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o The Nizari Ismailis 

o Developments in the Modern Period 

o Doctrines and Practices 

o The Musta‘li Ismailis 

o Zaydi Shi‘ism 

The Shi‘a , like other Muslim groups, reflect their own diversity but share a common 

approach to the fundamentals of Islamic belief. While affirming, in common with their fellow 

Muslim believers theShahada,that is, belief in the unity of God and the model of divine 

guidance through God’s Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad, the Shi‘a maintain that for the 

spiritual and moral guidance of the community, God instructed the Prophet to designate a 

figure of authority to succeed him as leader of the Muslims. This authority was Imam ‘Ali, 

the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-
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sermon, the Prophet stated that he was leaving behind “two weighty things”(thaqalayn) -

theHoly Qur’an and his family - for the future guidance of his community. 

The importance of the Ahl al-Bayt for the Shi‘a is also demonstrated in an event linked to the 

revelation of a well-known Qur’anic verse: “God only wishes to remove from you all 

impurities,O Ahl al-Baytand purify you with a complete purification” (Qur’an 33:33). 

According to historical tradition, this verse concerns an event in the Prophet’s life when the 

Christian leadership of the town of Najran in Arabia challenged him as to the veracity of his 

mission. The two sides agreed upon a mutual imprecation, but the Christians eventually 

declined. Those referred to as theAhl al-Baytinthis Qur’anic passage were the Prophet 

Muhammad, Imam ‘Ali, Fatima, and the latter two’s sons,Hasan and Husayn. Shi‘as also 

refer to the Qur’anic verse: 

Say: I do not seek any reward from you, except love for those near to me (Qur’an 

42:23). 

The Shi‘a believe that this verse also refers to theAhl al-Bayt. While such interpretations are 

specific to the Shi‘a, all Muslims hold the Prophet’s family in great reverence and follow the 

admonition of the Qur’an: 

Truly God and His angels bless the Prophet. O you who believe, bless him and greet 

him with peace (Qur’an 33:50). 

The Shi‘a attest that after the Prophet Mohammad, the authority for the guidance of the 

Muslim community was vested in Imam ‘Ali. Just as it was the prerogative of the Prophet to 

designate his successor, so it is the prerogative of each Imam of the time to designate his 

successor from among his male progeny. Hence, the office of the Imam, the Imamate, is 

passed on by heredity in the Prophet’s bloodline via Imam ‘Ali and Fatima. 

The Early HIstory of Shi'i Islam 

The early partisans of Imam ‘Ali included the so-called Qur’an Readers, several close 

Companions of the Prophet, prominent residents of the city of Medina, tribal chiefs of 

distinction, and other Muslims who had rendered important services to early Islam. Their 
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foremost teacher and guide was Imam ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib who, in his sermons and letters and 

in his admonitions to the leaders of the Quraysh tribe, reminded Muslims of the rights of his 

family. 

Pro-‘Alid sentiments persisted in Imam ‘Ali’s lifetime. They were revived during 

the Caliphate of ‘Uthman (r. 644-656 CE), which was a period of strife in the Muslim 

community. Imam ‘Ali succeeded to the Caliphate in turbulent circumstances following 

‘Uthman’s murder, leading to the first civil war in Islam. Centred in Kufa, in southern Iraq, 

the partisans of Imam ‘Ali now became designated asShi‘at ‘Ali, the ‘Party of ‘Ali’, or 

simply as the Shi‘a. They also refered to themselves by terms with more precise religious 

connotations, such asShi‘at Ahl al-Bayt(Party of the Prophet’s Household) or its 

equivalent,Shi‘at Al Muhammad(Party of the Family of Muhammad). The Umayyad, 

Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan (d. 680 CE), the powerful governor of Syria, cousin of ‘Uthman, 

and leader of the pro-‘Uthman party, found the call for avenging ‘Uthman’s murder a suitable 

pretext for seizing the Caliphate. 

The early Shi‘a survived Imam ‘Ali’s murder in 661 CE and the tragic events that followed. 

After Imam ‘Ali, the Shi‘a of Kufa recognised his eldest son Hasan (d. 669.CE) as his 

successor to the Caliphate. However, Hasan chose not to assume this role and Mu‘awiya 

assumed the Caliphate. After making a peace treaty with Mu‘awiya, Hasan retired to Medina 

and abstained from political activity. However, the Shi‘a continued to regard him as their 

Imam after Imam ‘Ali. On Hasan’s death, the Kufan Shi‘a revived their aspirations for 

restoring the Caliphate to the Prophet’s family and invited Hasan’s younger brother Husayn, 

their new Imam, to rise against the oppressive rule of the Umayyads. In the aftermath of 

Mu‘awiya’s death and the succession of his son Yazid (r. 680-683 CE), Imam Husayn 

refused to acknowledge Yazid. Responding to the call of many of his followers and 

supporters, he set out for Kufa. On 10 Muharram 61 (10 October 680), Imam Husayn and his 

small band of relatives and companions were brutally massacred at Karbala, some distance 

from Kufa, where they were intercepted by an Umayyad army. The martyrdom of the 

Prophet’s grandson infused new fervour to the Shi‘a cause and contributed significantly to 

the consolidation of the Shi‘a ethos and identity. It also led to the formation of activist trends 
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son Abu ‘Abdallah Ja‘far (d.765 CE), later called Imam al-Sadiq (the Trustworthy), as their 

new Imam. 

In addition to the Zaydis, other proponents of the Shi‘a position - notably the Abbasids, 

descendants of the Prophet’s uncle ‘Abbas - embarked on a direct challenge to Umayyad rule. 

The Abbasids paid particular attention to developing the political organisation of their own 

movement, establishing secret headquarters in Kufa but concentrating their activities in 

eastern Iran and Central Asia. The Abbasid mission (da‘wa) was preached in the name of an 

unidentified person belonging to the Prophet’s family. This ideology aimed to maximise 

support from the Shi‘a of different groups who supported the leadership of the Ahl al-Bayt. In 

749 CE, the Abbasids achieved victory over the Umayyads. They proclaimed Abul-‘Abbas 

al-Saffah (r. 749-754 CE) as the first Abbasid Caliph in the mosque of Kufa. The Abbasid 

victory proved a source of disillusionment for those Shi‘a who had expected a descendant of 

Imam ‘Ali, rather than an Abbasid, to succeed to the Caliphate. The animosity between the 

Abbasids and the ‘Alids increased when, soon after their accession, the Abbasids began to 

persecute many of their former Shi‘a supporters and ‘Alids and subsequently promoted a 

Sunni interpretation of Islam. The Abbasids’ breach with their Shi‘a roots was finally 

completed when the third Caliph of the dynasty, Muhammad al-Mahdi (r.775 - 785 CE), 

declared that the Prophet had actually appointed his uncle ‘Abbas, rather than Imam ‘Ali, as 

his successor. 

Meanwhile, Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq had acquired a widespread reputation as a teacher and 

scholar. He was a reporter of Hadith and is cited as such in the chain of authorities (isnad) 
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distinct positions on theological and legal issues and contributed to the wider debates and 

discussions within Muslim intellectual circles. 

As a result of the activities of Imam al-Sadiq and his associates, and building on the teachings 

of Imam al-Baqir, the doctrine of the Imamate received its main outline, consolidating 

principles that were traced back to the teachings of the early Imams and the Prophet 

Muhammad. The first principle was that ofnass, the transfer of the Imamate by explicit 

designation. On the basis of nass, the Imamate could be located in a specific individual, 

whether or not the recipient claimed the Caliphate or exercised political authority. This 

principle established a separation of powers in Shi‘ism, detaching the necessity of political 

authority from the institution of the Imamate, according to historical circumstances. The 

second principle was that of an Imamate based on‘ilm, that is, special religious knowledge. In 
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designated Imam ‘Ali as his legatee (wasi) and successor, by an explicitnassunder divine 

command. After Imam ‘Ali, the Imamate was transmitted from father to son bynass, among 

the descendants of Imam ‘Ali and Fatima; after Imam Husayn, it would continue in the line 

of his descendants until the end of time. 

Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq died in 765 CE. A conflict soon arose over who should be the next 

Imam. This dispute over the succession to Imam al-Sadiq resulted in new divisions within the 

Shi‘a and led to the eventual formation of the two main Shi‘a communities, 

the Ithna‘ashariyya 
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Imami Shi‘a held that Muhammad al-Mahdi had been born to Hasan al-‘Askari in 869 CE but 

that the child had remained hidden, even from his father. They further held that al-Mahdi had 

succeeded his father to the Imamate while remaining in concealment. Identified as 

the Mahdi (‘The Guided One’) or al-Qa’im(‘The Restorer’), Muhammad al-Mahdi is 

expected by the Imamis to reappear and rule the world with justice in the period immediately 

preceding the final Day of Judgment. Because he is the twelfth in the Imami line of Imams, 

his followers are called theIthna‘asharis, the Twelvers. 

According to Imami tradition, Muhammad al-Mahdi’s occultation fell into two periods. The 

first, ‘lesser occultation’ (al-ghayba al-sughra) covered the years 874-941 CE. During this 

period, the Imam is believed to have remained in regular contact with four successive agents, 

called variously the Gate (Bab), Emissary (Safir), or Deputy (Na’ib), who acted as 

intermediaries between the Imam and his community. However, in the ‘greater occultation’ 

(al-ghayba al-kubra), which started in 941 CE and continues to this day, the hidden Imam 

does not act through a specific representative. Imami Shi‘a scholars have written extensively 

on the eschatological doctrine of the occultation of the twelfth Imam and the conditions that 

are expected to prevail before his return. These doctrines were institutionalised at the end of 

the first half of the 10th century CE, after the line of 12 Imams had been identified. 

In the first period of their religious history, the Imami Shi‘as benefited from the direct 

guidance and teachings of their Imams. In the second period of Imami history, from the 
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and other parts of Iraq, were compiled in the Iranian city of Qum. By the late 9th century CE, 

when the development of Imami tradition was well under way, Qum had already served for 

more than a century as a centre for Imami Shi‘a learning. The earliest and most authoritative 

of the Imami Hadith collections consist of four canonical compendia that deal with the 

subjects of theology and jurisprudence. 

Shi‘a influence spread more widely to Iran and Central Asia after the Mongol conquest in the 

13th century CE, creating a more favourable milieu in many formerly Sunni regions. A 

particularly broadly based Shi‘a tradition flowered in post-Mongol Central Asia, Iran, and 

Anatolia that in time would culminate in Safavid Shi‘ism (ca. 15th century CE). Safavid 

Shi‘ism has been characterised as ‘Tariqa Shi‘ism’, as it was transmitted mainly 

throughSufitariqas or orders that encouraged Shi‘i doctrines. These Sufi orders remained 

outwardly Sunni, following one or another of the Sunni schools of law, while being 

particularly devoted to Imam ‘Ali and theAhl al-Bayt. Among the Sufi orders that played a 

leading role in spreading this type of popular Shi‘ism, mention should be made of 

the Nurbakshiyya and the Ni‘matu’llahiyya. In the atmosphere of religious eclecticism that 

prevailed in Central Asia, ‘Alid loyalism became more widespread, and Shi‘a elements began 

to be integrated into the broader practices of Sufi groups. It was under such circumstances 

that close relations developed between Twelver Shi‘ism and Sufism as well as between 

Ismailism and Sufism in Iran. The most important Twelver Shi‘a mystic of the 14th century, 

who developed his own rapport between Imami Shi‘ism and Sufism, was Sayyid Haydar 

Amuli (d. 1383 CE) who was influenced by the Sufi teachings of the Spanish Muslim mystic, 

Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 1240 CE). 

Among the Sufi orders that contributed to the spread of Shi‘ism in predominantly Sunni Iran, 

the most important was the Safavi order, founded by Shaykh Safi al-Din (d. 1334 CE), a 

Sunni who practised Shafi‘i jurisprudence. The Safavi order spread rapidly throughout 

Azerbaijan, eastern Anatolia, and other regions, acquiring influence over a number of 

Turkoman tribes. Under Shaykh Safi’s fourth successor, Shaykh Junayd (d. 1460 CE), the 

order was transformed into an active military movement. Shaykh Junayd was the first Safavid 

spiritual leader to espouse specifically Shi‘a sentiments. Junayd’s son and successor, Shaykh 
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Haydar (d. 1488 CE), was responsible for instructing his soldier-Sufi followers to adopt the 

scarlet headgear of 12gores commemorating the 12 Imams, for which they became known as 

the 



 
 

 13 

The Safavid period witnessed a renaissance of Muslim sciences and scholarship. Foremost 

among the i
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already widespread in Iran, the Usuli doctrine found a new champion in Muhammad Baqir 

Bihbahani (d. 1793 CE), who defended theijtihadof the jurists and successfully led the 

intellectual debate against the Akhbaris. Thereafter, the Akhbaris rapidly lost their position to 

the Usulis, who now emerged as the prevailing scholars of jurisprudence in Imami Shi‘ism. 

The reestablishment of the Usuli school led to an unprecedented enhancement of the 

authority of the legal scholars under the Qajar dynasty of Iran (r. 1794-1925). This 

enhancement of scholarly status placed the practice oftaqlid, the imitation of a noted jurist, at 

the centre of Imami jurisprudence. 

Meanwhile, Imami Shi‘ism had also spread to southern Lebanon and certain regions of India. 

Twelver legal scholars, who were often of Persian origin, were particularly active in India. 

The Adil-Shahis of Bijapur (r. 1490-1686 CE) were the first Muslim dynasty in India to adopt 

Imami Shi‘ism as the religious doctrine of their state. Sultan Quli (r. 1496-1543 CE), the 

founder of the Qutb-Shahi dynasty of Golconda, also adopted Imami Shi‘ism. In India, the 

Imami ulama encountered the hostility of the Sunnis. Nur Allah Shushtari, an eminent 

Twelver theologian-jurist who emigrated from Iran to India and enjoyed some popularity at 

the Mughal court, was executed in 1610 CE at the instigation of the Sunni scholars. Despite 

such persecution, Shi‘a communities survived even in the Mughal empire, especially in the 

region of Hyderabad. Twelver Shi‘ism also spread to northern India and was adopted in the 

kingdom of Awadh (1722-1856) with its capital at Lucknow. 

Developments in the Modern Period 

The modern period of Imami Shi‘ism has been marked by two major influences. The first has 

been the expanding role and impact of European conquest and colonization in many parts of 

the Muslim world. The second has been the emergence of the modern nation-state as a means 

of uniting people with a common allegiance to territory and collective identity. While Iran 

was never directly conquered and ruled by European powers, it was deeply affected by the 

contested claims of territorial domination by various European states, in particular Russia, 

France and Britain, all of which sought to cultivate a zone of influence in the region. 
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Meanwhile in Iraq, the Shi‘a religious leaders played an unsuccessful role in resisting British 

rule after World War I, although in conjunction with scholars from Iran they engaged actively 

in debating the issues of the day. Eventually, the Middle East was divided into several 

spheres of influence and Iraq came to be governed under a British mandate, which led to the 

appointment of King Faisal I (r. 1921-1933) as ruler of an independent Iraq. In 1958, there 

was a coup by army officers, leading to the execution of King Faisal II and a sustained period 

of instability. Subsequently, another military dictatorship was established in Iraq by Saddam 

Hussein, during whose long rule all religious opposition was brutally suppressed. 
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