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Introduction

“The scholars are heirs of the prophets” is a famous tradition that has been re-
ported from the Prophet Muhammad. When I examined the provenance and
deployment of this tradition in the classical period of Islam (570–1258 c.e.), I
realized that the title “heirs of the Prophet” was more than an honorific epi-
thet. As scholars belonging to different factions contested the right to assume
the title, it was obvious that the exclusivist claims to be the heirs of the
Prophet reflected a wider struggle within the Muslim community to wield
prophetic prestige through demonstrations of authority, which were based on
the Prophet’s legacy.

The “heirs tradition” as it was called, also became a polemical tool that
could be and was used by its bearers to wrestle authority from competing fac-
tions. The deployment of the “heirs tradition” extended beyond excluding
scholars, who belonged to other factions, from legitimating and exercising au-
thority in the Muslim community. It also was used to impose authoritative and
exclusivist rendition of texts, beliefs, and religious practices.

This study explores how different religious factions within the Muslim
community competed to be the heirs of the Prophet, and demonstrates the in-
terplay between power and knowledge and the ensuing tensions among these
factions. My exploration of the classical texts seeks to uncover and elaborate
the methods and strategies employed by the learned class, as well as other
groups, to wield and legitimize authority on behalf of the Prophet.

My investigation into the different groups’ self-understanding of post-
Muhammadan authority and the struggle for legitimacy is predicated on a tex-
tual, phenomenological, and chronological approach to the study and interpre-
tation of juridical, biographical, heresiographical, hagiographical, exegetical,
and polemical texts. I also examine how various groups made use of
hermeneutical tools in constructing authority and vindicating their claims to
be the exclusive heirs of the Prophet.
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A number of recent studies have tackled the question of authority in Islam.
For instance, Hamid Dabashi1 has written on the general notion of authority in
Islam while Sa¡id Arjomand2 and Abdulaziz Sachedina3 have focused on the
authority of the jurists in the post-ghayba (940 c.e.) period in Shi¡i Islam.4

The works of Patricia Crone, Martin Hinds,5 and Muhammad Qasim Zaman6

examine the struggle for authority between the caliphs and Sunni scholars. My
study goes beyond their work in that it fills the lacuna of inquiry into the strug-
gle for authority between and within the disparate groups that claimed to be
the heirs of the Prophet. The project also treads new ground by examining the
impact of the juxtaposition of different genres of authority in the Shi¡i com-
munity during the times of the imams.

My discussion of how the “heirs tradition” shaped and molded leadership
and other related institutional structures in the classical period of Islam is
couched within the framework of the models of charismatic leadership postu-
lated by Max Weber (1862–1920). In attempting to locate an Islamic equiva-
lent of Weber’s tripartite typology of the modes of authority (rational-legal,
traditional, and charismatic), in chapter one I discuss Weber’s characterization
of charismatic authority, and contrast this with the genres of authority domi-
nant in pre-Islamic Arabia. I then examine the exercise of authority in the
post-Muhammadan era by deploying Weber’s typology of the routinization of
charismatic leadership in the establishment of the charisma of office.

After the death of Muhammad, the discussion of authority was soon cast
under the designation “heirs of the Prophet.” The first chapter of this study
goes on to, therefore, examine the ramifications of claiming to be the “heirs of
the Prophet,” the emergence of the scholarly elite as the sole carriers of reli-
gious knowledge, and the struggle for authority that ensued among scholars
and their followers in different groups. While examining the competition for
Muhammad’s charismatic authority after his death, I investigate the Shi¡i self-
understanding of authority and argue that this was an important factor in the
formulation of a distinct Shi¡i leadership founded upon its legal system.

Using the conceptual framework postulated by Rudolf Otto, I trace the
emergence of the holy man in Islam and the type of authority that he wielded
in the Muslim community in the second chapter. This chapter also contrasts
Sufi and Shi¡i variations in the conceptualization of the holy men and exam-
ines the methods through which the holy men validated their claims to spiri-
tual authority. I also compare and contrast the authority wielded by the jurists
and holy men. Whether it is acquired or inherited, the charisma of the holy
man is in contradistinction to the charisma of office as defined by the jurists.

A largely unexplored dimension of religious authority in Islam is the rou-
tinization of charismatic authority in Shi¡ism during the presence of the
imams. In my discussion on post-Muhammadan authority, I argue that Shi¡ism
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in the eighth century manifests a major variation from the traditionally ac-
cepted, Weberian understanding of the rise of routinized charisma. In chapters
three and four, I extend my discussion of authority and the “heirs traditions” to
include the deputies of the Shi¡i imams.7

My interest in the disciples of the imams, the rijal,8 was initially kindled
during my study in Qum, Iran, in 1983–1985. I heard then that a prominent
scholar, Ja¡far al-Subhani, had been delivering lectures on the study of the bi-
ographical profiles of the rijal. When I attended his lectures, I realized not
only the depth of the subject but also the paucity of research on the rijal
among contemporary Western scholars.9

Chapter three contends that the delegation of the imams’ authority to their
close associates was an important landmark in Shi¡i history insofar as it signi-
fied a transition from the centralized, universal, charismatic authority of the
imams to a more structured and regionalized charismatic office of the rijal. In
the process of divesting their authority to their close disciples, the imams were
routinizing their charismatic authority and diffusing their charisma into a
newly emerging symbiotic structure. I examine how the affirmation of the
charismatic office of the imams’ prominent disciples and “heirs” to their
knowledge interacted with and often militated against the absolute nature of
the imam’s charismatic authority.

In the fourth chapter, I examine how the authority of the disciples of the
imams evolved and was enhanced in the very functions they performed. The
chapter delineates the various activities of the rijal, and contends that these were
highly significant in asserting a divergent concept of religious authority in the
Muslim community. I also argue that, by performing various activities in the of-
fice of charisma, the rijal constructed a normative basis or a “sectarian syn-
drome” through which “orthodox” views and beliefs could be distilled and dif-
ferentiated from those espoused by their opponents. An important consequence
of this process of establishing “orthodoxy” was the accentuation of the authority
of the rijal and the construction of boundaries of identity and exclusion.

The chapter goes on to demonstrate that, as agents of the imams, the rijal
also established paradigmatic precedents in various fields, which subsequent
Shi¡is could emulate. The “living sunna,”which was generated by the paradig-
matic activities of the rijal, was incorporated into the Shi¡i canonical tradition
that crystallized in the ninth and tenth centuries.

The fifth and final chapter explains how later biographers, faced with con-
tradictory appraisals of important personages, on the one hand, and the need
to depict an idealized image of them, on the other, encountered, grappled, and
finally shaped the authoritative images of those individuals. I demonstrate that
Shi¡i biographers were engaged in hermeneutical activity and a textual enter-
prise that evolved into an increasingly restrictive interpretation and canonical
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evaluation of the disciples of the imams. The appraisals of the biographers
laid claim to an exclusivist hermeneutic and became sufficiently entrenched to
impose an authoritarian evaluation on those they profiled. The chapter also of-
fers evidence of a different and radical form of idealization in later Shi¡i biog-
raphical literature.

In the second section of this chapter, I compare and contrast Sunni and
Shi¡i profiles of two important Shi¡i disciples of the imams, demonstrating the
tussle for authority and the struggle for legitimacy that is evinced in the biog-
raphical texts. By comparing Sunni and Shi¡i biographical literature, my book
adds a new dimension to the questions of textual authority and hermeneutical
enterprises in Islamic biographical dictionaries. Such an approach should lead
scholars to consider new ways of understanding the function of sacred texts
within the communities that engage and appropriate them for developing a
charismatic authority and a sense of loyalty to it.



c h a p t e r  o n e

“The Scholars Are 
Heirs of the Prophets”

Why doesn’t a company from every party among them (the believers)
go forth that they may apply themselves to obtain an understanding 
of religion so that they may warn their people upon their return so

that they may be cautious? (Qur£an 9:122)

Since t ime immemorial, diverse groups have wielded authority in 
the name of religion. These groups have espoused primitive or archaic 
religions and even founded religions.1 The manifestation of religious

authority in societies has taken different forms, ranging from traditional,
scriptural, and charismatic to ecclesiastic and imperial forms.

In this chapter, I propose to examine the role of authority in shaping and
molding leadership and other related institutional structures in the classical
period of Islam. Initially, I will discuss the type of authority dominant in pre-
Islamic Arabia and examine how Muhammad’s prophetic movement impinged
on the prevalent structures. The chapter will also focus on the nature, vicissi-
tudes, and transformations that the Prophet’s charismatic movement had on
the established social institutions and the different modes of authority that
emerged after his death. More specifically, I will focus on the struggle for au-
thority that ensued between various groups that claimed to be the heirs of the
Prophet in the post-Muhammadan era.

I intend to discuss the notion of religious authority and its role in shaping lead-
ership within the Muslim community within the framework of the model con-
structed by Max Weber (1862–1920) on charismatic authority. In his exposi-
tion of the types of authoritative domination, Weber conceptualized a tripartite
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typology of the modes of authority: rational-legal, traditional, and charis-
matic. In the rational-legal case, authority rests in the legality of patterns of
normative rules. Obedience is, in this case, owed to those exercising the au-
thority of office by virtue of the formal legality of their commands and within
the scope of authority of the office. Their authority is derived from their hold-
ing official positions whose power is based on and circumscribed by the law. It
was this form of authority that was most prevalent in the time of Weber. He
says, “The most common form of legitimacy is the belief in legality, i.e., the
compliance with enactments which are formally correct and which have been
imposed by an accustomed procedure.”2

The second form of authority that Weber postulated was the authority of
tradition. This mode of authority rests on beliefs in the legitimacy of standard-
ized and sanctified practices from time immemorial. Authority is predicated
on the sanctity of ancient traditions and is bound to precedents and norms
transmitted from erstwhile figures. Traditional authority further stipulates that
obedience be given to those persons who occupy the traditionally sanctioned
position of authority and whose roles and functions are defined by traditional
norms.3 Opposition to those exercising leadership within the community is
construed as a challenge to the authority of transmitted traditions and even to
a “sacred past.”

Unlike the rational-legal mode of authority, the obligation to obedience
here is not based on the impersonal order, but is a matter of personal loyalty
within the area of accustomed obligations. For Weber, the sacredness of tradi-
tions is the oldest and most universally held form of authority.4 As I discuss
below, it was this mode of authority (allegiance to tribes and clans based on
traditional authority) that was widely prevalent in pre-Islamic Arabia. The au-
thority of normative traditions was exemplified by the Meccan aristocracy that
claimed authority based on descent from illustrious ancestors and their nor-
mative praxis.

The third mode of authority that Weber postulated is what he called author-
ity based on personal charisma. The etymology of the word “charisma” lies in
the name of the Greek goddess Charis, who personified grace, beauty, purity,
and altruism.5 Weber defines charisma (gift of grace) as “A certain quality of
an individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men
and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically
exceptional qualities.”6 According to Weber, these qualities are often regarded
as originating from the divine. It is primarily this form of authority with which
I will be concerned in this book.

In contrast to the two types of authority previously described, charismatic
authority originates from outside of rather than within prevailing institutional
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structures. This genre of authority can be appropriately termed anti-institu-
tional in that it frequently inverts social norms, normative traditions, and tra-
ditional forms of authority. Charismatic leaders create social revolutions as
they challenge and transform traditional and rational norms, overturning all
notions of sanctity.7 It is due to this factor that charisma becomes a creative
and revolutionary social force in society, and an antithesis of routine.8

For Weber, charismatic leaders radiate the divine force of charisma. They
and their followers genuinely believe that the leaders embody specific super-
natural gifts of body and mind, which are considered intrinsic to the person-
ality of the leaders. The charismatic figure commands respect because he
has an innate gift of grace that is opposed to all institutional routines. Cen-
tral to the charismatic traits of the leader is what his followers perceive to be
the divine sanctification of the mission. Thus, the main source of a charis-
matic leader’s authority is metaphysical.9 Because of the leader’s purported
connection with the divine, charisma is a quality that is frequently, though
not always, associated with holiness, heroism, or an acute sense of mission
or calling.

A corollary to the metaphysical dimension of charismatic authority is the
belief that charismatic leaders are bearers of special extraordinary gifts and
feats that make them outstanding. Thus, submission to charismatic authority
also rests on the devotion to a leader’s exceptional and uniquely personal qual-
ities that distinguish him from his peers. Intense emotional arousal and great
pathos accompany the call by the charismatic prophet demanding, in the
process, complete obedience.10 The conflation of these features makes the call
of the charismatic leader often irresistible and compelling.

In contrast to legal and traditional modes of authority, Weber maintains that
pure charismatic authority is transient, available only during the lifetime of the
charismatic leader. The death of the charismatic leader deprives the nascent
movement of its pristine source of authority. The charisma of the leader is then
depersonalized, transformed into a charisma of office or is inherited in the
form of what Weber aptly called hereditary charisma. I will discuss these fea-
tures later on in this chapter.

The Authority of the Prophet of Islam

Weber further distinguished between two types of prophets: the shaman and
the ethical prophet. Whereas the former type uses ecstasy as a tool of salva-
tion and self-deification, the ethical prophet is believed to have a divine eth-
ical mission and a systematic remodeling of life along the lines of the great
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biblical prophets.11 In trying to locate an Islamic equivalent of Weber’s tri-
partite division of authority, it is correct to state that Muhammad’s mission
bears the hallmarks of Weber’s characterization of charismatic authority
(anti-institutional, a challenge to and final overthrow of existing social
structures and norms, intrinsic personal traits and gifts that attracted the
masses, belief in the divinely appointed mission). Muhammad further exem-
plified Weber’s description of the ethical prophet insofar as he fashioned the
moral community of the righteous by outlining principles for ethical behav-
ior and promises for redemption to the faithful. The Prophet’s call to moral
uprightness was thus conjoined to the establishment of a just social order.

The Muslim community (umma) that Muhammad established in Medina
was structured in accord with his personal charisma. He replaced tribal affilia-
tions with allegiance to the umma based on submission to one God and accept-
ance of his prophethood. The authority that Muhammad was claiming was
comprehensive in that his charismatic appeal was linked to his spiritual, mili-
tary, and political power, thereby enhancing his already considerable religious
authority. Thus, the all-embracing authority of Muhammad meant that to be a
Muslim necessitated acceptance of his religious, moral, legal, and political au-
thority. Muhammad’s claim to prophethood based on divine designation and a
fusion of different forms of authority was a close approximation to the Judaic
tradition of this archetype. Hence, although the claim to charismatic authority
based on divine appointment was new in Mecca and the surrounding areas,
antecedents of claims to charismatic authority could be traced to the times of
earlier biblical prophets.

In its investiture of authority to Muhammad, the Qur£an replaced tradi-
tional tribal authority with a new ethical-moral structure that negated the old
normative order. Acceptance of the message of Muhammad also entailed the
abandonment of many pre-Islamic ancestral heroes, customs, and practices. In
deconstructing an old social order, Muhammad constructed a new one.12 The
juxtaposition of Muhammad’s charismatic authority and traditional Arab aris-
tocracy inevitably led to a confrontation and struggle that culminated in the
triumph of Muhammad’s charismatic authority.

The Qur£an further presented a challenge to the nascent Muslim commu-
nity to establish a just social order under the charismatic authority of the
Prophet Muhammad. Moreover, it supported Muhammad in his claim to ex-
clusive charismatic authority. It maintained that this mode of authority could
be traced to erstwhile prophets and that the charisma of the previous prophets
had been transmitted to their offspring, the succeeding prophets.13 The ques-
tion that needs to be answered here is: what happens to the charisma when the
founder of charismatic domination passes away and there is no acknowledged
charismatic successor?
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Post-Muhammadan Authority: The Routinization of Charisma

Weber extended his concept of pure charisma into a continuum that culmi-
nated in the routinization of charisma. This is the return to a more mundane
form of existence when pure charisma wanes. The most important factor in
the dispersion and eventual disappearance of pure charisma is the death of the
charismatic leader, for it is this feature that leads to his charisma being trans-
formed to the office of charisma. In the process of being routinized, the disci-
ples transfer the charismatic aura of the leader to traditional institutions and
ideologies that carry out the functions that were previously undertaken by the
charismatic leader. This transition is an essential component of the routiniza-
tion process.Once it is routinized, charisma has few traces of the revolutionary
powers of the pure charisma of the leader.

Routinization of charisma is necessary, according to Weber, due to the in-
trinsically transient nature of charisma. In the process of the depersonalization
of charisma, charismatic authority becomes institutionalized so that charisma
becomes a mere component (sometimes a very insignificant constituent) of a
new social structure that emerges after the death of the charismatic leader.
Eventually charisma either recedes or is obliterated and is displaced by insti-
tutional structures and traditions that replace the belief in the heroic qualities
of charismatic figures. Routinization of charisma is in stark contrast to life
under the charismatic leader because routinization signifies the transition
from the extraordinary to the ordinary, from the revolutionary charismatic
domination to a more structured charisma of office.

An important feature of the period after the death of the charismatic leader
is the paucity of charismatic figures to succeed him. In the absence of a uni-
versally acknowledged charismatic successor, routinization of Muhammad’s
authority was the only recourse the Muslim community had. After him, no
one could command allegiance or embody the different forms of authority
the way that Muhammad had done. Certainly Abu Bakr (d. 634), the first of
the rightly guided caliphs, lacked the charismatic appeal and qualities of
Muhammad. The standard Sunni perspective of post-Muhammadan authority
is that the routinization (hence institutionalization) of prophetic charisma
that characterized the early Muslim community was a natural corollary to the
death of Muhammad.

In his capacity as the Prophet of God, Muhammad was the focus of both
religious and political authority. After him, the early caliphate during the
times of the rightly guided caliphs (632–661) was also conceived along
politicoreligious lines. These caliphs undertook many religious and political
functions of the Prophet especially because there was, as yet, no distinct
group of scholars that could occupy a separate religious office. At least in the


