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Introduction

 َوُرِوَي أَنَّ أَبَا ُهَذيٍْل اَلَْعالََّف قَاَل لِِهَشاِم بِْن الَْحَكِم: أُنَاِظرَُك َعَل أَنََّك إِْن َغلَبْتَِني رََجْعُت إَِل َمْذَهِبَك، َوإِْن َغلَبْتَُك رََجْعَت إَِل
. َمْذَهِبي. فََقاَل ِهَشاٌم: َما أَنَْصْفتَِني! بَْل أُنَاِظرَُك َعَل أَنِّ إِْن َغلَبْتَُك رََجْعَت إَِل َمْذَهِبي، َوإِْن َغلَبْتَِني رََجْعُت إَِل إَِماِمي

And it is related that Abū l-Huḏayl al-ʿAllāf said to Hišām b. al-Ḥakam: I wish to have a debate with you on the 
condition that if you defeat me, I shall adopt your faith; and if I defeat you, you must accept mine. Hišām said: 
You have not dealt justly with me. Nay, I will have a debate with you on the condition that if I overcome you, you 
will accept my faith; but if you overcome me, I shall refer to my Imam [for a proper answer].1

 فَقاَل أَبَان لَُه: يَا أَبَا الِْباَلد أَتَْدِري َمن الِشيَعة؟ الِشيَعة الِذيَن إَِذا اْختَلََف الَناس َعن رَُسول الله َصل الله َعلَيِْه وَآلِِه أََخُذوا ِبَقوِل
.َعل َعلَيِْه الَساَلم، َوإَِذا اْختَلََف الَناس َعن َعِل أََخُذوا ِبَقوِل َجْعَفر بن ُمَحمد َعلَيِْه الَساَلم

Abān [b. Taġlib] told him: Abū l-Bilād, do you know who are the Šīʿa? The Šīʿa are those who, when people dis-
agree on the Prophet (peace be upon him and his family), they follow the saying of ʿAlī (upon whom be peace), 
and when people disagree on ʿAlī, they follow the saying of Ǧaʿfar b. Muḥammad (upon whom be peace).2

For scholars engaged in the study of Islamic thought, whether it is legal traditions 
and jurisprudence, dogmatics and discursive rational theology (kalām), exegesis, 
philosophy, or philosophical mysticism and ʿirfān, Imāmī Šīʿism constitutes one of 
the richest and most variegated and fascinating fields of inquiry. Since the time of 
the occultation, Imāmī thought has been marked by an unparalleled diversity: an 
extended and intensive period of involvement with different strands of Muʿtazilism 
was followed by centuries of engagement with a wide spectrum of philosophical 
schools, a tendency that characterizes Imāmī Šīʿism until today. Philosophical 
mysticism and ʿirfān were and continue to be another important constituent of 
Imāmī thought from the seventh/thirteenth century onwards. In addition, Imāmī 
scholars developed legal theory, or the science of legal argumentation, into a highly 
sophisticated discipline, which was continuously refined through their ongoing 
engagement with kalām and later on with philosophy. None of those phases was 
static, and alternative thought systems constantly posed new challenges to the 
intellectual status quo. Moreover, the representatives of the various intellectually 

1 Ibn Bābawayh, Iʿtiqādāt, p. 22; trans. Fyzee, A Shiite Creed, p. 43. We have slightly modified 
Fyzee’s translation.

2 Al-Naǧāšī, Riǧāl, p. 12. For the Šīʿī traditionist Abān b. Taġlib (d. 141 [758]), a student of Imāms 
Muḥammad al-Bāqir (d. 114 [732–33]) and Ǧaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 148 [765]), see Modarressi, 
Tradition and Survival, pp. 107–116 no. 10.
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driven strands were at all times challenged by coreligionists endorsing 
alternative, opposing views, questioning any involvement in ratiocination (be it 
in jurisprudence or in doctrine), and stipulating that the teachings of the family of 
the Prophet were sufficient to arrive at true knowledge, either through infallible 
reports (ḥadīṯ) or via more esoteric ways of reaching religious truths. If there is one 
trait that distinguishes Imāmī Šīʿism over the past thirteen hundred years from 
other denominations within Islam, it is the highly varied, continuous, and ever-
evolving intellectual activities of its followers.

Some of this intellectual diversity can be observed already during the lifetime 
of the Imāms. According to the extant biographical and doxographical literature, 
mutakallimūn became particularly active in the circle of the Imāms from the time 
of Imām Ǧaʿfar al-Ṣādiq (d. 148 [765]).3 The attitude of the Imāms towards their 
followers’ engagement in kalām was ambiguous. Some accounts relate that they 
condemned manifestations of speculative reasoning, whereas other reports 
attest to disputations between the Imāms and their companions on theological 
issues.4 There is also evidence that the mutakallimūn enjoyed the encouragement 
and explicit support from the Imāms, who appreciated their ability to aptly 
defend Šīʿī doctrines in disputations with their opponents, both Muslim and non-
Muslim. Moreover, the Imāms unambiguously affirmed the primacy of reason over 
revelation,5 and they repeatedly encouraged their followers to apply methods of 
reasoning to infer legal precepts in minor issues on the basis of general principles 
and rules, whose explanation remained their prerogative.6 Rational analytical 
modes of reasoning in law are accordingly attested among the Šīʿīs from the 
second/eighth century onwards7 as reflected in a large corpus of legal writings 

3 Modarressi, Introduction to Shiʿi Law, pp. 24ff.; Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation, pp. 109ff.; 
Kohlberg, “Imām and Community”; van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 1, pp. 272–403. 
A critical study of the teachings of Imām Ǧaʿfar al-Ṣādiq is a desideratum. Douglas Crow’s 
studies, “The Teaching of Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq” and “The Role of al-ʿAql in Early Islamic Wisdom,” 
constitute important advances.

4 Kohlberg, “Imām and Community”; Modarressi, Crisis and Consolidation, pp. 110ff.; Abrahamov, 
“The Attitude of Jaʿfar al-Ṣādiq”; Madelung, “Early Imāmī Theology”.

5 This is also attested by the second/eighth-century Ibāḍī theologian ʿAbd Allāh b. Yazīd al-
Fazārī; see Madelung, “Early Ibāḍī Theology,” p. 244. Cf. also below.

6 Modarressi, Introduction to Shiʿi Law, pp. 26–27; Modarressi, “Rationalism and Traditionalism,” 
pp. 147–148 (with references); al-Ǧaʿfarī, “al-Mufīd wa-ʿilm uṣūl al-fiqh,” pp. 6–7; Gleave, 
“Imami Shiʿi Legal Theory,” pp. 212–214. Cf. also Gleave, “Early Shiʿi Hermeneutics”.

7 Modarressi, Introduction to Shiʿi Law, pp. 29–30.
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produced by Šīʿī scholars during the first three centuries of Islam.8 The engagement 
of the mutakallimūn in defense of Šīʿī notions in turn is indicated by the many titles 
of works preserved in the biographical and bibliographical literature that are 
concerned with the imamate and related Šīʿī doctrines.9 These demonstrate that 
the early Šīʿī mutakallimūn were also interested in other hotly debated theological 
issues that went beyond the narrow thematic confines of the imamate, and they 
testify to the wide intellectual spectrum these scholars had mastered—the early 
Šīʿī theologians were not only extremely well versed in kalām, taking an active part 
in the theological discussions of their time, but also engaged in other rationally 
driven disciplines. 

At the same time, the early Šīʿī mutakallimūn were constantly challenged by 
coreligionists who defined their role as unquestioningly receiving and transmitting 
knowledge from the Imāms alone, without engaging in theological debates. The 
aṣḥāb al-ḥadīṯ blamed the mutakallimūn, as well as the jurists, for challenging the 
authority of the Imāms by expressing independent views. Even so, it is important 
to note that in contrast to Sunnism, where mutakallimūn and muḥaddiṯūn as a rule 
opposed one another in the evaluation of aḥādīṯ,10 early Šīʿism did not feature 
such a split. The Šīʿī mutakallimūn were disciples and companions of the Imāms 
and faithful transmitters from them, and they derived their doctrinal notions by 
and large from the teachings of the Imāms, whom they considered the ultimate 
source of knowledge. Just as the jurists focused on minor issues, the mutakallimūn 
relegated reason to the role of a dialectical tool and a means by which to delve into 
the subtleties of kalām (laṭīf al-kalām or daqīq al-kalām). Doctrinally, the mutakallimūn 
were thus often in basic agreement with their opponents among the traditionalists, 
an observation that applies equally to the Šīʿī jurists during this period. 

Another important division among the early Šīʿīs was prompted by conflicting 
conceptions of the role and nature of the imams, which had developed since the 
death of the Prophet Muḥammad. Is the Imām a manifestation of the Divine, 

8 Ansari, Tašayyuʿ-i imāmī, pp. 37–80; Modarressi, Tradition and Survival; Gleave, “Imami Shiʿi 
Legal Theory,” pp. 214–215. Cf. also al-Ǧaʿfarī, “al-Mufīd wa-ʿilm uṣūl al-fiqh,” p. 8.

9 See, e.g., van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 5, pp. 66 (Muʾmin al-Ṭāq, who was known 
among his adversaries as Šayṭān al-Ṭāq), 69 (Hišām b. Sālim al-Ǧawālīqī), 70–72 (Hišām b. al-
Ḥakam), 100 (ʿAlī b. Mīṯam); see also ibid., vol. 1, pp. 272–403. See also Modarressi, Tradition 
and Survival, pp. 259–268 no. 87 (Hišām b. al-Ḥakam), 269–271 no. 89 (Hišām b. Sālim al-
Ǧawālīqī). See also Madelung, “The Shiite and Khārijite Contribution to Pre-Ashʿarite Kalām”.

10 See, e.g., Crow, Roots of Radical Sunni Traditionalism, p. 4 n. 8.
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