035 

 Had extremist 
connections mawlā 

Muḥammad b. Yaḥyā 
al-Khazzāz1036 

Seller of silk trustworthy  

Mufaḍḍal b. Zā’ida    
Mundhir b. Yazīd    
Mūsā al-Ṣayqal b. 
ʽUmar b. Yazīd b. 

Dhubyān al-Ṣayqal1037 
ṣayqal “sword-polisher”  mawlā 

Mūsā b. Bakr1038    
                                                                 
1022 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 1: 86 ff.  
1023 Ḥā’irī, Muntahā l-maqāl, vol. 2: 288.  
1024 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 353.  
1025 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 358.  
1026 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 351.  
1027 Because of the Persian elements Buzurj< Pers. buzurg. 
1028 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 348.  
1029 Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, vol. 2: 338-9.  
1030 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 218.  
1031 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 204-5.  
1032 The only information about his available in the sources appears to be the ḥadīth where he defends 
Mufaḍḍal from the attacks of his opponents, see  Kashshī, Rijāl, nos. 383-4; cf. Shabistarī, Al-fā’iq, vol. 3: 
177.  
1033 Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 294.  
1034 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 199-200.  
1035 See my Chapter Three.  
1036 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 260-1.  
1037 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 336.  
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Muthannā (b. al-
Walīd?)1039 Seller of grain  mawlā 

Nabājī (?)    
Najm b. Ḥaṭīm al-

ʽAbdī1040    

Qandī Ziyād b. 
Marwān1041   mawlā 

Qāsim al-Ṣayrafī1042  Probably trustworthy  
Saʽd (b. Ṭarīf al-
Ḥanẓalī?)1043 cobbler 

Some called him 
trustworthy, some non 

trustworthy 
mawlā 

Salām (b. Mustanīr?)1044   mawlā 
Samā‘a b. Sa‘d al-

Khath‘amī1045    

Sulaymān b. 
Durustawayh al-Wāsiṭī   mawlā (?1046) 

Sulaymān b. Rāshid1047    
Sulaymān b. Rashīd’s 

father    

Thābit b. Dīnār Abū 
Hamza al-Thumālī1048  trustworthy mawlā (?) 

Yaḥyā al-Ḥalabī b. 
ʽUmrān b. ʽAlī b. Abī 

Shuʽba1049 
 Very trustworthy 

 

Yūnus b. Ẓubyān1050  Very weak mawlā 
Yūnus b. Yaʻqūb al-

Bajalī al-Dahnī  trustworthy  

Yūsif al-Abzārī    
Zayd al-Shaḥḥām1051 shaḥḥām “ seller of fat”  mawlā 

Zur‘a b. Muḥammad al-
Ḥaḍramī1052 

 Trustworthy  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                               
1038 Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 359; Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 339.  
1039 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 356.  
1040 Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 138.  
1041 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 289.  
1042 Ḥā’irī, Muntahā l-maqāl, vol. 5: 222.  
1043 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 404.  
1044 Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 125, 210.  
1045 Narrated from Mufaḍḍal in Baṣā’ir al-darajāt: 144.  
1046 Because of the Iranian element Durustawayh in his name. 
1047 Barqī, Ṭabaqāt: 125; Ṭūsī, Rijāl: 378.  
1048 Ḥā’irī, Muntahā l-maqāl, vol. 2: 192; Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 289.  
1049 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 2: 416-7.  
1050 See my Chapter Three.  
1051 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 396.  
1052 Najāshī, Rijāl, vol. 1: 399.  
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APPENDIX 3 
 

The Kufan Moneychangers who Narrated from the Imams 
 

Imam The number of Kufan ṣayārifa narrating 
from him 

Jaʻfar al-Ṣādiq 45 
Muhammad al-Bāqir 2 

Mūsā al-Kāẓim 2 
Other Imams 4 
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APPENDIX 4 

The Layers and Possible Chronology of Kitāb al-Haft wa-l-Aẓilla 

 
 Chapters 

in Kitāb al-
haft 

 
Ideas 

 

Structural 
peculiarities 

Influences/affiliations 
with sectarian groups 

Possible 
period of 

composition 

Layer 1 
(Core) 1-8 

Creation and fall, 
aẓilla wa ashbāḥ, 
Muḥammad’s 
important role, 7 
Ādams 

Dialogue  
between 
Jaʻfar and 
Mufaḍḍal 

Kufan ghulāt, 
Muḥammadiyya 
(Mīmiyya) and 
Ḥarbiyya  

8th-9th cc. 

Layer 2 
(“Shīʻite”) 

12-5, 20, 
24-5, 29-

35, 37, 52-
7 

Imams’ 
supernatural 
image, tanāsukh 
and masūkhiyya, 
religious 
obligations are 
men  
 

Dialogue  
between 
Jaʻfar and 
Mufaḍḍal 

Kufan ghulāt, ‘Ayniyya, 
‘Alyā’iyya, Khaṭṭābiyya 8th-9th cc. 

Layer 3 
(Narrative) 23, 38-41 

Ḥusayn’s bāṭin 
death, 
condemnations of 
‘Umar and Abū 
Bakr, ‘Alī’s 
supernatural 
(magical) powers  

Stories, 
Dialogue  
between 
Jaʻfar and 
Mufaḍḍal 

Nuṣayriyya, Nuṣayrī 
texts 

9th-10th cc.  
(before layers 

5-7) 

Layer 4 42-5, 47 

God’s justice, 
transformation 
into sub-human 
forms; 
redundancy of 
acts of worship 

Dialogue  
between 
Jaʻfar and 
Mufaḍḍal 

Kufan ghulāt 8th-9th cc. 

Layer 5 60-1 
7 Ādams, 
Muḥammad’s 
important role 

Jaʻfar’s 
monologue 

Kufan ghulāt, 
Muḥammadiyya 

Late 9th-early 
10th cc. 

(after layers 
1-4) 

Layer 6  
(Kitāb al-
aẓilla) 

62-4 

Muḥammad is the 
first being 
created, and God 
delegated 
(fawwaḍa) to him 
rule of the world 

Jaʻfar’s 
monologue 

Quotation from the 
Kitāb al-aẓilla attr. to 
Yūnus b. Ẓubyān; 
Mufawwiḍa, 
Muḥammadiyya 

9th c. 
(after layers 

1-4) 

Layer 7 
(ḥadīth) 65-7 

All ideas found in 
the previous 
layers; story of the 
12th Imam’s 
occultation 

ḥadīth (isnād + 
matn) Nuṣayriyya After 1024 
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APPENDIX 5 

The Etymology of the Word ihlīlaja and the History of the Plant 

The word ihlīlaja is the singular form of the collective plural ihlīlaj (alternatively spelled 

as ahlīlaj and halīlaj1053). It refers to the fruit of a tree called Terminalia chebula, which 

was used for medicinal purposes.1054 The plant originated in India, and travelled to Iran 

in the Middle Ages.1055 The history of the word follows the plant’s itinerary. It derives 

from the Sanskrit harītakī,1056 and was borrowed into Arabic, most likely through 

Persian, where the form is preserved as halīla.1057 Dietrich deduces the Arabic from this 

New Persian word.1058 However, the Arabic ending –aj points to an earlier borrowing 

from a Middle Persian form with an -ag ― the precursor of the New Persian –a (or the 

more later -e) ending.1059 Indeed, Middle Persian medical literature has preserved the 

form halīlag, which was borrowed from Indian probably in late Sassanian times,1060 and 

it is to this form that the Arabic variant goes back (hence its –aj ending). It was 

                                                                 

1053 Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, s.v. h-l-j.  

1054 Surprisingly, Ullmann’s famous Die Medizin im Islam does not have much on the plant. It only mentions 
it once, as used in the work of the 16th century author Dāwūd al-Aṭakī, who refers to the term as a sort of 
horse illness (p. 222), which has nothing to do with its original meaning.  

1055 Dietrich, “Halīladj,” EI2, vol. 12 (Supplement): 349-50; Laufer, Sino-Iranica: 378, 581.  

1056 Ibid.  

1057 Ibid.; Lane, ibid.; Dehkhodā, Loghat-nāme, s.v. halīla.  

1058 Dietrich, ibid.  

1059 Numerous examples of Middle Persian borrowings in Arabic illustrate this pattern: banafsaj “violet” < 
Mid. Pers. vanafshag, fayrūzaj “turquoise” < Mid. Pers. *pērōzag, jawzīnaj “sweetmeat” < Mid. Pers. gōzēnag, 
mawzaj “shoe” < Mid. Pers. mōzag, rāhnāmaj “travelogue” < Mid. Pers. rāhnāmag, etc. (for more examples, see 
Tafaẓẓolī, “Arabic Language; ii. Iranian Loanwords in Arabic,” EIr, vol. 2: 231-33).  

1060 Hummel, “Flora; i. Historical Background,” EIr, vol. 10: 44.  
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borrowed into Arabic probably before the 2nd-8th century, for Middle Persian was used 

until about this time. In any case, the word was borrowed by Arabic speakers no later 

than the 3rd/9th century, for geographer Ibn Khurradādhbih, who lived in this period, 

mentions ihlīlaj among the plants that have come to Kabul from India.1061 

  

                                                                 

1061 Bosworth, “Kābul,” EI2, vol. 4: 356.  
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