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Introduction 

Abu l-Q�sim �Abd All�h b. A
mad b. Ma
m�d al-Ka�b�/al-Balkh� (d. 319/931) 
was the last major theologian in the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� School.1 Though a na-
tive of Khur�s�n, where he also spent most of his life, it was in Baghdad that he 
was trained in �ilm al-kal�m under Abu l-	usayn al-Khayy� (d. c. 300/913).2 Al-
Ka�b� belonged to the generation of Mu�tazil�s who struggled to justify their reli-
gious legitimacy at a time when the ahl al-�ad�th (the Traditionalists) had made 
final strides in establishing their spiritual and religious authority as orthodox Is-
lam (ahl al-sunna wa-l-jam��a) under the post-mi�na policies of the �Abb�sid ca-
liphs.3 The former Mu�tazil� disciple of Ab� �Al� al-Jubb��� (d. 303/915-6), Abu l-
	asan al-Ash�ar� (d. 324/935-36) became, no doubt, the most memorable repre-
sentative of the struggle of al-Ka�b�’s generation of Mu�tazil�s to gain religious le-
gitimacy. Al-Ash�ar�’s renown is partially explained by his selfconscious turn to 
Traditionalism and coinage of a traditionalist �ilm al-kal�m that was later to de-
velop into the “Ash�ar�” school.4 Al-Ka�b� provided other theological solutions to 
the same challenges that were faced by al-Ash�ar�, and examining his theology 
remains necessary for a full understanding of the predicament of his generation 
of Mu�tazil�s. 

This contribution examines al-Ka�b�’s doctrine of the im�ma, which is essen-
tial for situating him, along with the Baghd�d� school in particular and the 
Mu�tazil�s in general, in relation to other schools and sects, namely Im�mism, 
Zaydism and Sunnism, which were undergoing the last phases of their formative 
periods. Before I turn to his doctrine, a note on the nature of the available 
sources for examining al-Ka�b�’s doctrines in general is necessary here. None of 

�  I thank Professor Sabine Schmidtke for giving me the opportunity to present a short ver-
sion of this paper at the Mu�tazila workshop in Turkey (July, 2005) and everyone who at-
tended my talk for their comments. I would also like to thank Maurice Pomerantz for 
sharing his copy of al-Jishum�’s Shar� �Uy�n al-mas�	il. 

1  For an overview of the doctrines of al-Ka�b� see Josef van Ess, “Ab� l-Q�sem al-Balkh� al-
Ka�b�,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 1, pp. 359-62, and �Abb�s Ziry�b, “Abu l-Q�sim 
Balkh�,” in D�	irat al-ma��rif-i buzurg-i isl�m�, vol. 6, pp. 151-56.  

2  Abu l-	usayn �Abd al-Ra
m�n b. Mu
ammad b. �Uthm�n al-Khayy�, cf. GALS, vol. 1, 
p. 341.

3  On the post-mi�na policies of the �Abb�sid caliphs, see Dominique Sourdel, “La politique 
religieuse des successeurs d’al-Mutawakkil,” Studia Islamica 13 (1960), pp. 5-21. 

4  Richard M. Frank, “Ash�ar�yah,” in Encyclopaedia of Religion, vol. 1, pp. 449-55. 
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al-Ka�b�’s approximately 48 cited or quoted works is extant, with the exception 
of his Qab�l al-akhb�r wa-ma�rifat al-rij�l and a section of his Maq�l�t al-isl�miyyin 
entitled Dhikr al-Mu�tazila, preserved in a unique manuscript edited by Fu��d 
Sayyid.5 Thus, al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma, as well as all his theological 
doctrines, survives in fragmentary quotations in the works of his opponents. This 
article reconstructs al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma from the fragments that are 
quoted in five theological traditions. Both the manner in which al-Ka�b�’s doc-
trines are quoted as well as the textual contexts in which these quotes appear will 
be given priority for our understanding of his views and how they stand in rela-
tion to those of their predecessors in the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school. Therefore, 
before I turn to reconstruct and examine al-Ka�b�’s doctrine, I will first present 
the views of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s before al-Ka�b�.6 

I. The Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� Doctrines on the Im�ma Prior to al-Ka�b� 

Unlike the Ba�ran Mu�tazil� school that began with a noncommittal position re-
garding the superiority of �Al� b. Ab� ��lib (d. 40/660) and only reached a pro-
�Al�d position with Ab� �Al� al-Jubb��� in the beginning of the classical period,7 
the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school upheld, throughout its history but with varying 
degrees of emphasis, the doctrine of the im�ma of the maf��l (the less excellent 
candidate). This doctrine maintains that the im�ma of the less excellent candi-
date is acceptable. The validity of the im�ma of the first two caliphs, despite the 
presence of the most excellent candidate, namely �Al�, follows from this doc-
trine.8 This, however, is not to say that important details about the doctrine of 
the im�ma were identical for all Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s; significant variants survive 
both in Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� primary sources and in other sources. The Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil�s, however, held different positions on other aspects of the im�ma doc-

5  For a list of al-Ka�b�’s works, see Fu��d Sayyid (ed.), Fa�l al-i�tiz�l wa-
abaq�t al-Mu�tazila, 
Tunis [1974], pp. 46-55. 

6  Only two titles of al-Ka�b�’s lost works include an exclusive discussion on the subject mat-
ter of the im�ma, Jaw�b al-mustarshid f� l-im�ma (A Response to the Inquirer about the im�ma) 
(cf. Y�q�t b. �Abd All�h al-	amaw�, Mu�jam al-udab�	. Irsh�d al-ar�b il� ma�rifat al-ad�b, ed. 
I
s�n �Abb�s, Beirut 1993, vol. 4, p. 1493) and Kit�b al-Kal�m f� l-im�ma �al� Ibn Qiba (The 
Book on the im�ma in refutation of Ibn Qiba) (cf. Ibn al-Nad�m, al-Fihrist, ed. Ri�� Tajaddud, 
Tehran 1973 [repr. Beirut 1988], p. 219).  

7  For a general overview of the Ba�ran Mu�tazil� position on the im�ma, see Wilferd Made-
lung, “Im�ma,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, pp. 1163-69. 

8  See below for the doctrine of each member of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school on this ques-
tion. Ibn Abi l-	ad�d (d. 656/1258) presents a unified Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� front on this 
question (with the exception of Ja�far b. 	arb (d. 236/850); see Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, ed. 
	asan Tam�m�, Beirut 1963, vol. 1, p. 28), while al-Jishum� (d. 494/1101) stresses the 
prominence of this position among “those who hold pro-Sh��� views among the Mu�tazil�s 
like al-Isk�f� and Ibn al-Mu�tamir (man tashayya�a min al-Mu�tazila)” (al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� 
ahl al-bida�, MS Milano, Ambrosiana B 66, f. 8b). 
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trine, most importantly about the opponents of �Al� and the caliphate of 
�Uthm�n b. �Aff�n (d. 23/644). The only two extant sources on the Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil� positions on the im�ma written by Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s are Pseudo al-
N�shi� al-Akbar’s (d. 293/906) Kit�b U��l al-ni�al and al-Khayy�’s Kit�b al-Inti��r, 
written in refutation of the accusations of Ibn al-R�wand� (fl. 4th/10th century).9 
After the generation of Ja�far b. Mubashshir (d. 234/849) and Ja�far b. 	arb (d. 
236/850), the only available sources for the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� doctrines on the 
im�ma, including those of al-Ka�b�, are non-Baghd�d� sources.  

Differences among the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� positions with regard to �Uthm�n 
and the opponents of �Al� display certain similarities to those of the Batr� Zayd�s 
who also accepted the first two caliphs through the doctrine of the im�ma of the 
maf��l, but who rejected the legitimacy of the last six years of the caliphate of 
�Uthm�n and rejected all the opponents of �Al�.10 Among our sources, al-Mala� 
(d. 377/987) stands alone in listing the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school as a sub-sect of 
the Zayd�s.11 Madelung explains this attribution on Mala�’s part by the similar-
ity between the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school and the Batr� position on taf��l (as ac-
cepting the less excellent candidate as legitimate) and pertinently notes that there 
is no historical connection between the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s and the earlier Zay-
d�s, namely those before Abu l-Q�sim al-Rass� (d. 246/860).12  

Meanwhile, we find this Batr� position identically formulated in the work of 
the founder of the Baghd�d� school, Bishr b. al-Mu�tamir (d. between 210/825 
and 226/840).13 No source explicitly lists Bishr as a Batr� Zayd�.14 According to 
him, only the first six years of the im�ma of �Uthm�n are acceptable, and he  
rejects al-Zubayr b. al-�Aww�m (d. 36/656), and all other opponents of �Al�.15 In 
agreement with the Batr� school, Bishr also held that anyone who fought �Al� was 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
9  Josef van Ess, Frühe Mu�tazilitische Häresiographie. Zwei Werke des N�ši	 al-akbar (gest. 293 H.), 

Beirut 1971. On the possible authorship of this work by Ja�far b. 	arb and its false ascrip-
tion to al-N�shi� al-Akbar, see Wilferd Madelung, “Frühe mu�tazilitische Häresiographie. 
Das Kit�b al-U��l des �a�far b. 	arb?,” Der Islam 57 (1980), pp. 220-36. 

10  Al-Jishum�, al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� ahl al-bida�, f. 8a: “The Batr�s, the followers of al-	asan b. 
��li
, Kuthayyir al-Naw�� and Sulaym�n b. Jar�r upheld that the im�ma is valid by the 
contract of one man from among the best of Muslims, and is acceptable in the less excel-
lent. They [the Batr�s] also uphold the im�ma of the two shaykhs (i.e. Ab� Bakr and 
�Umar).” On the Batr�s and their difference from the J�r�d� branch of the Zayd�s, see Wil-
ferd Madelung, Der Imam al-Q�sim ibn Ibr�h�m und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen, Berlin 
1965, pp. 49-51.  

11  Mu
ammad b. A
mad al-Mala�, Kit�b al-Tanb�h wa-l-radd �al� ahl al-ahw�	 wa-l-bida�, ed. 
Mu
ammad Z�hid b. al-	asan al-Kawthar�, Baghdad 1968, p. 27. 

12  Madelung, “Frühe mu�tazilitische Häresiographie,” p. 228; idem, al-Q�sim b. Ibr�h�m, pp. 
42, 78. 

13  Pseudo al-N�shi�, Kit�b U��l al-ni�al, in van Ess, Frühe Mu�tazilitische Häresiographie, p. 52. 
14  Al-Jishum�, al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� ahl al-bida�, ff. 8b-9a. Al-Jishum� draws attention to the 

similarity between the Batr�s and “some of the Mu�tazil�s” based on the question of the 
Im�ma of the maf��l “upholding taf��l is the way of the Batr�s and those who professed the 
Sh��� position among the Mu�tazil�s, such as al-Isk�f� and Ibn al-Mu�tamir and others.”  

15  Pseudo al-N�shi�, Kit�b U��l al-ni�al, pp. 57-58.  
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in the wrong.16 Later Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s would distance themselves from this 
latter position of Bishr. We can therefore safely assume that al-Mala� had Bishr 
b. al-Mu�tamir in mind when he states that the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s are a sub-
sect of the Zayd�s. 

Ab� M�s� al-Murd�r (d. 226/841), Bishr’s disciple, maintained his teacher’s 
doctrine on the im�ma of the maf��l.17 As to al-Murd�r’s position with regard to 
�Uthm�n and his killers, the sources disagree about where he stood on this ques-
tion. Al-Baghd�d� (d. 429/1037) reports that al-Murd�r deemed both �Uthm�n 
and his murderers to be grave sinners. According to al-Murd�r, however, 
�Uthm�n’s grave sin could not justify his murder.18 Al-Khayy�, however, de-
fends al-Murd�r and Ja�far b. Mubashshir against Ibn al-R�wand�’s accusations 
that they held that �Uthm�n and his betrayers (kh�lid�hi) were grave sinners and 
that both men considered the caliph an unbeliever (tabarra	� minhu). Rather al-
Khayy� holds that al-Murd�r refrained from making any statement about 
�Uthm�n and those who betrayed him but condemned to hell those who killed 
him.19 According to al-Baghd�d�, al-Murd�r condemned both �Uthm�n and his 
murderers [to hell].20 For al-Khayy�, however, al-Murd�r only condemned 
�Uthm�n’s murderer [to hell]21 but refrained from judging �Uthm�n and his op-
ponents who betrayed him (al-wuq�f f� �Uthm�n wa-kh�lid�hi). Clearly there is a 
disparity between al-Baghd�d� and al-Khayy�’s reports on al-Murd�r; a disparity 
that requires an explanation. In the case of al-Khayy� he held an anti-Sh��� bias 
in general and an anti-Twelver Sh��� one in particular. This bias can explain why 
he was concerned to cast al-Murd�r in the most possible proto-Sunn� guise. So 
we find al-Khayy� recount that al-Murd�r never condemned either �Uthm�n or 
his opponents. Meanwhile, al-Baghd�d� was less concerned with casting al-
Murd�r in any favorable fashion in Ash�ar� eyes, and committed to highlighting 
any pro-Sh��� sentiment al-Murd�r may have ever expressed. Al-Khayy�’s pres-
entation of al-Murd�r opts to emphasize his condemnation of the murder of 
�Uthm�n and his refraining from condemning the political stance of the two par-
ties, namely �Uthm�n and his opponents. Although we cannot accuse al-Khayy� 
of straightforward lying to cover up for al-Murd�r’s pro-Sh��� position, he was 
clearly presenting the information to appeal to the post-mi�na audience whose 

16  Abu Mu
ammad al-	asan b. M�s� al-Nawbakht�, Firaq al-sh��a, ed. Hellmut Ritter, Istan-
bul 1931, pp. 13-14; �Abd al-Q�hir al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, Baghdad 1963, p. 292. 

17  Pseudo al-N�shi�, Kit�b U��l al-ni�al, p. 52. 
18  Al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, p. 288. 
19  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r wa-l-radd �al� Ibn al-R�wand� al-mul�id, ed. Albert Nader, Beirut 

1957, p. 74. 
20  Al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, p. 288: wa-za�ama al-ma�r�f minhum bi-l-Murd�r anna �Uthm�n fa-

saqa wa-anna q�til�hi fasaq� ay�an li-anna fisq �Uthm�n lam y�jib qatlahu, fa-�al� qawlih� yak�nu 
kil� l-far�qayn f� l-n�r. 

21  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r, p. 74: al-bar�	a min q�til�hi wa-shah�da �alayhim bi-l-n�r. 
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views were influenced by the conscious pro-ahl al-�ad�th policy of the caliph al-
Mutawakkil (232/847-247/861).22  

Hence we are more prudent to accept al-Baghd�d�’s rendering of al-Murd�r’s 
doctrine of the im�ma. In the case of Bishr, al-Khayy� chooses to remain silent 
about his position on ���isha (d. 58/678), the widow of the Prophet, �al
a b. 
�Ubayd All�h (d. 36/656) and al-Zubayr as well as his condemnation of the last 
years of �Uthm�n, since without a doubt Bishr’s position does not serve the self-
image that al-Khayy� was trying to nurture about the Mu�tazil� sectarian posi-
tion in his Kit�b al-Inti��r. 

In the third generation of Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s, the generation of al-Murd�r’s 
students, namely Ja�far b. 	arb and Ja�far b. al-Mubashshir, the Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil� position on the im�ma of �Uthm�n developed separate tendencies. 
One tendency returned to the non-committal stance of W��il b. �A�� (d. 
131/748); we encounter it in Ibn al-Mubashshir who refrains from making any 
statement about �Uthm�n and the ones who betrayed him.23 The other tendency 
grew closer to the proto-Sunn� position, as with Ja�far b. 	arb who accepted the 
wil�ya (rule) of �Uthm�n, dropping any conditions for accepting the legitimacy 
of �Uthm�n’s last six years.24 According to al-Jishum�’s account, Ibn 	arb takes 
some (further) steps towards the proto-Sunn� position: he gives up altogether on 
deciding who is better, �Al� or Ab� Bakr (d. 11/632). He forsakes the doctrine of 
im�mat al-maf��l yet keeps his preference for �Al� over �Uthm�n.25 However, with 
regard to the killers of �Uthm�n, both Ja�far b. 	arb and Ja�far b. Mubashshir 
agree on consigning them to hell and they both accept the repentance of ���isha, 
�al
a and al-Zubayr. This latter stance on the repentance of �Al�’s enemies repre-
sents a pro-Sunn� position that none of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s had adopted 
thus far.26 

Yet the Baghd�d� school was still to bring forth a strong pro-�Al�d in Ab� Ja�far 
al-Isk�f� (d. 240/854), a disciple of Ibn 	arb who, as we have just seen, had dis-
tanced himself from the Batr�s in his position on �Uthm�n. As with al-Murd�r, 
al-Khayy� chooses to downplay al-Isk�f�’s pro-Sh��� views in his doctrine on the 
im�ma. Thus we find al-Khayy� stating that al-Isk�f�’s position on �Uthm�n is 
parallel to that of Ja�far b. 	arb, where al-Isk�f� is described as accepting 
�Uthm�n’s wil�ya (rule), deeming his murderers worthy of hell, and accepting the 
repentance of ���isha, �al
a and al-Zubayr.27 Al-Khayy� attributes no pro-Sh���  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
22  For a discussion of the political and intellectual climate in the immediate aftermath of the 

mi�na, which is centered on key Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� figures, see Josef van Ess, Theologie und 
Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra. Eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Is-
lam 1-6, Berlin 1991-97, vol. 4, pp. 88-119. 

23  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r, p. 74.  
24  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r, p. 74. 
25  Al-Jishum�, al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� ahl al-bida�, f. 93a.  
26  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r, p. 74.  
27  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r, pp. 75-76. 
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position to al-Isk�f� regarding those who did not fight on �Al�’s behalf, because 
al-Isk�f� is said to have not condemned them as deserving hell.28 Al-Khayy� was, 
however, aware of the “extreme” pro-Sh��� tendency that was attributed to al-
Isk�f�. In contrast to these statements he reports that in none of al-Isk�f�’s work 
does he find anything that would attest to extreme Sh��� views, while recognizing 
that al-Isk�f� was among the pro-Sh��� Mu�tazil�s.29  

But unlike our sources on al-Murd�r’s doctrine on the im�ma, with al-Isk�f� 
we have more than one source that confirms that his pro-Sh��� views were more 
than what al-Khayy� had wished to acknowledge. These sources are al-Jishum� 
and Ibn Abi l-	ad�d. Both Ibn Abi l-	ad�d and al-Jishum� describe al-Isk�f� as 
upholding the im�ma of the maf��l.30 While al-Jishum� remains vague in his de-
scriptions of al-Isk�f�’s pro-Sh��ism, Ibn Abi l-	ad�d provides some concrete ref-
erences: he quotes from al-Isk�f�’s work against al-J�
i� (d. 255/869) entitled 
Naq� al-�uthm�niyya, a work which is supposed to include refutations of claims 
made by al-J�
i� about Ab� Bakr’s superiority to �Al�,31 as well as explicit attacks 
against Mu��wiya (d. 60/680) for having spread false prophetic traditions attack-
ing �Al�’s reputation.32  

Given what we know about al-Khayy�’s agenda against Ibn al-R�wand� in his 
Kit�b al-Inti��r and the existence of two sources that back up al-Isk�f�’s pro-Sh��� 
leanings, we are safe in accepting that al-Isk�f� was strongly pro-Sh��� despite al-
Khayy�’s attempt to downplay this important characteristic of al-Isk�f�’s thought. 

As for the post-mi�na generation of Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s, namely Ab� Muj�lid 
(d. 268/882) and his student al-Khayy�, we have to completely rely on non-
Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� sources to reconstruct their views on the im�ma.33 Ab� Mu-
j�lid was a student of Ja�far b. Mubashshir, and al-Shaykh al-Muf�d (d. 413/1032) 
includes him among the Mu�tazil�s who support �Al� in all of his wars, in addi-
tion to accepting ���isha, �al
a and al-Zubayr’s repentance.34 Al-Muf�d also 
states that Ab� Muj�lid and his student al-Khayy� accepted the legitimacy of 
the one-man oath of allegiance given to Ab� Bakr and �Uthm�n.35 We also know 
from Ibn Abi l-	ad�d that Ab� Muj�lid supported the im�ma of the maf��l. 
Therefore, with Ab� Muj�lid we encounter a mild version of the Sh��� leanings of 
the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s already expressed by Ja�far b. 	arb.  

28  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r, pp. 75-76. 
29  Al-Khayy�, Kit�b al-Inti��r, pp. 75-76. 
30  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 28; al-Jishum�, al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� ahl al-

bida�, fol. 8b. 
31  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 4, pp. 217, 219, 263-65, 269.  
32  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 782. 
33  On the Mu�tazil�s in general immediately following the mi�na and Ab� Muj�lid in particu-

lar, see van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 4, pp. 55-121 and 94-96. 
34  Mu
ammad b. Mu
ammad al-�Ukbar� al-Muf�d, al-Jamal wa-l-nu�ra li-sayyid al-�itra f� �arb 

al-Ba�ra, ed. �Al� M�r Shar�f�, Qum 1995-96, pp. 65-66.  
35  Al-Muf�d, al-Jamal, p. 91.  
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The Kit�b al-Inti��r reflects al-Khayy�’s interest in defending Mu�tazil�s against 
accusations of holding “R�fi��” tendencies and thereby is a testimony to his anxi-
ety to clear his predecessors from any such association. However, it is not a source 
of information on al-Khayy�’s own doctrines on the im�ma. Al-Khayy� contin-
ued to support the im�ma of the maf��l,36 but his formulation of the maf��l is 
conditioned by a caveat, an excuse (�udhr), that only al-Jishum� highlights.37 For 
al-Khayy�, although the specific excuse is not known, there is an ultimate 
ma�la�a (benefit) in what God chooses since he only does what is good. As for the 
details of al-Khayy�’s doctrine on the im�ma, we have in addition to al-Jishum�’s 
statement quotations in Ibn Abi l-	ad�d’s Shar� in which al-Khayy� provides ex-
cuses for some of �Uthm�n’s actions.38 Al-Muf�d also reports that, like many of 
his predecessors, al-Khayy� supports �Al� in all his wars, holds all his opponents 
responsible but forgives ���isha, �al
a and al-Zubayr.39 Unlike earlier Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil�s whose views on the necessity of the im�ma are not reported, al-Khayy� 
holds the im�ma to be necessary by reason.40  

Given this relatively fragmentary evidence we have on the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� 
positions on the im�ma prior to al-Ka�b�, any systematic explanation of the politi-
cal and theological reasons behind the specific shifts within their general pro-
�Al�d framework would be difficult to deduce. Nonetheless, one general tendency 
can be highlighted, namely a turn away from the more strongly pro-Sh��� views of 
the founder Bishr b. al-Mu�tamir. This general turn is combined with a continua-
tion of the preference for �Al� and the im�ma of the less excellent (maf��l). In al-
Khayy�’s account of the im�ma doctrine of his school, we had the opportunity to 
observe how he was eager to downplay the pro-Sh��� tendency in his school and 
highlight the pro-proto-Sunn� elements. 41 Having examined where the Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil� doctrine on the im�ma stands before al-Ka�b�, we can now turn to iden-
tifying and examining al-Ka�b�’s own doctrine in relationship to his school. 

II. Al-Ka�b�’s Doctrine on the Im�ma 

Al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma is preserved in six theological traditions: (1) the 
Ash�ar� tradition in the work of �Abd al-Q�hir al-Baghd�d�, (2) the M�tur�d� tradi-

                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
36  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 28. 
37  Al-Jishum�, al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� ahl al-bida�, f. 93a. 
38  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 531. 
39  Al-Muf�d, al-Jamal, pp. 65-66; Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 534.  
40  See Ibn �Arafa, “B�b al-im�ma min kit�b al-mukhta�ar al-sh�mil li-bn �Arafa,” awliyy�t 

j�mi�at T�nis 9 (1972), p. 190, included in van Ess, “al-Khayy�” in The Encyclopaedia of Is-
lam. New Edition, vol. 4, pp. 1162-64. 

41  As van Ess has already pointed out (Theologie und Gesellschaft, vol. 4, pp. 300-1), the post-
mi�na pro-Sunn� policy of the caliphs explains, to some extent, al-Khayy�’s motives in his 
Kit�b al-Inti��r in distancing himself from the strong Sh��� tendencies that were winning 
over some Mu�tazil�s, the most illustrious example being Ibn al-R�wand�. 
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tion in the work of Abu l-Mu��n al-Nasaf� (d. 508/1114), (3) the Ba�ran Mu�tazil� 
tradition in the work of �Abd al-Jabb�r (d. 415/1024), (4) the Mu�tazil� Zayd� 
Ba�ran tradition in the works of M�nakd�m (d. 425/1034) and al-	�kim al-
Jishum�, (5) the Im�m� tradition in the work of al-Shaykh al-Muf�d and (6) a late 
Mu�tazil� tradition in the work of Ibn Abi l-	ad�d. Each of these traditions pre-
serves a different aspect of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma. As will become ap-
parent, despite their covering different aspects of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine, they are on 
the whole consistent with each other. The implications of the theological agenda 
of each of these works for their choice of quotations from al-Ka�b�’s doctrine are 
clearer in some cases than in others.  

II.I.  The Ash�ar� Reception: al-Baghd�d� 

Al-Baghd�d� wrote after the beginning of the great occultation (al-ghayba al-kubr�), 
at a time of great tensions between Sunn� and Im�m� groups in Baghdad.42 His 
U��l al-d�n, in which he quotes the im�ma doctrine of al-Ka�b�, belongs to the 
Ash�ar� u��l al-d�n genre, which started with al-Ash�ar�’s Luma� f� u��l al-d�n. In the 
section on the im�ma, he lists the views of his major opponents on the doctrine 
of the im�ma: the Im�m�s. However, he does not present their doctrines accord-
ing to their own categorizations, so we sometimes find him lumping together 
Mu�tazil�s and Im�m�s under the same category.43 Such categorization reflects al-
Baghd�d�’s polemical prejudice, namely refuting the Im�m� influence on other 
pro-�Al�d positions. Al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma is brought up in a chapter 
entitled “On the Characteristics of the Im�m and his Tribe”.44 After listing the 
Ash�ar� position, which in accordance with the Sunn� mainstream proclaims the 
im�ma to belong to the tribe of Quraysh, al-Baghd�d� lists the positions that do 
not agree with his school. Among these positions comes, first, the �ir�riyya, 
which upholds that the im�ma is valid outside of Quraysh, even if an eligible can-
didate is available in it. Second, al-Baghd�d� mentions al-Ka�b�, who recognizes 
that the im�ma must belong to Quraysh unless a civil strife is looming, in which 
case he makes it permissible for the Im�m to be elected outside of Quraysh: 

Al-Ka�b� claimed that Quraysh is more worthy (awl� bih�) of it [the im�ma] than who-
ever may be worthy of it from outside of Quraysh. However, if civil strife (fitna) is 
feared, then [al-Ka�b� claimed] it is acceptable to have the im�ma outside of Quraysh.45 

When quoting al-Ka�b�, al-Baghd�d� associates him neither with the Baghd�d� 
school nor with his teacher al-Khayy�. It is also important to note that earlier 

42  Henri Laoust, Les schismes dans l’Islam. Introduction à une étude de la religion musulmane, Paris 
1965, pp. 163-87.  

43  Al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, p. 291.  
44  Al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, p. 275.  
45  Al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, pp. 293-94.  
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Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s were not represented in our sources formulating the charac-
teristics of the im�ma in terms of “Quraysh versus outside of Quraysh”. Instead, as 
we saw earlier, the im�ma legitimacy question was cast by these earlier Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil�s in terms of the im�ma of �Al� versus that of the first three caliphs. Most 
probably, al-Ka�b�’s re-formulation of the characteristics of the im�ma in 
Quraysh/non-Quraysh terms made him stand out among other Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil�s, and earned him the unfavorable attention of al-Baghd�d�. This atten-
tion is triggered by al-Ka�b�’s engagement with a particularly Sunn� formulation 
of the im�ma legitimacy question. The Ash�ar� position that the im�ma favors 
Quraysh is based on the Sunn� prophetic saying “the Im�ms are from Quraysh.”46 
The exception in al-Ka�b�’s formula, namely that a civil strife makes it permissible 
to have a non-Qurash� Im�m, hints at a possible Murji�ite influence on him. This 
influence may have filtered from a 	anaf� eastern background or simply through 
a lingering archaic Sunn� tendency that was kept even by al-Sh�fi�� (d. 204/820).47 

While only al-Ka�b� and �ir�r b. �Amr (d. ca 200/815) to the exclusion of any 
other Mu�tazil�s are quoted in this chapter on the im�ma, al-Ka�b� is consistently 
absent from the remaining chapters on the im�ma in U��l al-d�n. Other Mu�tazil�s 
are listed in other chapters on the im�ma; al-Na���m (d. between 220/835-
230/845) and Bishr b. al-Mu�tamir, for example, are quoted as stating that the 
arbitrators were in the wrong and thus are grave sinners (f�siq).48 Also highlighted 
are W��il’s and �Amr b. �Ubayd’s (d. ca 144/748) views on postponing judgment 
about �Uthm�n as well as al-Murd�r’s condemnation of both �Uthm�n and his 
killers.49 That al-Ka�b� is not mentioned in other chapters dealing with the im�ma 
is not because al-Baghd�d� saw no difference between al-Ka�b� and the Ash�ar�s; 
rather, it is more likely that it is because al-Baghd�d� saw no urgency in refuting 
other aspects of al-Ka�b�’s im�ma doctrine. After all, the doctrines of the earlier 
Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s and Mu�tazil�s in general were clearly known to al-
Baghd�d�, as testified by the fact that he quotes W��il and �Amr b. �Ubayd.  

II.II.  The M�tur�d� Reception: Abu l-Mu��n al-Nasaf�  

Like al-Baghd�d�, al-Nasaf� quotes al-Ka�b�’s opinion that the im�ma belongs to 
Quraysh except if civil strife is feared, in which case it becomes acceptable for a 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
46  This �ad�th appears in Ibn 	anbal’s Musnad, see A.J. Wensinck, al-Mu�jam al-mufahras li-

alf�� al-ad�th al-Nabaw� 1-8, Leiden 1936-88, vol. 1, p. 92 (Musnad, vol. 2, pp. 129, 183, 
and vol. 4, p. 421). 

47  On Murji�ism and early Sunn� doctrines on the im�ma, see Wilferd Madelung, “Murdji�a,” 
in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 7, pp. 605-7. 

48  Al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, p. 292.  
49  We have already encountered this position of Murd�r above (al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, 

p. 288).  
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non-Qurash� man to assume the im�ma.50 This view of al-Ka�b� is listed by al-
Nasaf� in a chapter entitled “On The One Who is Most Worthy (awl�) of the 
im�ma.”51 Again, like U��l al-d�n, Tab�irat al-adilla lists al-Ka�b� close to �ir�r, ex-
cept that here �ir�r’s position is listed after that of al-Ka�b� and is worded differ-
ently, making it less likely that both authors were using the same source.52 Al-
Nasaf� labels the positions of al-Ka�b� and �ir�r as contradictory to that of the 
Sunna, as expressed in the prophetic tradition “the Im�ms are from Quraysh,” al-
ready encountered in al-Baghd�d�.53 Moreover, al-Nasaf�’s goal is similar to al-
Baghd�d�’s. He is not only interested in criticizing ‘unorthodox’ positions but is 
also concerned with systematically laying out his school’s position, as repre-
sented by its founder al-M�tur�d� (d. 333/944). Al-M�tur�d�’s doctrine combines 
a commitment to an im�ma from Quraysh with the qualification that this person 
be the most pious and mindful of God as well as the most perceptive and 
knowledgeable of what is best for the community.54  

Moreover, al-Nasaf� includes aspects of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma that 
were not mentioned by al-Baghd�d�. One is quoted in a chapter on the “Impos-
sibility of the Assignment of Two Im�ms.”55 Al-Ka�b� is described as a follower of 
a certain Abu l-�Abb�s al-Qal�nis� in holding that casting lots is an acceptable 
method to end any dispute in choosing between two potential Im�ms.56 This 
method of resolving a dispute would seem untenable had the im�ma of one of 
the Im�ms been considered legitimate with absolute certainty and necessity. In 
this conciliatory position towards the im�ma, al-Ka�b� again seems close to a 
Murji�� frame of mind. 

The third and last quotation of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma in Tab�irat al-
adilla ascribes to him a late Mu�tazil� position on the im�ma of the maf��l.57 Al-
Ka�b� is quoted as referring to his own work �Uy�n al-mas�	il for this position of 
his on the im�ma,  

[…] the Jar�r�s and the Ya�q�b�s [i.e. among the Zayd�s] prefer �Al� over all the compan-
ions of the Prophet. Most of the late Mu�tazil�s have opted for this position. Al-Ka�b� 
wrote that he chose this position, namely that of preferring �Al� over the rest of the 
companions, in his book entitled �Uy�n al-mas�	il.58 

In none of these three quotes of al-Ka�b� do we find him associated with his 
Baghd�d� school in general or his immediate teacher in particular. Indeed, none 

50  Maym�n b. Mu
ammad al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla f� u��l al-d�n �al� 
ar�qat al-Im�m Ab� 
Man��r al-M�tur�d� 1-2, ed. Claude Salamé, Damascus 1990-93, vol. 2, p. 828.  

51  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 828. 
52  Cf. al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 828; al-Baghd�d�, U��l al-d�n, p. 275.  
53  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 828.  
54  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, pp. 828-33. 
55  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 826.  
56  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 826. 
57  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 834.  
58  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 896.  

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783956506895-39, am 15.09.2024, 22:20:15
Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783956506895-39
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


ABU L-Q�SIM AL-BALKH� AL-KA�B�’S DOCTRINE OF THE IM�MA 49 

of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� doctrines on the im�ma is quoted here. The only 
Mu�tazil�s quoted in the im�ma chapters of Tab�irat al-adilla, in addition to �ir�r 
and Ab� �Al� al-Jubb���, are W��il and �Amr b. �Ubayd. These last two refuse to 
take sides regarding the Battle of the Camel.59 Abu l-Hudhayl (d. 227/841-2) and 
�ir�r are cited as holding that one party should be culpable but that there is no 
evidence to support either side.60 But the views of those named as expressing 
their position regarding the Battle of the Camel are nowhere associated with al-
Ka�b�. Like al-Baghd�d�, al-Nasaf�’s presentation of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine stands out 
in the way it highlights his doctrine in isolation from his Baghd�d� school in 
general and his teacher al-Khayy� in particular. 

II.III.  The Ba�ran Mu�tazil� Reception: �Abd al-Jabb�r 

At one point in his career �Abd al-Jabb�r had upheld a non-committal position 
(tawq�f) regarding who is most worthy of the im�ma, but he later proclaimed the 
superiority of �Al� and the im�ma of the maf��l.61 In his Tathb�t dal�	il al-
nubuwwa, �Abd al-Jabb�r quotes al-Ka�b� on two occasions. Tathb�t dal�	il al-
nubuwwa is mostly dedicated to proving the prophethood of Mu
ammad but 
also includes refutations of the claims of Muslim and non-Muslim sects.62 Al-
Ka�b� is first quoted as defending the faith of Ab� Bakr against accusations of 
hypocrisy, then quoted in defense of Ab� Bakr but with the specific aim of refut-
ing the claims of �Abd All�h b. Saba�.63 Both quotations are taken from the same 
work of al-Ka�b�, entitled Naq� Ibn al-R�wand�, but each one of them represents a 
different variant of the same original passage in al-Ka�b�’s work.  

1-[…] Abu l-Q�sim al-Ka�b� said: “Whomever the commander of the believers consid-
ers most worthy [has to be the most worthy]. We cannot refute the prince’s [�Al�’s] word 
that the best of this community after its Prophet are Ab� Bakr and �Umar. No one who 
has some knowledge or some share of knowledge can refute this statement. The early 
Sh��a used to prefer Ab� Bakr and �Umar.” He [al-Ka�b�] said: “Someone said to 
Shurayk b. �Abd All�h64 ‘Who is better, Ab� Bakr or �Al�?’ He [Shurayk] responded: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
59  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 887.  
60  Al-Nasaf�, Tab�irat al-adilla, vol. 2, p. 887.  
61  Abu l-	usayn A
mad M�nakd�m Shashd�w, Shar� al-U��l al-khamsa, ed. [as a work by 

�Abd al-Jabb�r] �Abd al-Kar�m �Uthm�n, Cairo 1384/1965, p. 767. 
62  Wilferd Madelung, “�Abd al-Jabb�r,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 1, pp. 116-18.  
63  �Abd al-Jabb�r al-Hamadh�n�, Tathb�t dal�	il al-nubuwwa 1-2, ed. �Abd al-Kar�m �Uthm�n, 

Beirut 1966, vol. 1, pp. 61-63. In most early sources �Abd All�h b. Saba� is considered the 
head of a sect that denied the death of �Al�; the historical reality behind the mythical fig-
ure of �Abd All�h b. Saba�, however, remains shrouded in ambiguity; see M.G.S. Hodg-
son, “�Abdall�h b. Saba�,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 1, p. 51. 

64  Shurayk b. �Abd All�h Ab� �Abd All�h al-Nakha�� (d. 177/793) is described by both al-
Khat�b al-Baghd�d� (T�r�kh Baghd�d, Beirut 1966, vol. 9, pp. 279-95) and al-Dhahab� (Siyar 
a�l�m al-nubal�	, ed. Shu�ayb Arna��, Beirut 1996, vol. 8, pp. 200-16) to have held Sh��� 
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‘Ab� Bakr.’ The person asking him continued: ‘[How] Do you say this when you are 
one of the Sh��a?’ He [Shurayk] responded: ‘Yes, a Sh��� is one who says the likes of this. 
By God, the commander of the believers [�Al�] has mounted this pulpit [literally these 
pieces of wood] and said: ‘The best of this community after its Prophet is Ab� Bakr and 
�Umar. He [Shurayk] added: ‘Shall we refute his words? Shall we call him a liar? By God 
he [�Al�] was not a liar.’” This was mentioned by Abu l-Q�sim al-Balkh� in refutation of 
Ibn al-R�wand�’s objection to Ab� �Uthm�n �Amr b. Ba
r al-J�
i� in his book F� na�m� 
l-Qur	�n wa-sal�matih� min al-ziy�da wa-l-nuq��n.65 

2-Abu l-Q�sim al-Balkh� reported in his book, in which he refuted the objection of Ibn 
al-R�wand� to Ab� �Uthm�n �Amr b. Ba
r al-J�
i�’s statement that the Qur��n is free 
from additions and deletions: “The statement of the commander of the believers [�Al�] 
that the best of this community after its Prophet are Ab� Bakr and �Umar is transmitted 
in a manner that cannot be denied by any one with some degree of knowledge.” He [al-
Ka�b�] mentioned a group among those who reported their [i.e., Ab� Bakr’s and 
�Umar’s] merit, nobility, strength and glory. Then he [al-Ka�b�] said: “But according to 
us it is what �Al� himself wished that counts.” Then Abu l-Q�sim, may God have mercy 
on his soul, said that Shurayk b. �Abd All�h was one of the most important Sh���s and 
he used to say: “The best of this community are Ab� Bakr and �Umar and they are both 
better than �Al�. If I had said other than this, I would not be among the party of �Al�. 
Because he [�Al�] had mounted this pulpit [literally these pieces of wood] and said: ‘In-
deed the best of this community after its Prophet are Ab� Bakr and �Umar. How can we 
call him [�Al�] a liar? By God he [�Al�] was not a liar!’ ”66 

3-Abu l-Q�sim said: “The report is correct but according to us it has a specific purpose. 
We did not single out this quote67 for the purpose of mentioning what the commander 
of the believers said with regard to their [Ab� Bakr’s and �Umar’s] excellence, for that is 
clearer than the sun and there is much [evidence] in support of it, and many lengthy 
and specific books were written about it. Rather, we mentioned it [this quote of Shurayk 
b. �Abd All�h] in response to �Abd All�h b. Saba� and what came out of him […].”68

What we encounter in these quotations is a reference by al-Ka�b� to an unusual 
early Sh��� statement he attributes to a certain Shurayk b. �Abd All�h in which 
the latter preaches the superiority of Ab� Bakr and �Umar b. al-Kha�b (r. 
13/634-23/644). This position is doubly striking: first in that it is attributed to an 
early Sh��� figure and second in that it is presented as a statement by �Al� himself. 
Perhaps it is therefore no surprise that this Shurayk b. �Abd All�h is considered 
not an early Sh��� but a Murji�� by the Twelver Sh��� al-	asan b. M�s� al-
Nawbakht� (d. b. 300/912 and 310/922).69 The purpose of al-Ka�b�’s quotation of 
Shurayk, as he himself tells us, is to refute �Abd All�h b. Saba�’s claims made 

leanings. He does not appear in the rij�l works of either al-Naj�sh� (d. 450/1058) or al-��s� 
(d. 459-60/1066-7). 

65  �Abd al-Jabb�r, Tathb�t dal�	il al-nubuwwa, vol. 1, pp. 62-63. 
66  �Abd al-Jabb�r, Tathb�t dal�	il al-nubuwwa, vol. 2, pp. 548-49. 
67  The edited text reads “lam naq�id li-dhikr m� q�lah� am�r al-mu	min�n f� fa�lihim” I read the 

verb “lam naq�idhu” with an attached pronoun. 
68  �Abd al-Jabb�r, Tathb�t dal�	il al-nubuwwa, vol. 2, p. 549. 
69  Al-Nawbakht�, Firaq al-sh��a, p. 7. 
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against the integrity of Ab� Bakr. Indeed there is nothing to suggest that al-Ka�b� 
is quoted by �Abd al-Jabb�r in his Tathb�t dal�	il al-nubuwwa as upholding the 
preference that Shurayk proclaims of the superiority of Ab� Bakr and �Umar 
over �Al�. Al-Ka�b�’s own clarification that he quotes Shurayk to refute the at-
tacks of �Abd All�h b. Saba� on Ab� Bakr explains that he chose what seemed to 
him to be an early Sh��� figure in order to make a stronger case against followers 
of �Abd All�h b. Saba�. In other words, these quotations do not contradict what 
we know of al-Ka�b�’s preference for �Al� as documented by al-Nasaf�, though it 
clearly demonstrates his commitment to defending the reputation of Ab� Bakr. 

II.IV.  The Ba�ran Mu�tazil� Zayd� Reception: M�nakd�m and al-Jishum� 

In his Shar� al-U��l al-khamsa, M�nakd�m includes one lengthy quote on al-
Ka�b�’s position regarding how the necessity of having an Im�m is known. M�-
nakd�m reports that for al-Ka�b� the im�ma is known by reason alone and, be-
cause of this position of his, he associates al-Ka�b� with the Im�m�s who also 
hold the im�ma to be necessary by reason.70 In holding this position, M�nakd�m 
adds, al-Ka�b� stands against the opinion of the Ba�ran Mu�tazil� Zayd�s. 

Furthermore, M�nakd�m reports al-Ka�b�’s position on whether it is necessary 
to have an Im�m at all times. In refutation of the Im�m� position that “God has 
to reveal an Im�m through a specific designation (na��), because people need 
him”, al-Ka�b� maintains that people have to elect an Im�m in case God does not 
reveal his appointment through a text.71 That an Im�m should be posited is 
deemed necessary for the benefit (ma�la�a) of the community. What al-Ka�b� in-
tends by ma�la�a is not clear to M�nakd�m, so he suggests two interpretations: 
either a religious ma�la�a or a worldly one. He concludes that al-Ka�b� must have 
the second kind in mind: 

Abu l-Q�sim disagreed with us on this question [the knowledge of the need for an 
Im�m] and said: “We know of the necessity of the need for an Im�m through reason and 
it is this view that the Im�m�s have adopted.” […] Abu l-Q�sim says: “It is necessary for 
people to appoint him [an Im�m] if God did not reveal his appointment, because their 
ma�la�a is in that.” This may imply that he intends by this a religious ma�la�a in accor-
dance with the Im�m�s who take the im�ma to be a Divine grace in matters of religion 
(lu
f f� l-d�n), or it can imply that he means by it a worldly ma�la�a in accordance with 
what some of our friends say [i.e., Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�]. If he [al-Ka�b�] intends the first 
meaning, then the difference between him and the Im�m�s is in the aspect that I have 
mentioned [i.e., that an Im�m is made known by God through specific designation 
(na��) ]. Because of this it is not necessary [in al-Ka�b�’s view] for the Im�m to be infalli-
ble. The Im�m�s [by contrast] hold the infallibility of the Im�m to be necessary. If he 
[al-Ka�b�] intends the second meaning, then the difference between him and the Im�m�s  
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
70  M�nakd�m, Shar� al-U��l al-khamsa, p. 758.  
71  M�nakd�m, Shar� al-U��l al-khamsa, p. 758. 
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is apparent because they hold the im�ma to be a grace from God, like knowing God 
through His Oneness and Justice and other Divine graces. He [al-Ka�b�] does not up-
hold this position. 

Like his Mu�tazil� Zayd� predecessor,72 al-Jishum� quotes al-Ka�b�’s position that 
the necessity of the Im�m is known through reason. In his al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� 
ahl al-bida� at the beginning of a chapter entitled “On the Im�ma and on 
Whether It is Known to be Necessary by Reason”, al-Jishum� associates al-Ka�b� 
with the Im�m�s in claiming that it is by means of reason that the necessity of 
the im�ma is known: “The Im�m�s said that it is known to be necessary by rea-
son. This is also the position of Abu l-Q�sim al-Balkh�.”73 Al-Ka�b� follows the 
position of his teacher al-Khayy�, although al-Jishum� neither mentions this 
similarity between al-Ka�b� and al-Khayy� nor attributes this position to al-
Khayy� in the first place. This position was also upheld by al-J�
i� and Abu l-
	usayn al-Ba�r� (d. 436/1044) and was not seen as characteristic of al-Khayy�’s 
branch of the Baghd�d� school.74 Both M�nakd�m and al-Jishum� compare al-
Ka�b�’s position to the Im�m� one and remain silent about any association be-
tween him and his Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school. This is particularly noteworthy 
given that details about members of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school, both as a 
group and as distinct individuals, are mentioned by these authors without fail, 
but they are mentioned separately from al-Ka�b�.  

In addition to the quotations of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma in Ba�ran 
Mu�tazil�-Zayd� sources, we also have references to his association with prominent 
Zayd� figures. We know that al-Ka�b� worked as a secretary for the Zayd� D��� 
Mu
ammad b. Zayd (d. 287/900) and spoke highly of him, showing his high es-
teem of the D��� but revealing nothing explicit regarding his political and doc-
trinal allegiance to him.75 Furthermore, there are several references to al-Ka�b� and 

72  Although al-Jishum� became a Zayd� towards the end of his life, there is evidence in the 
works cited here that he was a Zayd� when he wrote them. See Wilferd Madelung, ”al-
	�kim al-Djusham�,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition. Supplement. Fascicules 
5-6, p. 343. 

73  Al-Jishum�, al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� ahl al-bida�, f. 89 a. On the Im�m� position regarding the 
knowledge of the necessity of the im�ma through reason, see Madelung, “Im�ma,” in The 
Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, vol. 3, pp. 1163-69. 

74  On this position of al-Ka�b�, cf. Madelung, al-Q�sim b. Ibr�h�m, p. 143. A different variant 
of al-Ka�b�’s position is reported by Madelung in which al-Ka�b� maintains that the neces-
sity of the im�ma is known by both reason and relevation (referring to Abu l-	usayn al-
Ba�r�, Fa�l muntaza� min Kit�b al-U��l, MS Wien Glaser 114 for this variant).  

75  We find al-Ka�b� quoted praising the d��� Mu
ammad b. Zayd in Bah�� al-D�n 
Mu
ammad b. 	asan Ibn Isfandiy�r’s T�r�kh �abarist�n: “Sayyid Im�m� Muf�d Ab� ��lib 
related that he had a learned secretary called Abu l-Q�sim al-K�tib al-Balkh�, noted for his 
eloquence and excellence, who used to say that his Prince so far excelled all others for 
whom he had acted as secretary such that, to use his own expression: ‘I could have imag-
ined that it was Mu
ammad the Prophet of God dictating one of his revelations (94).’ ” A 
similar quote is found in a-Jishum�’s Jal�	 al-ab��; see Wilferd Madelung, Arabic Texts Con-
cerning the History of the Zayd� Im�ms in �abarist�n, Daylam�n and G�l�n, Beirut 1987, p. 122. 
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Zayd�s in al-Jishum�. Al-Jishum� quotes al-Ka�b� as praising the Zayd� Im�ms al-
Q�sim (d. 246/860), al-H�d� (d. 298/911), and al-N��ir (d. 322/934), adding that 
the Mu�tazil�s had a role in supporting them,76 but al-Jishum� does not comment 
on this claim of al-Ka�b�. Al-Jishum�’s silence on the matter suggests that al-
though he was not in agreement with al-Ka�b� about the Mu�tazil� support of the 
Zayd� Im�ms, he did not care to refute him either. Given the limited nature of the 
information we have about al-Ka�b�’s doctrine it remains ultimately hard if not 
impossible to gauge how much influence al-Ka�b�’s interactions with the Zayd� 
D���s exerted on his formulation of his doctrine of the im�ma.77 

II.V.  The Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� Im�m� Reception: al-Shaykh al-Muf�d 

The im�ma doctrine was one major point of disagreement between al-Muf�d and 
the Baghd�d� school, which influenced him in other aspects of his theology.78 
The similarity between the im�ma doctrines of al-Ka�b� and al-Muf�d, namely 
knowing the necessity of the im�ma through reason, which was brought up by al-
Jishum� and M�nakd�m, is not addressed by al-Muf�d. Moreover, in a work dedi-
cated to accounting for the different positions on the Battle of the Camel, enti-
tled al-Jamal, al-Muf�d mentions al-Ka�b�’s position about �Al�’s opponents in the 
Battle of the Camel, namely ���isha, �al
a and al-Zubayr. Al-Ka�b� is listed 
along with other Mu�tazil�s who held the same opinion, including his teacher al-
Khayy� and his teacher’s teacher Ab� Muj�lid, as well as all prior Baghd�d� 
Mu�tazil�s, with the exception of the two Ja�fars, Ja�far b. 	arb and Ja�far b. al-
Mubashshir. In this list of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s two Ba�ran Mu�tazil�s are also 
included: al-Sha

�m (d. after 257/871) and Ab� �Al� al-Jubb���. Al-Ka�b� is 
quoted by al-Muf�d as subscribing to the position that �Al� was always right in all 
of his wars, with the exception of al-Ka�b�’s acceptance of the repentance of 
���isha, �al
a and al-Zubayr.79  

In addition to reporting about where al-Ka�b� stood regarding the Battle of 
the Camel, al-Muf�d also reports al-Ka�b�’s position on the number of people 
necessary to give a valid oath for the im�ma. Along with his teacher al-Khayy� 
and his teacher’s teacher Ab� Muj�lid, al-Ka�b� is said to have accepted the oath 
of one person for a caliph as sufficient since he accepted the oath of �Umar b. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
76  Al-Jishum�, al-�Uy�n f� l-radd �al� ahl al-bida�, f. 8a.  
77  In another passage in his Shar� �Uy�n al-mas�	il (MS �an���, al-J�mi� al-kab�r, al-Maktaba 

al-Gharbiyya, �ilm al-kal�m # 99, f. 29a), al-Jishum� relates that the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s 
claim to be Zayd�s. We have no reason for suggesting that the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s referred 
to by al-Jishum� are al-Ka�b� and his followers. 

78  On the elements of al-Shaykh al-Muf�d’s theology in which he claims to have followed the 
doctrine of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s, see Martin McDermott, The Theology of al-Shaikh al-
Muf�d (d. 413/1022), Beirut 1978, passim. 

79  Al-Muf�d, al-Jamal, pp. 75-66.  
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al-Kha�b as sufficient to establish the caliphate of Ab� Bakr.80 In this position, 
al-Ka�b� is perceived as holding a position separate from that of the Ba�ran 
Mu�tazil�s. Ab� �Al� al-Jubb��� posits four people as a minimum for an oath to 
be valid. The rest of the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� opinions on this question are not 
related, which could have been the result of their not voicing any position on 
this question. 

II.VI.  A Late Mu�tazil� Reception: Ibn Abi l-ad�d  

Ibn Abi l-	ad�d had strong �Al�d sympathies; he was not a Sh��� but a Mu�tazil� 
who upheld the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� view that �Al� was the most excellent of the 
Prophet’s companions and was influenced by the views of Abu l-	usayn al-Ba�r� 
(d. 436/1044).81 Ibn Abi l-	ad�d’s quotation of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma 
includes listing al-Ka�b�’s views along with other Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s, listing his 
views along with those of his teacher or listing his views on his own. On the 
question of the superiority of �Al� over Ab� Bakr, Ibn Abi l-	ad�d claims that al-
Ka�b� like his teacher al-Khayy� and all members of the Baghd�d� school attest 
that �Al� was more excellent than Ab� Bakr.82 The Baghd�d�s that are mentioned 
here by Ibn Abi l-	ad�d include Bishr b. al-Mu�tamir, Ab� M�s� al-Murd�r, 
Ja�far b. Mubashshir and al-Isk�f�. 

Ibn Abi l-	ad�d also attributes to al-Ka�b� and to his teacher al-Khayy� the 
merit of upholding that the im�ma should be in the family of the Prophet, in the 
following order: “The best of the Muslims are �Al� b. Ab� ��lib, then his son al-
	asan, then his son al-	usayn, then 	amza b. �Abd al-Mualib, then Ja�far b. 
Ab� ��lib, then Ab� Bakr b. Ab� Qu
�fa, then �Umar b. Kha�b, then �Uthm�n 
b. �Aff�n.”83 Ibn Abi l-	ad�d reports having read this position attributed to al-
Ka�b� in a work of Ab� �Abd All�h al-Ba�r� (d. 369/979) whose title he does not 
provide. He also attributes this position to earlier Baghd�d�s according to a work 
he read which he attributes to Ab� Ja�far al-Isk�f�.84 

To al-Ka�b� and his students, who remain unnamed, Ibn Abi l-	ad�d ascribes 
the belief that �Al� is the most excellent, but because of the a�la� (the optimum) 
for the community God made the less excellent Im�ms before him:85 

This is a declaration of the position of our friends among the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s. They 
claim that he [�Al�] is the most excellent and most deserving of the im�ma. [They claim] 
that if it were not for God and His Messenger’s knowledge that it [the im�ma of the 

80  Al-Muf�d, al-Jamal, p. 91.  
81  Wilferd Madelung, “Ibn Ab� l-	ad�d,” in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 1, pp. 108-10. 
82  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 28.  
83  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 3, p. 645. 
84  For the list of works by al-Isk�f� on the subject of the im�ma, see van Ess, Theologie und Ge-

sellschaft, vol. 6, pp. 301-2. 
85  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 479. 
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maf��l] is for the a�la� of all those legally responsible in front of God (mukallaf�n), then 
anyone who would have preceded him (man taqaddama �alayhi) [�Al�] would have been a 
loser. 

As we have seen, al-Khayy� also upheld this position, but there is no reference 
to him on this doctrine by Ibn Abi l-	ad�d. Furthermore, one aspect of al-
Ka�b�’s doctrine on the im�ma is attributed to al-Ka�b� alone; namely his virulent 
attack on �Abd All�h b. al-Zubayr (d. 73-4/692).86 The only other Mu�tazil� who 
is quoted by Ibn Abi l-	ad�d as attacking �Abd All�h b. al-Zubayr is Ab� �Abd 
All�h al-Ba�r�.  

Some of our friends used to disown a group of the companions, whose good deeds they 
deemed to have become valueless, such as al-Mugh�ra b. Shu�ba. Our Shaykh Abu l-
Q�sim al-Balkh� used to say [the following] when the name of �Abd All�h b. al-Zubayr 
was mentioned in front of him: “No good is in him!” Once he [al-Ka�b�] said: “I do not 
approve of his prayer and his fasting and they will both be of no good to him, because 
the Prophet, peace be upon him, told �Al�, peace be upon him: ‘Only a hypocrite can 
hate you.’”87  

What characterizes Ibn Abi l-	ad�d’s account of al-Ka�b�’s doctrine are the paral-
lels he draws between al-Ka�b� and his school in general and al-Ka�b� and his 
teacher al-Khayy� in particular. Ibn Abi l-	ad�d highlights those aspects in 
which al-Ka�b� stands apart from his school, namely in his interpretation of the 
im�ma of the maf��l as being for the a�la� of the believers. Although we know 
from al-Jishum� that al-Khayy� had already adopted this position, Ibn Abi l-
	ad�d makes no mention of it. In fact, as we already saw, M�nakd�m also as-
cribed this interpretation of the im�ma to al-Ka�b�, without associating him with 
his teacher.  

Conclusion 

In major aspects of his im�ma doctrine, al-Ka�b� continued trends that were al-
ready present in the Baghd�d� Mu�tazil� school. With the exception of the am-
biguous passages in which �Abd al-Jabb�r quotes al-Ka�b� as defending the integ-
rity of Ab� Bakr by citing a report by a certain Shurayk b. �Abd All�h upholding 
the excellence of Ab� Bakr, all the sources discussed here agree that al-Ka�b� up-
holds the doctrine of the im�ma of the maf��l. Following the more conciliatory 
tendency within the Baghd�d� school, already started by Ja�far b. 	arb, al-Ka�b� 
accepts the im�ma of �Uthm�n as well as the repentance of ���isha, �al
a and al-
Zubayr. In two aspects of his doctrine, al-Ka�b� follows particular doctrines of al-
Khayy� not present in earlier Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s, these being first, his interpre-
tation of the im�ma of the maf��l as being for the a�la�, and second his belief 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
86  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 30.  
87  Ibn Abi l-	ad�d, Shar� Nahj al-bal�gha, vol. 1, p. 30.  
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that the necessity of knowing the Im�m is dictated by reason. In this latter aspect 
of his doctrine, both Zayd� sources, i.e., M�nakd�m and al-Jishum�, recognize an 
affinity between al-Ka�b� and the Im�m�s, although they do not recognize al-
Ka�b�’s following his teacher in it. Al-Muf�d on the other hand does not see this 
affinity between al-Ka�b� and the Im�m�s. In formulating the doctrine of the ne-
cessity of an im�ma with Quraysh, while accepting the im�ma from elsewhere to 
avoid a civil strife, al-Ka�b� ventures into new territory in so far as the “formula-
tion” of the doctrine of the im�ma is concerned. This is documented by both al-
Nasaf� and al-Baghd�d�, who testified to al-Ka�b�’s willingness to engage with 
proto-Sunn� formulations of the im�ma doctrine when prior Baghd�d� Mu�tazil�s 
had not. 
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