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Abstract

Unlike the Sunni conception, the Shi‘i theory of imamate is
fundamentally a priori. Nevertheless, the practical
requirements of governance in Egypt produced notable shifts
in the Fatimid interpretation of the doctrine of imamate. The
caliphate of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah marked a critical
moment that pushed the Ismaili da‘wa organization from a
purely a priori theorization toward a more a posteriori
engagement with political realities. Given the significance of
this transition in the history of Shi‘i thought, the present
article seeks to answer the following question: What role did
the political and religious crises of al-Hakim’s caliphate play
in shaping the Ismaili conception of the imamate?

To address this question, the study adopts a conceptual-
history approach to examine the treatise Ithbat al-Imama by
al-Nishaburi as a case study. The application of this method
demonstrates that the extreme fluctuations in al-Hakim’s
policies, the doubts cast by the Abbasid caliph al-Qadir
regarding the Alid lineage of the Fatimids, and the
weakening of Fatimid legitimacy under the influence of
extremist claims of al-Hakim’s divinity constituted the crises
that compelled al-Nishaburi to formulate a retrospective
reinterpretation of the Ismaili doctrine of imamate.

Thus, al-Nishaburi not only defended the necessity of a
divinely designated imamate in its Shi‘i sense but also sought
to persuade Fatimid supporters who had become doubtful
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under al-Hakim’s erratic governance. He therefore attempted
to draw the public back to the Fatimid polity through
concepts such as the necessity of obeying a benevolent imam
and justified the caliph's inconsistent political temperament
by appealing to the demands of ruling a community
characterized by diverse and shifting dispositions.
Introduction

The question of caliphate and imamate after the Prophet not
only constituted the earliest source of division among
Muslims but also emerged as the most contested subject in
Islamic doctrinal history, drawing the attention of various
Islamic sects. Likewise, the reciprocal influence of the
doctrine of imamate on Muslim political and social
developments has attracted both Eastern and Western
scholars, prompting substantial reinterpretation and
theorization concerning the caliphate and imamate. One of
the recurring points of agreement in these studies is the
emphasis on the a priori nature of the Shi‘i Imami theory of
imamate.

Although this assessment is accurate in certain respects, it
does not reflect the entirety of Shi‘i thought, for Shi‘i groups,
despite their consensus on the imamate of “Ali b. Abi Talib,
differed significantly regarding the definition of imamate,
the identity of the rightful imams, and the functions of the
institution. The Ismailis were one such group that articulated
a distinct interpretation of the imamate. Their understanding
of legitimacy after the Prophet bears exceptional significance
in comparison with other Shi‘i sects.

The Ismailis did not articulate the parameters of imamate
merely from the standpoint of a marginalized discourse
disconnected from political realities; rather, the practical
demands of establishing political authority in the western
Islamic world, combined with their ideological struggle with
the Abbasids, prevented them from presenting a purely a
priori narrative of imamate. Although the Ismaili conception
of imamate, like that of other Shi‘i groups, was theoretically
a priori, the political crises inherent in governance inevitably
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influenced their doctrinal framework, imparting to it, in
some respects, an a posteriori character.

For this reason, during certain periods of Fatimid history, we
encounter a proliferation of doctrinal treatises produced by
the Ismaili da‘wa. These texts, though formally concerned
with theorizing the caliphate and imamate, were in fact
motivated by the need to address the crises of the Fatimid
state and justify its policies. Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Nishabiirt
was one such Ismaili thinker who formulated his views on
the nature, conditions, and responsibilities of the imamate.
Yet his treatise has received far less scholarly attention than
it deserves. To fill this gap, the present study asks: How did
the political crises and discursive contestations faced by the
Fatimids in the turbulent fourth and fifth centuries AH
influence al-Nishaburi’s formulation of the doctrine of
imamate?

Material & Methods

This study employs conceptual history as its methodological
framework for analyzing how al-Nishaburi formulated his
theory of the imamate. Conceptual history examines the
evolution and transformation of ideas over time, aiming to
map the social and cultural life of concepts. Here, “concept”
refers to the particular understanding that individuals or
groups develop regarding a given issue, and the
terminologies they employ to express that understanding.
Conceptual history seeks to recover these understandings by
situating them within the temporal and spatial contexts in
which they emerged. Rather than limiting itself to the literal
meanings of texts, it attempts to uncover how a text relates
to its historical context in order to recover the conceptual
significance embedded within it. In this way, the method
underscores the historicity of human intellectual production.
Discussion of Results Al-Nishaburi composed Ithbat al-
Imama at a time when the Fatimid caliphate was undergoing
severe political and religious turmoil due to its conflict with
the Abbasids and the erratic governance of al-Hakim bi-Amr
Allah. Al-Qadir, the Abbasid caliph, undermined the
Fatimids by declaring their Alid lineage fraudulent, thereby
sowing distrust among the wider Muslim public. Meanwhile,
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al-Hakim’s volatile temperament and abrupt policy shifts
created the image of an unstable ruler. Compounding the
crisis were extremist claims that attributed divinity to al-
Hakim, which further destabilized Fatimid legitimacy. These
doubts extended not only to Sunni Muslims but also to many
of the Fatimid state’s own supporters and administrators.
Faced with this dangerous situation, Ismaili missionaries and
intellectuals sought doctrinal remedies. Al-Nishaburi's
response took the form of Ithbat al-lmama. While he
defended the necessity of the imamate much like Sunni
scholars defended the necessity of political leadership, he
rejected the Sunni doctrine of elective caliphate, adhering
instead to the Shi‘i requirement of a divinely designated
imam endowed with knowledge and infallibility. This
portion of his treatise aligns with earlier Shi‘i kalam and
reflects the ongoing discursive struggle with Abbasid-
aligned Sunni traditionalists. What distinguishes his work,
however, is his attempt to justify al-Hakim’s constantly
shifting policies.

Discussion of Results & Conclusions

This study employs conceptual history as its methodological
framework for analyzing how al-Nishaburi formulated his
theory of the imamate. Conceptual history examines the
evolution and transformation of ideas over time, aiming to
map the social and cultural life of concepts. Here, “concept”
refers to the particular understanding that individuals or
groups develop regarding a given issue, and the
terminologies they employ to express that understanding.
Conceptual history seeks to recover these understandings by
situating them within the temporal and spatial contexts in
which they emerged. Rather than limiting itself to the literal
meanings of texts, it attempts to uncover how a text relates
to its historical context in order to recover the conceptual
significance embedded within it. In this way, the method
underscores the historicity of human intellectual production.
Discussion of Results Al-Nishaburi composed Ithbat al-
Imama at a time when the Fatimid caliphate was undergoing
severe political and religious turmoil due to its conflict with
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the Abbasids and the erratic governance of al-Hakim bi-Amr
Allah. Al-Qadir, the Abbasid caliph, undermined the
Fatimids by declaring their Alid lineage fraudulent, thereby
sowing distrust among the wider Muslim public. Meanwhile,
al-Hakim’s volatile temperament and abrupt policy shifts
created the image of an unstable ruler. Compounding the
crisis were extremist claims that attributed divinity to al-
Hakim, which further destabilized Fatimid legitimacy. These
doubts extended not only to Sunni Muslims but also to many
of the Fatimid state’s own supporters and administrators.
Faced with this dangerous situation, Ismaili missionaries and
intellectuals sought doctrinal remedies. Al-Nishaburi's
response took the form of Ithbat al-lmama. While he
defended the necessity of the imamate much like Sunni
scholars defended the necessity of political leadership, he
rejected the Sunni doctrine of elective caliphate, adhering
instead to the Shi‘i requirement of a divinely designated
imam endowed with knowledge and infallibility. This
portion of his treatise aligns with earlier Shi‘i kalam and
reflects the ongoing discursive struggle with Abbasid-
aligned Sunni traditionalists. What distinguishes his work,
however, is his attempt to justify al-Hakim’s constantly
shifting policies.
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