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Hanbali Authorities on the Imamate

Massoud Vahedi

This article presents a number of legally and theologically centred passages from early, middle,
and late-era HanbalT authorities' concerning the imamate. These excerpts demonstrate that ever
since the inception of the Hanbali school of thought, the imamate, or the caliphate?, was deemed a
necessity for maintaining unity, upholding the social order of the polity, enforcing the morals and
norms of the SharT’a, protecting the common interest of the general Muslim population, as well as
ensuring the implementation of public religious ordinances. A few major underlying themes can
be observed from these extracts. Besides highlighting the importance of the imamate through a
sociopolitical prism, many of them also constitute a repudiation of the rationalist orientation of the
Mu‘tazila by indicating how the obligatory status of the leadership post is a determination derived
through revelation, not reason alone.

The first passage is from Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855) himself, cited in Abii Bakr al-
Khallal’s (d. 311/923) seminal compendium of theology-relevant reports entitled as Kitab al-
Sunna.® This comprehensive work incorporates a rich array of narrations from a variety of religious
authorities, such as the Prophet 4, Companions %, Successors, and the eponymous founder of
the Hanbali school, Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal. The work is celebrated due to its impressive breadth
in covering all major issues of theology from a Hanbali perspective, provision of conceptually rich
chapter titles, and presenting many unique narrations from Ahmad ibn Hanbal. In fact, Ibn
Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) goes as far as stating that Kitab al-Sunna is the most wide-ranging work
in terms of presenting the views of Imam Ahmad vis-a-vis the leading fundamental issues of the
religion (masa’il al-usil al-diniyya).* Interestingly, al-Khallal is noted to have also compiled an
independent work (presumably consisting of reports and narrations) concerning the ethics of

! Conventionally, these are known as the mutaqaddimiin, mutawassitin, and muta’akhkhiriin stages respectively.
The first commences with the students of Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal and ends with the death of al-Hasan ibn
Hamid (d. 403/1012), the second begins with the students of the latter and concludes with the death of the great
jurist Burhan al-Din Ibn Muflih (d. 884/1479), the author of al-Mubdi ", and the third starts with the eminent
verifier and evaluator ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Mardaw1 (d. 885/1480) and continues until the present. See Bakr Abii
Zayd, al-Madkhal al-Mufassal li Madhhab al-Imam Ahmad (Riyadh: Dar al-‘Asima, 1997), 1: 455-475.

2 While the terms imam and khalifa can be treated as near synonyms—as they are in this paper—insofar as they
denote the overarching political authority/leadership in the Islamic polity, they possess their own specific
connotations. The term khalifa signifies that the incumbent leader succeeds (yakhlufis) the Prophet <2 in organising
the affairs of the people, the word imam indicates that the people follow the presiding Muslim authority in a parallel
fashion to how they follow an imam in prayer. See Muhammad Abu Zahrah, 7Tarikh al-Madhahib al-Islamiyya fi
al-Siyasa wa al- ‘Aqa’id wa al-Tartkh wa al-Madhahib al-Fighiyya (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr al-*Arabi, no date), 19.

3 Notably, many early Muslim scholars such as al-Khallal used the term sunna with a more expansive denotation,
as opposed to its more restrictive later conventional meaning, referring to the articles of orthodox creed that are
based on the teachings of the Prophet - and as an antonym to the heterodox beliefs of innovators. See Salih al-
Fawzan, Ithaf al-Qart bi Ta ligat ‘alda Sharh al-Sunna (Riyadh: Maktabah al-Rushd, 2009), 38.

4 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmii  Fatawa, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad ibn Qasim, 37 vols. (Riyadh: Wizara al-
Shu’tn al-Islamiyya wa al-Awqaf wa al-Da‘wa wa al-Irshad, 2004), 3: 390.



sultanic leadership and the confines of obedience entitled al-Imara wa Ta'‘a al-Sultan.
Unfortunately, this latter book appears to be lost.

The second excerpt is from al-Hasan ibn ‘Al al-Barbahari’s (d. 329/941) work Sharh al-
5, a primer of Hanbali creed that attempts to highlight the core tenets of orthodox Sunni
creed while also identifying the trademarks and threats of the people of innovation. While replete
with benefits and largely consistent with the dictates of orthodox Sunni creed, some of the posited
doctrines in this work are products of the author’s personal reasoning (ijtihdd) or based on
questionable textual evidence, which means they may not correspond to the creedal doctrines of
Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal. Likewise, some of the enumerated tenets may be true as a matter of

Sunna

principle, but they are marred with embellishments.® This does not apply to the particular passage
cited, as attested to by all the other passages in this paper.

Al-Qadi Abu Ya‘la’s (d. 458/1066) work al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya is the third source cited,
from which three passages have been included. This important work exhaustively evaluates the
nature of the religious, social, and political powers and duties of the caliph in the Muslim polity.
Interestingly, al-Qadi Abii Ya‘la was a contemporary of the great al-Mawardi (d. 450/1058), who
penned a similar work bearing the same title. There are many conspicuous parallels and similarities
between the two works in terms of content and style. There are a number of strong historical
indicators which point to the conclusion that al-Mawardi penned his work first, which logically

3> Some scholars more recently have raised a few contentions concerning the attribution of the book to al-
BarbaharT, suggesting that Sharh al-Sunna was actually penned by the controversial preacher Ghulam Khalil (d.
275/888). This new thesis has been adopted by some Muslim thinkers and scholars as well. However, this claim
should be treated with skepticism. There is sufficient epistemic warrant to assume that the work is al-Barbahart’s.
Firstly, the famous maxim states that the widespread attribution of a given book to a certain figure provides
sufficient confidence to presume their authorship of it and fulfills the place of the chain of attribution (al-shuhra
tughni ‘an al-isnad). At least a dozen scholars have attributed this book to al-Barbahari. Secondly, in his Tabagat,
Ibn Abii Ya‘la not only cited the entire treatise in full, but his reproduction contains a few conspicuous additions,
indicating that he may have had access to another manuscript of the work that was attributed to al-Barbaharf.
Thirdly, some critics contend that Sharh al-Sunna was hardly cited or referred to by later theologians of the
Hanbalt school, which makes its misattribution a likely possibility. Such a view, however, fails to account for
the book’s indirect influence in the Hanbali theological front during its formative period. For instance, al-Radadi
notes strong literary and content-based parallels between Sharh al-Sunna and the highly touted text al-Ibana ‘an
Usil al-Diyana (colloquially known as al-Ibana al-Sughrad), which was penned by Ibn Batta al-"Ukbart (d.
387/997), a student of al-Barbahari. Indeed, Ibn Batta is known to have adopted the content and mode of
expression for some unique legal positions that were held by his teacher, which are found in Sharh al-Sunna as
well (such as the view that a person who misses a prayer intentionally can never make it up by performing it
after its time). These aforementioned facts put the proponents of the Ghulam Khalil authorship thesis in an
uncomfortable position, since it leads to the absurd suggestion that a Hanbal1 authority like Ibn Batta composed
his theological and legal views by relying on the words of a bygone and dubious preacher like Ghulam Khalil.
The far more intuitive conclusion is that Ibn Batta knew and recognized the book to be the composition of his
teacher, and as such relied on it with confidence. Taking these principles and textual indicators into account, one
can make a strong case for attributing Sharh al-Sunna to al-Barbaharl. See the foreword of al-Radadi’s edition
of Sharh al-Sunna, ed. Khalid ibn Qasim al-Radadi (Madina: Maktaba al-Ghuruba’ al-Athariyya, 1993), 38-39.

¢ The contemporary scholar and researcher Sultan al- Umayii has meticulously organized these problematic issues
into two distinct categories: 1) tenets or legal views based on the author’s personal reasoning which can be
countered by equally viable positions; and 2) tenets which are bereft of any epistemic warrant or are only supported
by weak evidence. Other creedal or legal issues are raised by Khalid ibn Qasim al-Radadi in a short introductory
section of his critical edition of Sharh al-Sunna. See the foreword of al-Radadt’s edition of Sharh al-Sunna, 51-54.



means that al-Qadi Abu Ya'la adapted and incorporated sections of the former’s book in his own
treatise.” But unlike the comparativist orientation of al-Mawardi’s work (which oftentimes
mentions the views of Imams Abii Hanifa, al-Shafi‘1, and Malik), al-Qadi Abu Ya‘la largely
restricted himself with mentioning the views of Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal. As such, his work may
be considered to be a Hanbalized rendition of al-Mawardi’s book.

The fourth passage is an excerpt from an authoritative seventh/fourteenth century creedal
text, Nihaya al-Mubtadi’in fi Usil al-Din, penned by the great Hanbali jurist and theologian
Ahmad ibn Hamdan al-Harran1 (d. 695/1295). The author composed this treatise in response to the
request of students and learners of his age who sought a work that represented the mainstream
creedal positions of the Hanbali school. When compiling this work, the author relied on the
doctrinal positions explicitly or obliquely expressed by Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal as well as the
theological views developed by later Hanbali authorities in accordance with the principles of the
school. Nihayah al-Mubtadi’in would later be abridged by the late-era Hanbalt scholar Badr al-
Din ibn Balban (d. 1083-1672) in a shorter primer entitled as Qala’id al- ‘Igyan.

The famed late-era Hanbali jurist Miisa al-Hajjaw1’s (d. 968/1561) authoritative al-Igna * li-
Talib al-Intifa “ is the source of our fifth excerpt. According to Ibn Badran (d. 1346/1929), when
composing his famed work al-Hajjawi meticulously synthesized the legal deductions and
determinations of four previous Hanball manuals: al-Mustaw ‘ib by al-Samirt (d. 616/1219), al-
Muharrar by al-Majd ibn Taymiyya (d. 652/1254), al-Furii “ by Ibn Muflih (d. 763/1362), and al-
Mugni‘ by al-Muwaffaq ibn Qudamah (d. 620/1223).% According to late-era scholars of the
madhhab, al-Igna * and Ibn al-Najjar al-Futtht’s (d. 972/1565) Muntahd al-Iradat are considered
to be the two authoritative works for determining the relied upon position (mu tamad) of the school
in legal and judicial matters. Al-Igna* was later supplemented with a monumental commentary
penned by the great jurist and verifier Mansiir ibn Yinus al-Buhtti (d. 1051/1641). This great
amalgamated explanation—entitled as Kashshaf al-Qind —supplements the base text of al-
Hajjaw1 by primarily providing textual and legal evidences and modifying legal rulings with
provisos and qualifiers wherever necessary.

The last quoted authority is the late-era scholar Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Saffarint (d.
1188/1775), whose work in question is a famous metrical composition on Hanbali creed entitled
al-Durra al-Mudiyya, often colloquially known as al- ‘Aqgida al-Saffariniyya. This work provides
a comprehensive elucidation of all the main tenets and precepts of belief. Al-Saffarini would later
supplement this work with a brilliant commentary entitled Lawami‘ al-Anwar al-Bahiya wa-
Sawati‘ al-Asrar al-Athariya. In the sixth chapter of this book, the author composes a number of
verses concerning socio-political affairs, with the obligation of the imamate being the main topic
of interest. The author stresses that Muslim political leadership is necessary for safeguarding the
interests and ordinances of Islam and ensuring the protection of worldly interests.

7 Subhi Salih deemed this position to be the most likely possibility. In his analysis, the contemporary researcher
Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qadir Abt Faris provided six different indicators and evidences for why Salih’s conclusion
is correct, while indicating why the opposing views in this issue miss the mark. See Abu Faris, al-Qadr Abii
Ya'la al-Farra’ wa Kitabuhu al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya (Beirut: Mu’assassa al-Risala, 1983), 516-546.

8 ‘Abd al-Qadir ibn Badran al-Dimashqi, al-Madkhal ila madhhab al-Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, ed. ‘Abd Allah
ibn ‘Abd al-Mubhsin al-Turkt (Beirut: Mu’assassa al-Risala, 1981), 434-5.



1. Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal® in a/-Sunna by Abii Bakr al-Khallal

Muhammad ibn ‘Awf ibn Sufyan al-Himsi' communicated to us (al-Khallal'!) that he heard

Ahmad ibn Hanbal say: “If there is no imam to undertake the affairs of the people, there will
inevitably be dissension.”!?

2. Al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali al-Barbahari'?, Sharh al-Sunna
e e el JB 1S T ST Bl ke o of 7 Yy B g o Y g Y

It is impermissible for anyone to spend a night while considering themselves free of being ruled
over by an imam, regardless of whether the latter is morally upright or corrupted...such was stated
by Ahmad ibn Hanbal.'*

9 Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Hanbal was, in chronological terms, the last of the Four Imams and the eponymous
founder of the Hanbalt school, which would establish its own independent paradigms in the fields of creed and
law. Being a hadith scholar par excellence, Ibn Hanbal’s magnum opus is the Musnad, a monumental hadith
collection that contains approximately 40,000 narrations.

19 Aba Ja‘far Muhammad ibn ‘Awf ibn Sufyan al-Ta’1 al-HimsT (d. 272/885) was a major memorizer and
transmitter of hadith from the city of Hims. He heard narrations from major hadith transmitters in the Levant
and neighbouring regions, such as his fellow native and the towering hadith figure ‘Abd al-Quddis ibn al-Hajjaj
al-Khawlant (d. 222/837). He transmitted Imam Ahmad’s responsa, with some pertaining to the subtle defects
of narrations (al- ilal) and narrator criticism. Interestingly, he is also alone in relating some unique and solitary
reports from the Imam not transmitted from any other of his students. The present quotation is an example of
these. For more on his intellectual legacy and narrations, see Ibn Abt Ya‘la, Tabaqgat al-Hanabila, ed. ‘Abd al-
Rahman ibn Sulayman al-"Uthaymin (Makka: Umm al-Qura, 1999), 2: 337-343.

' Abii Bakr al-Khallal is celebrated as a pivotal early Hanbali authority who played an instrumental role in
meticulously compiling, arranging, and transmitting the various responsa material (masa il) of Imam Ahmad ibn
Hanbal in the areas of creed, ethics, hadith, and law. Without this painstaking work, the Hanbali madhhab would
have likely never developed as a cohesive legal school.

12 Abii Bakr al-Khallal, al-Sunna, ed. ‘Adil ibn ‘Abd Allah Al Hamdan (Riyadh: Dar al-Awrag, 2018), 32 (#11).

13 Based in Baghdad, al-Hasan ibn ‘Alf al-Barbahari (d. 329/941) was the leading Hanbali authority of his time,
renowned for directly intervening against the theological and legal innovations of heterodox groups. He was a
student of Abt Bakr al-Marrtdhi (d. 275/888)—an elite disciple of Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal—as well as the
famous ascetic Sahl al-TustarT (d. 283/896). See Ibn Abti Ya'la, Tabagat al-Hanabila, 3: 36-80.

14 Al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali al-Barbahari, Sharh al-Sunna, ed. Khalid ibn Qasim al-Radadi (Madina: Maktaba al-
Ghuruba’ al-Athariyya, 1993), 77.



3. Al-Qadi Abii Ya‘la'®, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya
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The appointment of the imam is an obligation...the evidence for this is that when the Companions
disagreed in the roofed shelter [of Bant Sa‘ida], the Ansar said: ‘There shall be a leader from our
clan, and one from yours.” However, Abii Bakr and ‘Umar negated their reasoning, by stating:
‘The Arabs shall not submit to any authority, except to this clan of the Quraysh.’!® And they related
a number of reports in this regard. Thus, were it not the case that having such an authority was
obligatory, such a discussion and debate would have never taken place, and an interlocutor could
simply state: ‘It is not an obligation, regardless of whether it is [in the case of a leader from]
Quraysh or those besides them.’ Its obligation is known through revelation, not the intellect, due
to what we mentioned elsewhere. For the intellect is not a sound means for recognizing the
obligatory or permitted affairs, nor can it independently assign the rulings of permissibility or
prohibition for a given matter. Further, the establishment of the imam is a communal obligation
(fard ‘ala al-kifaya),"” which is directed towards two camps. The first group consists of the people
of political and religious acumen [who must strive and work diligently] until they select [a leader].
The second is the group of people who possess the criteria and conditions of leadership until one
of them is appointed to the position.'®

15 Al-Qadi Abu Ya‘la Muhammad ibn al-Hussain al-Farra’ (d. 458/1066) was the preeminent Hanbali jurist
during the mutawassitin era, and the first scholar of the madhhab to assume an official judicial role. Reputed
for his status as a polymath, he composed works in a variety of fields and disciplines, including positive law,
legal theory, and theology. When his jurisprudential or creedal views are cited, he is oftentimes simply referred
to with the title of al-Qadi.

16 A hadith with this exact wording could not be found; cf. Sahih al-Bukhari, #6830.

17" A communal obligation refers to an ordinance that is collectively directed to all members of the Muslim
community. There are several essential differences between this legal category and an individual obligation.
First and foremost, the communal obligation is decreed for the retrieval of a public purpose. Secondly, it does
not have to be performed separately by every single agent, for its function will be met if it is performed by one
or some eligible members of the community. For further details, see Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn al-Najjar al-
Futthi, Sharh al-Kawkab al-Munir, ed. Wahba al-Zuhaylt and Nazih Hammad, 4 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabat al-
‘Ubaykan, 1997), 1: 375-377.

18 Abt Ya'la, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, ed. Muhammad Hamid Fiqt (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2000), 19.
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The formula of the mutual agreement is that it be said: ‘I consensually pledge allegiance to you,
provided that you uphold justice, fairness, and undertake the obligations of the leadership role.” It
is not necessary for the parties to shake hands [in a transactional manner]. Moreover, it is not
permissible to confer the leadership role to two individuals in separate lands at the same time.
However, if it so happens that the position of leadership is contracted to two individuals who fulfill
the necessary criteria, then the nature of the agreement is investigated: if the assignment of the
leadership roles was fulfilled through one contract, then the appointment of both is nullified. If the
leadership agreements for the two were arranged through separate contracts, then they are further
analyzed: if it can be determined which of the contracts was performed earlier, then the second
contract is nullified [and the first is deemed sound]. If it is unknown which of the two was arranged
earlier, then two narrations [from Imam Ahmad] can be derived from a comparable issue'® and
applied. The first of them is that the contract for both is nullified. The second is [that the contract
of one of them is authenticated through] the use of lots.?’ This is based on the issue where two
guardians marry off a woman and it is unknown which of the two contracts was conducted first,
concerning which there are two narrations [from Imam Ahmad]. The same applies here.?!
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19 The author is employing a legal process known as takhrij here, where the ruling of a given issue is transferred
to an analogous one, such that the two are assessed according to the same legal factors and dynamics. For further
details concerning this process, see Hisham al-‘Arabi, Madkhal li Dirdasah al-Madhhab al-Hanbalr (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, 2023), 63-64.

20 Should there be equally eligible individuals for a given post or affair such that no distinguishing factor can be
discerned between them, the Hanbali madhhab prescribes the drawing of lots as a tiebreaker. A comprehensive
analysis of the mechanics and issues that are amenable to this process are found in Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, a/-
Qawa ‘id al-Fighiyya, ed. Muhammad ‘Al1 al-Banna (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2008), 426-450.

21 Al-Qadi Aba Ya'la, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyyah, 25.
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With regard to affairs pertaining to the Muslim umma, the Imam is required to fulfill ten duties.

First, to preserve the religion in accordance with the fundamentals that the pious ancestors
(salaf) agreed upon. If a person harbouring misconceptions deviates from this path, he must clarify
to them the manifest proof, elucidate the correct path, while also exploring legal and disciplinary
measures against [such a corrupter], such that the religion is protected from any defects and the
umma is safeguarded from any lapses.

Second, to appropriately adjudicate any conflicts between disputing parties and ensure that
their disagreements are effectively settled, such that fairness and impartiality prevail, so that the
oppressor does not transgress against others and the oppressed are not too weak [to find justice].

Third, to defend the territories and protect the community so that the people may go about
their daily lives and travel safely within the realm.

Fourth, to enact the legally prescribed punishments so that the prohibitions of Allah Most
High are upheld and not violated, and the rights of His servants are not spoiled or unlawfully
consumed by others.

Fifth, to fortify the frontiers with sufficient repelling force so that hostile forces are not able
to launch a surprise attack that will violate that which is deemed sanctified in the religion, such as
killing a Muslim or a person who is afforded protection via a treaty.

Sixth, to organize military campaigns against realms that oppose Islam by inviting them to
the faith until they accept it or submit under its rule as the people of dhimma.

Seventh, to efficiently accrue state revenues by collecting the dues of fay’ and charity in
accordance with what the letter of the Shariah and [sound] legal reasoning dictate without
burdening people.



Eighth, to dispense all monetary allowances and other dues from the treasury without excess
or deficiency and in a timely manner.

Ninth, to hire trustworthy and reliable people for appointment to specific tasks or entrustment
of particular resources in a timely manner.

Tenth, to directly undertake the management of the public affairs and assess the prevailing
conditions such that he is constantly concerned with managing the affairs of the umma and
preserving the din. He must not merely entrust civic duties to others so that he may preoccupy
himself in worship or indulge in the base desires. For it is possible for the trustworthy administrator
to engage in treachery and the advisor may defraud [the community]. And Allah the Most High
said: “O Dawiid, We have made you the vicegerent of the land, so rule upon the people with the
truth and do not follow the base desires.”?? One finds that He — Glorified and Exalted be He — did
not suffice with delegation, and instead mentioned the need for [the ruler to] directly exercise [their
duties]. Moreover, the Prophet 4 said, “Every one of you is a shepherd, and every person among

you will be held accountable with regard to their herd”?* 24

4. Ahmad ibn Hamdan al-Harrani®
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The appointment of the Imam is an obligation determined by transmitted religious texts, not pure
rational reasoning.%¢

5. Al-Hajjawt?’ and al-Buhiiti®®, Kashshaf al-Qina ‘
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22 Qur’an, Sad: 26.

23 Sahth al-Bukhart, #7138.

24 Al-Qadi Aba Ya'la, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, 27-28.

25 Najm al-Din Ibn Hamdan al-Harran (d. 695/1295) was a prominent Hanbali judge, jurist, and theologian. He
penned a number of legal works that would be given consideration and cited by later Hanbali scholars in their

legal determinations, such as al-Ri ‘aya al-Sughra and al-Ri ‘aya al-Kubra. In addition, his work Sifat al-Mufit
wa al-Mustafti describes the protocols and etiquettes that pertain to the enterprise of fatwa-making.

26 Ahmad ibn Hamdan al-Harrani, Nikaya al-Mubtadi’in fi Usil al-Din (Riyadh: Maktaba al-Rushd, 2004), 63.
27 Miisa ibn Ahmad al-Hajjawi (d. 968/1561) was a leading late-era Hanbali jurist and presided as the madhhab’s
jurisconsult in Damascus, while also teaching in prominent masjids and seminaries located in the city’s quarters.

In addition to composing the authoritative and celebrated Hanbali text a/-Ignda ‘, he also wrote the shorter legal
manual Zad al-Mustagni  and added a critical gloss to al-Mardaw1’s al-Tangth al-Mushbi .

28 Hailing from Egypt, Mansgir ibn Yinus al-Buhiti (d. 1051/1641) is considered the last of the great verifiers
of the Hanbalt school, with many of the madhhab’s opinions crystallizing owing to his remarkable and exact
legal efforts. Besides penning full-scale commentary works and glosses for both al-Igna ‘and Muntaha al-Iradat,
al-Buhtiti also composed a slimmer legal manual entitled as ‘Umdah al-Talib.
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“The appointment of the greatest Imam is a communal obligation” upon the general Muslim body.
The masses require it in order to safeguard the [Muslim] nation, defend the collective community,
apply the legally-sanctioned punishments, fulfill the legal rights [of the people], as well as
command the good and forbid the evil. Two groups are addressed with this obligation: the first of
them is the people of judicious judgment, with their role being to nominate [a suitable candidate].
The second category consists of the individuals among them who possess all the conditions
required on the imam, such that one of them can be appointed for the role. With regard to those
who nominate, it is required that they be morally upright and possess the type of knowledge that
can allow them to recognize who is worthy of the leadership post. They should also be judicious
and capable of exercising effective decision-making, such that they will be able to select the most
suitable candidate for the leadership role.?’

6. Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Saffarini>°
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The umma of Islam can never do without *** a leader, in every age that is
He defends it from every hostile resistor *** and takes care of warfare and penalties
Performance of good, leaving of evil (he facilitates) *** supporting the oppressed, subduing disbelief

He gathers the booties, land taxes, and the like *** and has them spent in the rightful path.

29 Misa ibn Ahmad al-HajjawT and Mansiir ibn Yiinus al-Buhiitt, Kashshaf al-Qina‘ ‘an Matn al-Igna ‘ (Beirut:
‘Alam al-Kutub, 1997) 6: 158.

30 Originally hailing from the city of Saffarin (close to Nablus), Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Saffarini (d.
1188/1775) spent most of his life in Damascus, where he would become a prominent Hanbali jurist and
jurisconsult. He penned works and short treatises that dealt with a myriad of fields and disciplines, such as hadith
commentary, ethics and manners, creed, as well as the legal notions of zaglid (conformity to the view of one
jurist or school) and falfiq (combining different legal views to form a composite position).
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Our scholarly associates say, just like their fellow counterparts [from the other schools], that the
appointment of the greatest Imam is a communal obligation. This is the case since the Companions
#% unanimously agreed that such an appointment was an obligation after the cessation of the

period of prophethood. In fact, they rendered it to be the most important of obligations, for they
preoccupied themselves with it instead of the burial of the Prophet <. Their disagreement on the
selection of a nominee does not in any way vitiate the aforementioned consensus. Due to its utmost
importance, when the Prophet peace be upon him passed away, Abu Bakr « rose at once and
addressed [those around him]: “O people, whoever among you worshipped Muhammad, then
[know that] Muhammad has departed. But whoever worshipped Allah, then [know that] Allah is
eternally existent and does not die. This affair [leadership] currently requires a person to undertake
it, so examine the matter and present your opinions.” They said: “You have spoken the truth, and
we shall examine it.”*! In light of this, we said [ in the couplets above] that the “umma”, namely
the religious path of “Islam” can “never do without”, that is, it is not possible for it to leave, “in
every age”, namely in every epoch or time, “that exists”, meaning that which is found, occurs, or
subsists in a temporal sense, “an imam”, whose direct antecedent is “never do without”. In fact,
the station of imamate is a firm and definite obligation, whose obligatory nature is established
according to the People of the Sunnah and many of the Mu‘tazila through textual evidence
(revelation), namely mass-transmitted texts and unanimous consensus. Most of the Mu tazila,
however, claimed that its obligation is derived through rational proofs. The grounds for
demonstrating its obligation through a textual basis is its fulfillment of religiously prescribed ends,
for he 4 decreed the establishment of the legally prescribed punishments, safeguarding the

31 A report with this wording could not be traced to any of the authoritative hadith collections. However, it does appear
in a similar fashion — without any ascription — in a few later works. See, for instance, ‘Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani,
Nihayah al-Aqdam fi ‘llm al-Kalam, ed. Alfred Guillaume (Cairo: Maktaba al-Thagafa al-Diniyya, 2009), 475-476.



frontiers, mobilizing the army for military campaigns, as well as protecting the territories and
safeguarding their inhabitants.*?
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Every one of these aforementioned ends—such as the enforcement of punishments, protecting the
frontiers and borderlines, and protecting the territories of Islam—are obligatory duties, and that
which an absolute obligation cannot be fulfilled without is itself an obligation. For this reason, we
stated that the path of Islam can never do without the appointment of an imam, and as such its
establishment is a communal obligation. This is because its institution secures a plethora of
tangible benefits and thwarts a multifarious number of harms; anything of this nature is an
obligation. Furthermore, the assertion that the appointment of the Imam secures benefits and
thwarts harms can be deemed to be among the propositions known by necessity. It is in fact from
the evident perceivable and observable matters, for almost immediately after the leader [of a given
realm] dies, it is common to find tribulations, conflicts, and divisions occur among the affairs of
the people; even if the leader did not meet the ideal standards of righteousness and effective state
administration dictated by the post. As such, the establishment of the Imam is a communal
obligation by consensus according to the People of the Sunnah and those who are in agreement
with them. The scholars from the Mu‘tazila who affirm its obligatory status on rational grounds—
such as Abii al-Husayn, al-Jahiz, al-Khayyat, and al-Ka‘bi**—do so with the understanding that it

32 Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Saffarini, Lawami ‘ al-Anwar al-Bahiya wa Sawati ‘ al-Asrar al-Athariyya li Sharh
al-Durra al-Mudiyya fi ‘Aqd al-Firqa al-Mardiyya (Damascus: Mu’assasa al-Khafigayn, 1982), 2: 419-420.

33 According to several scholars, these four figures actually asserted the obligatory status of the imamate on both
rational and revelatory grounds, contrary to al-Saffarini’s assertion here. But it is important to note that the
predominant position of the Mu‘tazila deems the imamate to be an obligation based on reason. See ‘All ibn
Muhammad al-Jurjani, Sharh al-Mawagqif fi ‘llm al-Kalam, ed. Mahmud ‘Umar al-Dimyatt (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Ilmiyya, 1998), 8: 376. The opposing viewpoints ascribed to these four Mu ‘tazilite figures can be somewhat
reconciled by noting that they viewed reason to be the primary and anterior means for making legal
determinations, while relegating scriptural inferences to the status of ex-post attestations and corroborators for
such rational judgements.



is a matter known by necessity.>* As for the dissension of the Khawarij and their likes* on this
obligation, it is given no consideration, since their disagreement—ijust like other heterodox
groups—does not tarnish the establishment of consensus nor does it vitiate against what such a
consensus imparts of certainty in the agreed-upon legal ruling.>®
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34 The Mu‘tazilite position on the caliphate’s obligatory status is based on a rational argument, which is
encapsulated by al-IjT (d. 756/1356; author of the base text al-Mawagif) and al-Jurjani (d. 816/1413; the
commentator of al-Mawagif): “Repelling harm is rationally obligatory as a matter of certainty. Likewise, it is
rationally obligatory to repel a probabilistic (most likely; madhniin) harm. That is because probabilistic
particulars that come under a source with a definitive judgement must without doubt fall under that judgement
as well.” To illustrate the mechanics of this argument, al-IjT employs the example of poison: P1) Everything that
is poisonous must be avoided; P2) Substance Q might be poisonous; C) Therefore, substance Q must be avoided.
Since the post of the imamate repels prospective harms of a probabilistic nature, it must be deemed an obligation.
From a Sunni standpoint, however, the argument is flawed, since religiously-linked obligations cannot be derived
from reason, for such determinations rest on the will and ordinance of the divine lawgiver. See al-Jurjani, Sharh
al-Mawagqif fi ‘llm al-Kalam, 8: 379. I would like to thank Yussif Adams Khalifa for his assistance in translating
the aforementioned passage and his explanation of the Mu ‘tazilite argument.

35 The view of the caliphate being a non-obligation has been attributed to the Najdat, a specific sub-group of the
Khawarij, as well as some members of the Mu‘tazila, such as Abii Bakr al-Asamm (201/817) and Hisham ibn
‘Amr al-Fuwatt (218/833). See al-Shahrastani, Nihaya al-Agqdam fi ‘llm al-Kalam, 478; cf. “Abd al-Qahir al-
Baghdadi, Usil al-Din (Istanbiil: Matba‘a al-Dawla, 1928), 271.

36 al-Saffarini, Lawami ‘ al-Anwar, 2: 421-422.



