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Writing and Resistance:
The Transmission of Religious Knowledge in
Early Shi‘ism
Maria Mussi Dakake

Dﬂm of the subtler issues that distinguished Shi‘is from most non-Shi'‘is in early Islam
was their view on the written transmission of religious knowledge. The dominant
intellectual culture in early Islam valued the oral transmission of religious teach-
ings. While Gregor Schoeler and others have shown that there is strong evidence of
fairly widespread use of private written notes among early scholars, oral transmis-
sion remained the ideal, and reliance on written notes was disparaged and rarely
ddmitted. Yet a number of scholars have shown that this attitude towards writ-
ten transmission was far less prevalent among those outside the dominant Islamic
intellectual tradition, and carried little resonance with Shi‘is and Kharijis among
others. In fact, far from exhibiting any ambivalence about transmitting religious
owledge in writing, the Imami hadith tradition seemed to encourage the practice.
et the existing scholarship on writing in the early Islamic tradition does not suffi-
ntly address the significance of Shi'i divergence on this point, and most scholars
researching oral and written transmission in early Islam mention Shi‘i differences
this issue merely as an aside. The early, written heritage of Shi‘ism has been
well documented by Shi‘i and Western scholars alike, but in this chapter [ hope to
ing out the deeper significance of the early Shi‘i use of writing and written texts.
argue that the Imami Shi‘i attitude towards writing is not a minor technical detail,
but is, rather, profoundly connected to uniquely Shi‘ conceptions of religious
authority and community, as well as to certain esoteric conceptions of knowledge.
It was, on one level, driven by the imperatives of secrecy and survival among pre-
@&m Shi‘is, but on another, it constituted 2 subtle mode of Shi‘i resistance to the
pminant intellectual culture of early Islam that both facilitated and demonstrated
Shi‘ism’s divergence from the mainstream Muslim religious perspective.
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Whether or not the imposition of a strictly oral transmission of religious and
“historical tradition can be correctly or justly laid at the feet of the second caliph,
-~ the attribution of a prohibition on written transmission to such a figure as ‘Umar
b. al-Khattab (d. 23/644) is hardly insignificant for the association between the oral
transmission of religious knowledge and religious ‘orthodoxy’. In her study, Abbott
‘observed that it was those who represented “pious scholarship’ who *struggled to hold
onto the idea of the absolute primacy of oral transmission’® that the restriction on
written hadith collections ‘did have the effect of discouraging the writing-dewn of
_hadith among the more orthodox and pious, but it had little effect on the heterodox
Kharijites and the less submissive of ‘Umar’s own generation and later generations
among the faithful’y” and that during the time of ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-Aztz ("Umar I},
it was the ‘pious scholars’ who began, reluctantly, to write down their materials and
aditions in order to forestall encroaching heresy',® perhaps in order to compete
with less ‘orthodox” groups who had no gualms about committing their material to
riting. Abbott’s statements seem to beg the question of just who constituted this
unspecified group of ‘pious scholars’; but her staternents nonetheless suggest that
some kind of general or at least symbolic connection between writing and heterodoxy
r-writing and resistance to the established Islamic intellectual tradition was fairly
idespread in the earliest period of Islamic sectarian history.
Abbott mentions only the Kharijis specifically as a group who rejected, or at least
eemed to ignore, the second caliph’s alleged prohibition on the writing of religious
knowledge. But if the Kharijis, who accepted the caliphate and personal piety of
Fmar, would take his prohibition so lightly, then what could such a prohibition have
meant to Shi‘is, who conceived of ‘Umar as the primary perpetrator of the historic
justice to the family of the Prophet? Indeed, Michael Cook observes an almost
omplete absence of any trace of the oral versus written controversy in either Khariji
Shii sources. But beyond a mere absence of any notable controversy about written
ition: in Shi'i sources, one might expect to find “Umar’s alleged prohibition on the
writing of Prophetic tradition roundly condemned in Shii sources, and presented in
hifi polemic as nothing short of an attempt to hide from the judgement of history
vidence of the injustice and illegitimacy of his and his predecessor, Abi Bakr’s,
caliphates, and of the religious innovations which Shi‘is accuse them of sanctioning
nder their rule.

Oral and Written Transmission of Knowledge in Farly Islam

While studies have long confirmed that the Middle Fast of the early Islamic period
was hardly as illiterate as is sometimes thought ~ there is substantial evidence of writ-
ten contracts, letters and political documents,! for example - it nonetheless seems to
be true that the transmission of specifically religious knowledge, or historicat knowl-
edge related to the religio-political situation of the early Islamic community, is widely
thought to have been of a predominantly oral nature, with written compilations of
religious or historical material emerging in substantial number only some time in the
3rd/9th century.

Nabia Abbott issued an important initial challenge to the notion that the trans--
mission of such knowledge was either as primitive or as exclusively oral as may have
been thought through her early, voluminous and detailed work on the early Arabic :
papyri. She further argued, on the basis of an admittedly credulous reading of early
sources, that historical writing, as such, was fairly well developed by the end of the,
first Islamic century.* She further argued that the apparent antipathy towards the
written transmission of religious knowledge was derived, not from an instinctive
distrust of the written word or excessive pride in memory and oral recitation on the
part of the Arabs, a5 is sometimes conjectured, but rather from 4 direct prohibition on
the written preservation of this kind of knowledge established by the second caliph,
‘Umar b. al-Khattab. According to a report found in an important early Islam:
source, ‘Umar collected and burned all written Prophetic traditions and records of
this sort during his caliphate, fearing that they would confuse Muslims and detract .
from the absolute authority and sacred character of the Quran? Juynboll later sought
to temper Abboti’s enthusiastic argument for the early prevalence of written history
and tradition, taking her to task for an excessive and largely uncritical reliance o
isndd evidence, and for whai Juynboll argued was an over-emphasis on ‘Umar’s role
in inhibiting the written transmission of religious knowledge, citing her heavy rel
ance on the Istamic sources” own explanation of this role.? Yet, in a more recent stud
Michael Cook similarly cited the tradition regarding ‘Umar’s role in the discourag
ment or outright prohibition of the writing of religious knowledge, in conjunctio
with "Umar’s reportedly unflattering comparison of the development of such a bod
of written, non-scriptural religions material to the written Mishna in Judaism

* See, for instance, R. B. Serjeant, ‘Farly Arabic Prose Literature’, in Cambridge Eauau\ - Abbott, Studies, vol. 1, p. 24.
Arabic Literature: Arabic Literature to the End of the Umayyad Period (Cambridge, 1083), p *-Ibid., vol. 1, p. 7.
114-153. 2. Tbiel., Studies, vol. 2, p. 52.
* N. Abbott, Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri {Chicago, 1957), vol. 2, p. 39. : -See Cook, “The Opponents’, p. 444, where he notes: ‘T have encountered almost nothing
* Ibn S5a'd, al-Tabagat al-kubra (Biographien Muhammeds, 9 vols. (Leiden, 1905-194 elevance in non-Sunni sources. The oralism of the old Kitfan traditionists appears to have
vol. 3, p-140. no trace among the Imamis or the Zaydis, just as that of the Basran traditionists seems
* G H. A Juynboll, Muslim Tradition (Cambridge, 1983), p. 5. cely to be reflected in Thadi [Khariji] literature.’ See also p. 483, where he observes: It is in

* $ee M. Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam’, waaP néral the role of the ‘Alids to appear on the side of writing (a fact that is doubtless linked to
e sbsence of evidence for the controversy fover writing] in Shi‘f sources).”

(1997), pp. 437-523, especially pp. s02-503, 509,
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-~ because some of these early source materials were committed to writing while Shi‘i
. theology and Jmamology was still under construction, we find in Shii hadith collec-
~tions sections where traditions containing older formulations and terminologies
“have been placed side by side with newer ones, in some cases suggesting a clear line
:of development.” Similarly, the Shi‘i heresiographical work, Firaq al-shi'a, which was
composed during the al-ghayba al-sughré (the lesser occultation), contains statements
' regarding the Twelfth Imam that effectively contradict later Shi‘i theology regarding
his return.” As yet another example of the stubbornness of written material, we might
“note that despite the attempts of Imami Shi4 scholarly authorities in the 4th/10th
- .fentury to encourage the acceptance of the ‘Uthmani codex of the Quranic text, they
did not manage to erase from the record the substantiai material that already existed
in Imami Shi'i hadith literature detailing Shi‘i differences with the “‘Uthmanic text.”
In what follows, | examine the significance of writing and written documents for the

Yet Shii tradition does not seem to have directly addressed ‘Umar’s alleged ban on
writing hadith, at least not directly in relation to its own views on the written trans-
mission of religious knowledge. The fact that they do not, against all expectation,
would seem to call into question the authenticity, or at least the early circulation, of
‘Umar’s reported ban on writing religious knowledge, for this seems to be something
that would have hardly gone without early Shi‘i comment and criticism, There is littie
doubt, however, that to the extent that any kind of official taboo on the written trans-.
mission of religious or historical knowledge actually existed, Shifs largely ignored:
it. Such a conclusion can be derived not only from the lack of controversy over the -
issue in Shi'i sources, but also from the fact that there is a significant representation
of extant Shil works among the carliest that we have in a variety of literary genres,
including history," hadith," heresiography'® and poetry,* and their disproportionat
survival likely has much to do with their having been recorded in writing somewhat .
earlier than many of their Sunni counterparts. : early Shi't attempt to construct an historical counter-narrative of defining events in

While the written text is easily susceptible to later tampering, in Shi texts, such the early Islamic community, as well as for Shi‘is’ slightly later project of preserving
corruptions often meant either that new material was superadded to the core of the and disseminating the teachings of the Imams within their community,
early text,!* or else that controversial material was omitted.” In many cases, what i R
likely to have been the core text can still be discerned. Written texts could also be
easily destroyed, of course, but to the extent that they physically survived, they ma
have been harder to ignore, and so to allow to be forgotten, or to substantially alter;.
than was the case for purely orally transmitted material.'* For example, a significant:
number of $hi'i works written in the 2nd-3rd/8th-9th centuries are still extant a3
independent texts, despite their being incorporated into later compilations. Perhap

Writing and the Shi‘t Counter-narrative of the Early Caliphate

By the time scholars generally agree that Islamic historical tradition had developed
nio a primarily written one {between the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th century), a more
or less unanimous understanding of the events surrounding the rise of Islam and
the early caliphate had emerged. The essential justness and legitimacy of the early
aliphate was widely accepted, and dissenting opinions had largely been pushed to
the margins. But the well-known Shi'i view of the events which took place from the
cath of the Prophet to the establishment of the Umayyad caliphate differs signifi-
cantly from the version of these same events as found in the standard, extant histori-
¢l compilations, all of which were composed in the Abbasid period. The era of the
adinan or Rightly Guided caliphate, as it is termed in the official $unni tradition
stablished in the early Abbasid period, represents for the Shiis, by contrast, the
arce and root of much injustice and religious error in the Islamic community.

1 For example, Nasr b, Muzahim's Wagat Siffin, which dates to the second half of th
2nd century, Iba Muzahim having died in 183, to say nothing of the partially extant histor
compilations of early Shi'i scholars, most notably, Abii Milkhnaf, whose work was substant
incorporated in the works of Tabarf and other later compilers.

' In this category, we have 2 number of extant ugal, or informal Shi'i notebooks of had;
traditions from the Imams al-Baqir and al-8adiq, which date from the early and mid-2nd/8th
century. :

' In this genre, there are the two 3rd/gth-century extant Shi‘i heresiographical works
al-Hasan b, Misa al-Nawbakht'’s Firag al-shi'a and Sa‘d b. *Abd Alizh al-Ash'ari al-Qumm
Kitab magalat wa'l-firag, which predate the earliest known non-Shi‘i heresiography, that ¢
Abu'l-Hasan al-Ash'ari, by a generation.

1 The Hashimiyyat of Kumayt b, Zayd, for example, almost certainly dates to the lat
Umayyad period. : See, for example, my discussion of this phenomenon in relation to Sh traditions

¥ With regard to this phenomenon. in the eady work, Kitab Sulaym b. Qays, discyssed egarding the ‘pillars’ of religion in The Charismatic Community: Ski‘ite Identity in Early Islam
below, see Hossein Modarressi, Tradition and Survival (Oxford, 2003), p. 86. ‘Albany, NY, 2007).

® This has been shown 10 be the case with the extant recension of the Tafsir al-Qunin 4% See Hasan b. Mis4 al-Nawbakhti, Firaq al-shi'a (Caito, 1992), p. 100,
see Meir Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis in Early Imdmi Shi‘ism (Leiden, 1999), pp. 46-5% 2 See al-Kulayni, Usal al-kafi, ed. Muhhammad Ja'far Shams al-Din (Beirat, 1990}, vol.
w..&wwjmom.mo:rmEomﬁRnaaﬁmmﬁamaﬁomHawﬁmimimommﬁ Oﬁvg.mmmmﬁsbﬂovw-

¥ Note Gregor Schoeler’s discussion in The Genesis of Literature in Islam: From the Aup
to the Read, tr. S, Toorawa (Edinburgh, 2009), ch. 2, where he observes that in early tradi ergrand M. A. Amir-Moezzi, Revelation and Falsification: The Kitab al-qir&it of Ahmad b,
fukiammad al-Sayyari (Leiden, 2009), pp. 24-30.

of Arabic poetry, wherein oral transmission was both traditional and inherent to the g
transmitters seem to have been expected not simply to transmit the poems verbatim, bu See W. Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad: A Study of the Early Caliphate
improve them where appropriate. g ambridge, 1997), for an exhumation of early dissenting opinions.

‘N.
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The work of Etan Kohlberg has made it clear, and it is now widely accepted. that
the definitive establishment of this radically negative Shi‘i view of the early caliph--
ate and of the Prophetic Companions who supported it can be traced to some time
in the early {pre-Abbasid) 2nd/8th Islamic century.* This is precisely the period in
which a standard version of history and tradition was beginning to be written dows -
- mast famously by the historian allegedly in the service of the Umayyad court, Thn:
Shihab al-Zuhii (. 124/741) - with official sanction, if not direct encouragement.® -
Although little remains to us of this ‘Umayyad version of history’, it is to be expected:
that in this version, the first three caliphs would have been presented as impeccable
examples of Muslim leadership and Umayyad legitimacy would have been set on

firrn ground. If such a project can in fact be traced to the late Umayyad period {or
early 2nd/8th century), then it seems reasonable to think that the more radical strain ¢ffort to establish or preserve a Shi'i counter-narrative of the early events of the Islamic

of Rafidi Shi‘ism emerging at this same time would have felt the need to present an .o.mEEEQ and the role of writing in both the events themselves and their trans-
internally consistent and morally compelling counter-version of the history of the mission, is the late Umayyad Shi'f polemical work, Kitab Sulaym b. Qays al-Hilali.
early caliphate. From another point of view, the emergence of the more radical Rafidi his work presents itself as a collection of traditions, or ahddith, that the purported

Shi‘i perspective in the late Umayyad period may itself have been part of a strenuous -author, Sulaym b. Qays al-Hilali, heard directly from ‘Al b. Abi Talib or from his
Shii reaction to the development and recording of an ‘official’ version of history and: ell-known contemporary supporters, and then recorded in a single written text.
tradition in this same period. It is worth noting that al-Zuhti was a Madinan scholar DOther than this work, there is no historical record of Sulaym b. Qays, and the name
who was a contemporary and associate of fellow Madinans, ‘Ali Zayn al-*Abidin and 15 €ither a completely fictitious ascription, or else a pseudonym.® According to the
Muhammad al-Bagir, and that ‘Ali Zayn al-*Abidin reportedly knew and disapproved transmission history that the text provides for itself, Sulaym b. Qays, on his deathbed,
of al-Zuhri's collaboration with the Umayyads. It may not be a coincidence, there: .gave the book to the known, but reportedly unreliable Shifi transmitter, Abdn b, Abi
fore, that the earliest attempts at combining the Shi'i perspective on early Islami yyash,” without having orally reviewed with him all of the contents of the book.
history with the beginnings of an internally consistent sectarian theological dociri ban later conveyed the book to the generally refiable transmitter, “Umar b. Udhay-
and earliest extant works attesting to this, can be traced to the time of ZEEEE» ah. who is also the primary source through which far more well-accepted collec-
al-Ragqir, around the turn of the first Islamic century. ions of traditions from Mukammad al-Biqir enter Shi‘i hadith literature ”” Given the
ture of its reported transmission history, Kitab Sulaym is sometimes classified by

Shi'is believe included, or would have included, a clear and explicit designation of
- ‘Ali b, Abi Talib as the Prophet’s successor. It is none other than “‘Umar who report-
. edly prevented compliance with the Prophet’s request, arguing that the Prophet was
delirious and not mentally fit to give such 2 final testament.® A second, equally well-
known instance which relates more directly to the transmission of religious knowl-
edge, is the reported rejection by Abi Bakr of ‘Al’'s written codex of the Qurian, with
accompanying Prophetic commentary, compiled in the months after the Prophet’s
-death.” This, of course, constitutes an important basis of the Shi'i claim that their
Imams alone know the complete Qur’an, and that they alone are in possession of its
‘frue interpretation.

i One of the most important early works suggesting a link between the conscious

Writing, Secrecy and Counter-history in Kitdb Sulaym b. Qays

1f we look at the contested history of the events surrounding the establishment of the
caliphate after the death of the Prophet, we see that writing and written documents
play some role in both Shi‘i and Sunni accounts of these events, and have particul
relevance for some of the traditional S$hi‘i grievances against the two caliphs. One.o
the most commonly known examples of this is the reported request of the Prophet
his deathbed for a pen and tablet in order to write his last will and testament, whic

See al-Tabari, Ta'vikh al-rusul wa'l-mudik, ed. M. ]. de Goeje et al. (Leiden, 1879-1901),
L2, pp. 1806-1807, in which ‘Umar is not named specifically as the one who refuses the
tophet’s request; and fbn Sa'd, Tabagat, vol. 2, pp. 36-38, where ‘Umar is specifically identi-
ed as the one who refuses the Prophet’s wm@znmﬁ in certain accounts cited by Ibn Sa'd, but not
athers.

# ” Al-Tabrisi, al-Thtijaj, ed. Ja‘far Subhani HOE.Eﬁ. 1592}, p. 207. See also, Ibn Sa'd Tabagat,
i3, . 101, where “Alf’s collection of the Qur'an after the death of the Prophet is noted, with-
eference to Abl Baks’s rejection of it.

‘See Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, p. 83; and Ardabili, Jami* al-ruwah wa izdahat
htibghdt ‘an al-turug wa'l-isndd (Beirut, 1983), vol. 1, p. 374.

Aban’s reputation as an unreliable transmitter stems directly from accusations that he
ged the Kitak Sulaym b. Qays, which is the only major transmission he is credited with in

2 See Etan Kohlberg, ‘Some Imami ShiT Views on the Sahaba’, JAOS, 5 (1984), pp. 1467147,
where he notes the presence of these ideas among the earlier Saba'iyyah or Kaysaniyya Shi:
but states that the first Imami Shi' Imam to whom these ideas are attributed is E&EBB
al-Bagqir. '{ bio-bibliographical sources, see Ardabili, fami' al-ruwah, vol. 1, p. 9; and Muhammad b,

2 Abbott, Studies, vol. 2, PP 33-34; Schoeler, The Genesis of Literature in Islam, pp. 50 asan al-Tisi, Ikhtiyar ma'rifat al-rijal (= Rijal al-Kashshi), ed, Hasan al-Mugstafawi (Mash-
See also allusions to 2l-ZuhiT's association both with the Umayyads and with the nrmbm& ad, 1348 mw.kwm&, PP 104-105, where all that is known about Sulaym comes from the text of
a predominantly oral to a predominantly written transmission methodology in Ibn 54

Tabagat, vol. 2 pp. 135-136, - See Ardabill, Jami® al-ruwd, vol. 1, pp. 631-632.
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Emami Shi‘i scholars as one of the ‘ugial’ or ‘notebooks’,” aithough it differs signifi-
cantly in style from the other extant usil or from other Shi‘ collections of traditions.
Firstly, the traditions included in the text are not generally limited to a single issue of
theology or figh; rather, they tend to be lengthy traditions that include full, narrative.
accounts of some of the most important events in early Islamic history, as told from:
a distinctly Shi‘i point of view. While the bool’s contents are clearly polemical, it
concern with historical events and the long, narrative style of its reports distinguish it
from other Shi'i works of hadith. This text has often been dismissed as an unreliable -
source by Shi‘i and Western scholars alike because it bears the clear marks of later
tampering and corruption.® But compelling internal evidence indicates that the core
of the text is distinctly late Umayyad in origin, and can almost certainly be date
between s 122 and 132.% =
The book is primarily concerned with presenting an historical case for the supes
riority of *Ali and for the injustice that he suffered in being denied his right to the
caliphate, while explaining the religious error and underhanded political maniputa
tions of the first two caliphs, as well as of the third caliph, ‘Uthman b. *Affan, and
a host of anti-Shi‘i figures: Zubayr b. al-‘Awamm, Talba b. ‘Ubayd, ‘A’isha bt. Abi
Bakr, "Amr b. al-*As and Mu'awiya b. Abi Sufyan - that is to say, precisely thos
prominent opponents of the ‘Alid cause whom the emerging Rafidi Shi‘i doctrine o
the early 2nd/8th century encouraged Shi‘is to dissociate from and to curse.” Given
its early dating and its historical, if polemical, content, Kitiab Sulaym likely represen
an early attempt at compiling a pro-‘Alid version of the events of the early Istami
community ~ a version that may have been engendered, or at least radicalised, by the
reported Umayyad attempt to record a written, official history in roughly this same
time period in the early 2nd/8th century, :
Turning to the content of Kitab Sulaym, we see that one of the earliest historical
events given broad coverage in the text is the Prophetic statement at Ghadir Khumm:
There are three complete accounts of this event included in the text, along wit}
numerous references to it in other passages.” I have argued elsewhere that evidenc
in both Sunni and Shi‘i sources suggests that the Ghadir Khumm tradition was:

fairly wide circulation in the late Umayyad period.” It seems reasonable, therefore,
that this event would constitute an essential pillar of any purported Shi‘i counter-
* historical narrative originating at this time. The other major incident that is given
detailed coverage in the text is the night of the Sagifa Bani Sa'ida and its aftermath.
- Kitab Sulaym presents essentially two complete accounts of this event, one of which
. {constituted by combining hadiths 3 and 48 in the text) presents a strongly pro-Abba-
sid version of the events of that night, with both Ibn ‘Abbas and his father being
‘important protagonists in the narrative,” and a second in which the Abbasid figures
are absent* It is the second version of the nomination of Abi Bakr which sounds
most like the version found in other, later Shi'i sources, and it is this account that is
partially quoted by al-Kulayni* and later Shi‘i hadith compilers” on the authority
of Kitab Sulaym; whereas the first account, with its favourable representation of the
Abbasid Hashemites, is not cited by any later Shi‘i author that we have seen. It may
well be that the first account represents the original version of these events, belonging
to the eatliest recension of Kitab Sulaym, while the second represents a later account
nserted into the text in the Abbesid era, when the Shi‘is were embroiled in a legiti-
ist debate with the collateral Abbasid Hashemite line. The text also includes narra-
tive accounts of other incidents which have become well-known elements of the Shi'i
argument against the Sunni view of the early caliphs and Prophetic Companions,
including a discussion of the issue of Fadak as part of Fatima’s inheritance appropri-
ated by the state under Aba Bakr, as well as a list of ‘harmfid innovations’ enacted
or sanctioned under the leadership of the first two caliphs.® The text also includes
several narrative accounts in which ‘All defends his own legitimist claims and explains
certain puzzling aspects of his historical behaviour.

: Perhaps more important than the historical narratives Kitab Sulaym claims to
fransmit, at least for our purposes here, is the role that writing plays in many of the
book’s accounts, inciuding the exclusively writien transmission history it provides
for itself. Throughout the text, writing is connected with secret or hidden knowl-
lge that is, above all, subversive in nature, and this is certainly the case with its
nsmission narrative as well. In this lengthy narrative, the secondary transmitter,
Aban b. AbT *‘Ayyash, admits that he was disturbed by the allegations made in the
book he received from Sulaym, and so set out to confirm its contents, discreetly, with
everal key pro-‘Alid figures, from the fourth Imam, *Alf Zayn al-*Abidin, to al-Hasan
Bagrl (d. 110/728) and Abu Tufayl ‘Amir b, Wathila {d. 100/718). Al three corrob-
itate the truth of its contents, indicating that they maintained a quiet awareness of
he true nature of these disturbing events, as recounted in Kitab Sulaym, despite their
cquiescence to the existing state of affairs. Aba Tufayl reportedly initiates Aban into

¥ Ttan Kohiberg, ‘al-Usil al-arbg'umi'a’, in Harald Motzld, Hadith: Origins .an
Development (Ashgate, 2004), p. 128.

» For some of the range of opinion on the book, see Tustarl, Qamas al-rifal, vol. 4,p)
445-455; Ardabili, vol. 1, p. 374. The leading Shi‘ criticism of the text is undoubtedly foun
Ibn al-Ghada'itT, Kitab al-di'afd’. See Tustarl’s summary of Ibn al-Ghad#'irt’s muitiple reason
for discrediting the text in Qd@mas, vol. 4, pp. 450-453, For a more recent discussion of the v
ous historical opinions among Shi‘l scholars regarding Kitab Sulaym, see Mubammad-T
Subhani, ‘Dar shindsd'i va ilyd’t-yi Kitab Sulaym b, Qays al-Hilgl', Ayina-i pazhuhish, 37
19~-28, esp. 21~24.

¥ See Maria Dakake, ‘Lovaity, Love, and Faith: Shi'i Identity in Early Islam’ (Ph.DD. the
Princeton University, 2000), Appendix I; and Hossein Modaressi, Tradition and Surviy

. 83, .
P 3 See Etan Kohlberg, ‘Bard’a in Shi‘i Doctrine’, JSAL 7 (1086), pp. 139-175.

2 Kitab Sulaym, vol. 2, pp. 644-646, 758~759, 828-829.

See Dakake, The Charismatic Cemmunity, ch. 2,
-Kitab Sulaym, vol. 2, pp. 571-576 and 862873,
Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 578594,
# Al-Kulayni, al-Kafi, ed. “Ali Akbar al-Ghaffari (Tehran, 1983}, vol. 8, pp. 343-3.44.
Al-Tabrist, al-Thtijdj, vol. 1, pp. 203-222.
® Kitab Sulaym, vol. 2, pp. 675-695.
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revealing its contents to anyone. Sulaym then adds, with some palpable satisfaction:
‘But [Ziyad] did not know that I had already copied it.*

In contrast to the ‘true’ narrative of the early Islamic community, which was
- concealed and maintained in writing, the text indicates the falsity of anti-*Alid mate-
. tial transmitted orally and promoted publicly, mentioning specifically Mu‘awiya’s
- pervasive attempts at spreading false praise traditions regarding ‘Uthman.* However,
- the fext also accuses “Alid enemies of using written documents to keep secret records
~of their own subversive plans. The clearest and most interesting examples of this in
the text are the numerous references to the ‘ashab al-sahifa’ - a group of anti-‘Alid
figures, including Abfi Bakr and “Umar, who according to several accounts in Kitab
- Sulaym, secretly recorded a pact amongst themselves to seek to usuip “Alf’s legitimate
authority upon the death of the Prophet.® The secret anti-Alid document is allegedly
written towards the end of the Prophet’s lifetime, and in one account, the document is
“drawn up subsequent to the Prophet’s announcement at Ghadir Khumm (just weeks
before the Prophet’s death).*” The text thus alleges that this group planned during the
Prophet’s own lifetime to directly subvert the latter’s command regarding the author-
ity of Ali, and that they recorded their commitment to this intended subversion in
“awritten document that was then concealed in the Ka'ba until after the Prophet’s
death.” Here, then, we have a connection established between writing and subver-
sion from both sides of the coin: the ashak al-sahifa write a document with the intent
of subverting the legitimate transfer of authority from the Prophet to “Ali; while it
s implied that Sulaym in turn compiles his “counter-history” in order to subvert the
consolidation of this initial subversion, with the hope of some day re-establishing just
and legitimate authority over the community in the manner he and his fellow Shi‘is
believe was ordained by the Prophet.

the esoteric Shi‘i belief in raj'a, while also warning him that such esoteric knowledge
can be dangerous, and that it must be concealed, even from most Shi‘is.” The clear
implication is that this book that Aban has shown him must remain secret as well,
and the text’s secret nature and its written transmission are clearly linked. Writing
would likely have been strongly connected with esoteric and highly secretive knowl-
edge at this time. The practical difficulty of reproducing a written text meant that
few could have access to knowledge transmitted in this way. In fact, the indication in
early Islamic sources seems to be that such written materials were used almost exclu-
sively for the private purposes of an individual scholar, not as a medium for transmit-
ting religious knowledge, or that if they were transmitted, they were transmitted as
part of a family legacy.® As Schoeler makes clear in his work, while written texts were
used for private purposes, all publication was oral/aural # However, Sulaym commits
these particular traditions to writing - the transmission narrative implicitly argues
- not only because this was the most effective means of preserving the knowledge,
but also for the purpose of safely transmitting it, intact, from one generation of elite
Shi'is to another. -
The importance of the written word in the transmission of secretive knowledge is
also well attested in the content, as well as the alleged transmission methodology, of
Kitab Sulaym. The text, for example, includes a narration of the Prophet’s attempt to
compose a final written testament and "Umar’s prevention of it.® In another passage;
Ibn “Abbas claims that *Ali showed him a book in his possession that contained a list.
of all those who would be saved and all those who would be damped in the Hereaf-
ter.® Another interesting example of the usefulness of written records is sugpested in
the passage in which Sulaym claims to give a first-hand account of the secret, treach
erous dealings between the Umayyad caliph, Mu'awiya, and his repressive governa
in Iraq, Ziyad b. Abihi. Sulaym informs us that he has been able to give the accoun
~ which takes the form of a letter written by Muawiya to Ziyad ~ because he has
friend (who is secretly a fellow Shi) in the service of Ziyad. This friend, he tells s
surreptitiously took the letter and read it to Sulaym, who immediately committed i
contents to writing. Sulaym then reports that Ziyad later asked the servant to retriev
the letter, whereupon Ziyad erased the letter and ordered the servant to refrain from

Shi‘i Accounts of the First Civil War

While the narratives in Kitab Sulaym focus primarily on events surrounding, and
immediately after, the Prophet’s death, the text does provide some details regarding
the vatious events of the First Civil War, such as the Battle of the Camel®® and the

® 1bid., pp. 557-564.
* See Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islant’, pp. 476-479.
* Schoeler, The Genesis of Literature in Islam, pp. 40~45. -
# Kitab Sulaym, vol. 2, pp. 794-795. This account is related by Ibn “Abbds, as is the versio
found in al-Tabari (see note 26). In al-Tabarl's account, “Umar is not mentioned by name
the one who refuses the Prophet’s request. Rather this is attributed to some unnamed parso
present in the room with the Prophet, and the account further alludes to the fact that
‘Abbas did not generally relate the matter openly. In the Kitdb Sulaym version, Ibn ‘Abbis
likewise initially refuses to give the name of “Umar as the culprit, only telling this later in-
confidence to Sulaym.
*  Kitab Sulaym, vol. 2, p. 804, For similar traditions, see al-Saffar al-Qumuni, Bagd

al-darajat (Beirut, 2007), vol. 1, pp. 579-383.

-4 1bid., pp. 739-746.

# Thid., pp. 785786,

<% Tbid., p. 727, where the list of those party to this secret pact also includes, besides Aba

%vw_mm ‘Umar, Ablt ‘Ubayda b. al-Jarrah, Salim (the client of Aba Hudhayfa) and Mu'‘adh
abal.

#. Ibid,, pp. 730-731. In this account, those party to the pact include, in addition to the

ve cited in the previous reference, five members of the shiri (‘Uthman, Talha, Zobayr, “Abd

Rahuman b. *Awt, Sa'd b. Abl Waqqds, as well as *Amr b. al-*Ag and Mu‘a@wiya b. Abi Sufyan).

~Ibid., p. 727; & similar tradition is included in Aba Sa‘id “Abbad, Agl, in Usal sittat ‘ashar

ehian, 1951-1952), p. 18.

#. See Kitab Sulaym, vol. 3, pp. 796-800.
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approximately 85-90 per cent of al-Tabart’s account of these two events having been
taken directly from Aba Mikhnafs works. There are also written accounts of the
individual battles of the First Civil War ascribed to late Urnayyad Shi‘i authors who
were disciples of Muhammad al-Baqir, including the prominent Jabir b. Yazid al-jufi
-and Aban b. Taghlib;** and the earliest, fully extant account of the Battle of Siffin
-{Wag'at Siffin) was written by the late 2nd/8th century Shiti, Nasr b. Muzahim. The

factual accuracy of those accounts that are extant may be questioned in the typical
‘ways, and the authenticity of the highly literary poems and speeches that ornament
the narratives of Abi Mikhnaf and Ibn Muzahim, purportedly composed and recited
n the midst of desperate battles and somehow preserved in memory for decades,
eems improbable. But at the same time, some of these accounts preserve material
that seems to be quite early in origin. For example, Nasr b. Muzahim’s Wag'at Siffin
ontains passages that are clearly pre-Rafidi in origin,™ although Ibn Muzihim dies
n 183, long after the Rafidi and early Imami views of the sahdba had been estab-
ished. His account makes no effort, as it well could have, to include narrative details
and rhetoric that would support the Imami perspective as developed in the mid- to
late 2nd/8th century. All of this suggests that Shii accounts of the events of the First
Eivil War began to be collected at a very early date, and that they were preserved in
writing, which made it convenient for the material to be incorporated in large chunks
y later, even rather pro-Sunni authors, such as al-Tabari, and which also allowed
their more primitive content to survive the Imami theological refinements of mid- to
late 2nd/8th century Shi‘ism.

Battle of Siffin,* and the text is also concerned with the immediate aftermath of the
Umayyad takeover after “All’s death.® It is remarkable, however, that the text does.
not deal in any detail with the massacre of Husayn and his supporters at Kerbaly’,
even though the purported author of the text, Sulaym b. Qays, reportedly lived
through the time of Hasan and Husayn b. ‘Ali, dying well after the Karbala® event
As central as the Karbald’ event would become in later Shi‘i consciousness, the event
plays almost no role in the sectarian polemic of the fext. It is mentioned in passing
only a few times, and in each of these instances it is merely included in long lists o
other Umayyad injustices.® There are several reasons we might hypothesise for th
striking lacuna, one of which may be that the Karbald’ event was not a serious poins
of contention among early Islamic historians. In fact, the historiographical tradition
regarding the Karbald’ incident is almost entirely unanimous as regards the justice
and goodness of Husayn, his supporters and his cause, and the evil and maliciousnes
of the perpetrators of the massacre. There was, perhaps, no need to present a polem
cally magnified counter-version of this historical event, since Shi‘is and non-Sh#
radicals and moderates alike, seem to have viewed the event with the same categoric
judgement. The text of Kitab Sulaym is primarily interested in addressing the mor
controversial aspects of the events surrounding the establishment of the caliphate
presenting its Rafidi Shi'i view as a challenge, perhaps, to the emerging historiog
raphy which was reportedly being sanctioned or even commissioned by Umayya
rulers such as Hisham b. *abd al-Malik (d. 125/743), on the one hand, and to th
moderate Shi'i perspective against which it was historically defining itself in this sam
period, on the other.

"The events of the First Civil War, however, remained more contested, and ins m»
seem to have been a matter of particular concern to Shi‘i authors in this eatly perioy
Gregor Schoeler notes that the earliest written monographs about the events
First Civil War were composed exclusively by Shi‘i authors.® It was Shi‘is who initl
took it upon themselves to record this history, and in so doing, likely preserved nmch
of it from official obfuscation, while also effectively framing the historical narrative
the First Civil War in a way that would influence all later historiography of this perio
The importance of the early Shi‘f narratives of this event are clear, for example, in
extent to which the Shii Abii Mikhnats {d. 157/774) account is wholly impo
into TabarTs narrative of both the First Civil War and the Karbala’ massacre, wi

- Writing, Secret Knowledge and Communatl Survival in the Shi‘i Hadith
. Tradition

fsome early 2nd/8th-century Shi‘is struggled to preserve and promote a $hi'i counter-
arrative of the events after the Prophet’s death and of the contested early history
fithe Muslim community, Shi'i scholars from the mid-2nd/8th century seem more
icerned with developing a systematic theological and fegal basis for Shi‘t differ-
ces with the non-Shif Muslim majority, although this clearly had already begun
amore rudimentary way among the followers of Muhammad 2l-Baqir (d. 115 or
19/733 or 737). A key element of this emerging theology, from the time of Ja‘far
-5adiq (d. 148/765) onwards, was the superior knowledge of the Imami Imams as the

#® Ibid., pp. 8o5~-813.

# Ibid., pp. 782~78s.

% Ibid,, p. 632, where the broken bay's of the Kufans toward Husayn is Eﬁz& to
broken bay'a of Zubayr and Talha toward “Ali and the broken bay'a of the Kiifans tow
Hasan b. “Ali upon his father's death; and pp. 633 and 838, where it is mentioned but mmom
overshadowed by the issue of the general Umayyad oppression of the Shi‘is. On pp. 774
Husayr's martyrdom is mentioned along with that of *Al, Hasan b. “Ali and Zayd &
although, again, no details are given of the event and the notion of his martyrdom is not &
connected with the site of Karbalg® :

# Schoeler, The Genesis of Literature in Islam, p. 74.

.-Abmad b. ‘Al al-Najashi, Rijal al-Najashi, ed. M. I. al-Na'ini {Beirut, 1988), vol. 1, pp. 76,
Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, pp. 99-101 and 115-116.

% - The Rafidi Shi'i perspective seems almost entirely absent from this text, as are the more
borate arguments for “Alf’s autharity as they developed in later Shii thought. For example,
s legitimacy fs premised simply on. bis precedence (sdbiga) in Islam; there is no real antipa-
oward Abil Bakr or ‘Umar (who are in one account described as ‘tayyi??, or ‘good’, see
293}, and no accusations that they had usurped “Alf's authority. And in one passage ‘Ali
rohibits his followers from cersing his, or their, enemies; see p- 103.
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revelations after the death of the Prophet and offering the collection to Abu Bakr —
~who did not accept it - becomes the basis for the idea that the Imams alone possess
the true Qur'anic text and its Prophetic commentary. This belief further led to tradi-
“tions that asserted small, but significant omissions from the *Uthmiéni compilation
-of the Qur’anic text, which are detailed in one of the largest individual chapters in
al-Kulayn’s Usit! al-kafi containing over 90 traditions, related on the authority of
‘several different Imams.® Later Imami tradition rejected all suggestions and asser-
tions that compromised the essential integrity of the “Uthmani codex, insisting that it
was only the inclusion of Prophetic commentary that distinguished ‘Al’s collection
from the ‘Uthmani codex.* But the assertion that the Imams possessed the only copy
of a full Prophetic commentary on the Qur'anic text is powerful enough a claim on
its own, especially given the relative paucity of direct Prophetic commentary on the
Qur’an that is found in non-5hif tradition.

The Shi'i hadrth tradition also goes on to describe a series of books in the Imams’

possession, all of which afford the Imams extraordinary, unparalleled, miraculous,
ven revelatory knowledge, including books containing the names of all Shi‘is until
the end of time,® as well as the original copies of earlier scriptures, including the
Torah and the Gospel® Perhaps as a corollary to these fatter traditions, the Imams
were said to possess knowledge of all languages™ (presumably allowing them to read
ese earlier scriptures), as well as the esoteric ‘language of the birds”.® It is not hard
0 see how extraordinary traditions developed from more ordinary ones, or how one
xtraordinary claim regarding the Imams’ knowledge led to, or even logically neces-
ttated, another. Questions of origin and authenticity aside, however, these traditions
Play 2 substantial role in Shi'i hedith traditions that describe the nature of the Imams’

knowledge. More importantly, such traditions unmistakably imply that true knowl-
dge is the preserve of a few, and that it is kept that way, in part, through the use of
itten texts which could be easily hidden and secreted away, and transmitted quietly
nd in clandestine fashion, if need be, from one generation to the next.

1f the soundest religious knowledge in the Sunni tradition was that which was
ost well-known, most widely circulated and transmitted, and made public in apen
ching sessions via oral transmission and recitation, the most sacred knowledge in
hi‘tsm was that possessed exclusively by the Imams, and kept, in part, in secret writ-

en texts whose contents were never fully divalged, even to their followers. Whatever
¢ references to such books and hidden knowledge possessed by the Imams might

essential basis of their spiritual authority, and the importance of knowledge in general:
within the Imami community. Large sections of al-Kulayni's Usitl al-kdfi, as well as.
earlier pre-cancnical compilations, most notably Ahinad al-Barqt's (d. 274/887-888 or
280/893-894), Mahasin and al-Saffar al-Qumm’s (d. 290/902-903) Bagd'ir al- darajat
are devoted to this subject. The sheer amount of materfal or knowledge and its role
in eligious life distinguishes early Shi'i hadith compilations from the earfiest Sunni’
canonical collections, where the sections on knowledge are much shorter and less
systematic in organisation. But the discussions of knowledge in Shit hadfth collections,
are also distinguished by the extent to which they represent true knowledge as hidde
and inaccessible to some, or even to all but a few, and by the role that writing and
written texts ~ real or symbolic — play in the Shi‘i conception of spiritual knowledge:

While the Imams’ knowledge came from a variety of unique sources, the Imami
hadith literature attributes some of their knowledge to a series of mysterious texts
said to exist in the sole possession of the Imams, and passed from one Imam to the
next. In many cases, traditions about these extraordinary written documents in the
possession of the Imams appear to be extrapolations from simpler, earlier accounts;
The widely reported account of the Prophet being denied his request to have his
final will and testament recorded in writing is directly connected to traditions about
a private testimony given to Fatima, either by the Prophet, or the Angel Gabriel,
which she then dictated to ‘Ali. In Shi'i hadith tradition, this text, which is referre
to as the codex of Fatima (mushaf Fatima),” or sometimes the tablet of Fatima {Jawk
Fatima),*® is said to contain knowledge of all future Imams and the history of the 4
al-bayt® The tradition that “Ali kept a sheet of paper in the sheath of his sword thaf
contained some written guidelines regarding the bloodwit (diyya)® may be the b
for the many references in Shi‘i hadith to the “‘Book of ‘A’ (Kitdb ‘Al), that is said to
contain far more elaborate information concerning a variety of legal issues, as wel
as lists of future rulers and kings.5' And the account of ‘Ali compiling the Qurani

% A famous early tradition repeatedly cited in Shi'i hadith sources from earliest tim
states the teachings of the Imams are difficult to grasp {sa'b), and that they can only be und,
stood by the angels, prophets and the rarest believers. See Ja'far al-Hadrami, Asl, in al-
al-sittat'ashar, p. 65; al-Kulayni, Kafi, vol. 1, pp. 466~467; for fairly comprehensive collect
of the tradition in earfier works, see Muhamimad Bagir al-Majlisi, Bihdr al-anwar (Tehr
1956-1972), vol. 2, pp. 183197, 208-213.

% Al-Saffar al-Qummi, Basd'ir al-darajat, vol. 1, pp. 294-298, 304-325; M, A, ?E
Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi‘ism: The Sources of Esoterism in Islam, tr. D. Streigh
(Albany, NY, 1994), p. 74.

% Al-Kulayni, Kdff, vol. 1, pp. 605-606, 610—611; al-Tabrisi, Ihtijaj, pp. 162-166.

# In Agl ‘Asim b. Humayd al-Hannat in al-Usiil al-sittat ‘ashar {Tehran, 1051-1952),
similar knowledge is said to be contained in the wasiyya of Fatima.

Bukhari, Mubammad b. Isma'i}, Sahih, K. al-‘ilm, hadith 111; Modarressi, HS&EE . -Al-Saffar al-Qummi, Basa'ir al-darajat, vol. 1, pp. 341-346.

Survival, pp. 6, 12-13. % Al-Kulayni, Kafi, vol. 1, pp. 281-284, al-Saffir al-Qummi, Baga¥r al-darajat, vol. 1. pp.

& For a full discussior: of the Kitab ‘Alf, see Modarressi, pp. 4-12 and Andrew Znsaﬁ 6-288.

The Formative Period of Twelver Shi'ism: Hadith as Discourse between Quimm and Baghd # " Al-Kulayni, Kaff, vol. 3, p. 284.
(Richmond, Surrey, 2000), p. 124. ~ 8 Amir-Moezzi, Divine Guide, p.16.

% See, for example, al-Kulayni, Kafi, vol. 1, pp. 284-286; al-Saffar al-Qummi, Baga’ir
I-durajat, vol. 1, pp. 384~392.

% Al-Kulayni, Kafi, vol. 1, pp. 479-508.

#.Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis, p, 16.
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first Islamic century.™ Even if the processes whereby the Sunni and Shi‘i canonical
‘hadith traditions were formed are analogous in some ways, and went through similar
stages, the use of written texts in the formation of the early Shi‘i tradition was based
“on a profoundly different set of historical circumstances and intellectua) and reli-
gious premises, and as such, carried unique significance,
- Sunnis, who viewed 2ll anthentic religious knowledge as originating ideally with
the Prophet and his Companions, were separated from this ultimate seurce of knowl-
dge by historical time, and the oral tradition of transmission enshrined in the isndd
was a chain that allowed them to traverse that distance in a virtual sense, the personal,
face-to-face transmission substituting for the direct teaching of the Prophet. For
2nd/8th-century Shi‘is, however, the living Imam, and not the isndd, was their link
o the religious authority of the Prophet, and most $hitis in this period were sepa-
rated from their Imam by geographical, rather than temporal distance, Muhammad
al-Bagir and Ja'far al-8adiq, the two Imams who collectively represent the origin of
approximately 80-90 per cent of the Imami Shi'i hadith tradition, Fived all their lives
in Medina, while the majority of their disciples ~ including many who were transmit-
ters of their teachings - were resident in Kofa. Most Kitfan Shiis at this time would
have had the opportunity of seeing their Imam only once or twice in their lifetimes
- probably often in conjunction with performing the hajj”* — while others would have
been completely dependent on the reports they received of the Imams’ teachings
from their fellow Shi‘is who had the opportunity to visit thern. Because even many of
those who were able to visit the Imam would not have had the luxury of staying with
im long enough to memorise and review whatever they had learned, it hardly seems
unikely that many would have availed themselves of written notes to better preserve
..w.mﬁ they had heard in order to share it with their fellow Shi‘is in Kifa.
~In contrast to the Sunni tradition, in which the practical use of written notes
to-existed with the ideal that all religious knowledge be learned and transmitted
orally, the Shi‘i Imams reveal no discomfort with their disciples recording their
teachings in written form. In fact, far from manifesting ambivalence about the use
of written texts for this purpose, the sixth Imam is reported to have directly encouz-
aged it, telling his followers, “Write, for you will not remember (yahfazin) unless you
{ﬂ.ﬁﬁ and “The heart trusts in Eﬂmmum_.a ‘These two traditions are found ina single
chapter in al-Kulayni's Book on the Superiority of Knowledge (Kitab fadl al-%ilm)

mean, and regardless of their alleged content, to posit their very existence as the
source of truest knowledge is already to assume a position of resistanice - symbolic
or otherwise ~ to the dominant Islamic intellectual culture. To establish that knowl-
edge does not belong to the majority, but to the minority, and that this knowledge
was such that it needed to remain hidden from the majority, is to create an intel-
lectual and spiritual space in which the Shi‘l perspective could flourish and survive
among its adherents without openly challenging the dominant tradition. At the same -
time, this conception of the nature of true religious knowledge as the hidden preserve
of the spiritual elite (that is, the Shi‘is, by their own formulation), made the Shii
perspective, as it was understood by Shi‘is themselves, somewhat resistant to external
inteliectual challenges by undermining the very principles of knowledge creation and -
transmission upon which that prevailing intellectual tradition was based. .

Writing and Shi‘i Transmission of the Imams’ Teaching

Given the symbolic importance of the Tmams as keeperts of secret texts, it seems
rather natural that their disciples would have used private written texts themselves to.
record and preserve the purported teachings of the Imams, and i is clear from both:
direct and indirect textual evidence that they did so regularly. These written records
of the Imams’ teaching sometimes took the form of thematically unified compild
tions - such as collections of fafsir traditions from Muhammad al-Biqir, of accounts:
pertaining to early historical events, such as battles of the First Civil War, or of the
Imams’ teachings on a particular issue of law or ritual - but were more often simply
informal collections of traditions an individual disciple had heard and recorde
from the Imam or one of his associates. Although only a relative handful of these ary
currently extant, Shi‘i bibliographical works attest to hundreds of these collection
with diverse content and unsystematic presentation, which are referred to as “us
(‘sources’ or ‘notebooks’) because they contain the raw source material from whic
the later systernatic and thematic collections of Shi'i hadith were compiled. While thi
process whereby private, informal written collections were later incorporated in
systematic, published works has long been recognised as formative for the Imam
Shi'i hadith tradition, more recent scholarship has argued for the existence of a some
what similar process in the Sunni tradition as well, although the strong predilectio
for the ideal of oral transmission meant that this process was not fully acknowledged
Schoeler maintains that there was a period during which hadith began to be writte
down in private, unsystematic collections, and that this period preceded the compila
tion of the early, pre-canonical Sunni musannaf works in the early 3rd/9th centu
and to some degree, facilitated it.* Harald Motzki has also argued convincingly thal
these early musannaf works seem to have relied on both written and oral source
some of which likely preserve material that authentically originates as early as th

™ Harald Motzki, “The M usannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ini as a Source of Authentic
hiidith of the First Century A.H.’, JNES, 50 (1991), pp. 1-2L.

' There are many traditions that indicate that Shi‘is would frequently visit the Imam in
onjunction with their pilgrimage to Makka, or else during the hajj rituals themselves, which
paradoxically would afford the Imam and his disciple some anonymity, and hence privacy,
ong the crowds of pilgrims. For example, see Zayd aj-Narsi, Asl, in Usil sittat “ashar, p- 48
and al-Kulayni, Kaff, vol. 1, p. 449.

# Al-Rulayni, Kafi, vol. 1. pp. 104-105; for a slightly Jonger version of this, see Asl Asint b.
umayd al-Hanndt, pp. 25 and 34.

% Schoeler, The Genesis of Literature in Islam, ch. 5, Al-Kulayni, Kaff, vol. 1, p. 104.
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hese practices would hardly be acceptable in Sunni hadith methodology, at least
as it was ideally construed, and the chapter contains other pieces of advice from the
Imam that could only be considered as endorsing rather bad hadith methodology by
these standards. There is, for example, a tradition indicating that one need not be too
concerned with transmitting the Imams’ words precisely, so long as one was able to
convey the intended meaning accurately;* another in which al-$adiq indicates that
one may relate a fradition from either himself or Muhammad al-Bagir, since all his
knowledge derives from his father;" and yet another that recommends citing one’s
ources for any hadith one transmits, so that if the hadith is untrue, blame will fall
ypon one’s source rather than oneself.#

;- The ahadith in this chapter seem to provide the Imams’ sanction for what can
be described, at best, as a less than cautious methodology for transmitting their
raditions, and at worst, as an endorsement, or belated justification, for practices
hat ultimately allowed a good deal of spurious and extremist material to enter into
inatnstrearn Imami Shi'i hadith. But it should be noted that, as is often the case in
mami hadith collections, these traditions are attributed to both very sound and more
uestionable transmitters, and cannot necessarily be dismissed as merely serving an
tremist agenda, Moreover, the less than airtight hadith methodology promoted in
tiese traditions is clearly displayed in many canonical, and reliable, Shi‘i ahadith:
ome, for example, are not clear as to whether the tradition should be traced back to
dqir or al-Sadiq, with the attribution left open by narrating the tradition on the
uthority of ‘one of these two’ (ahadahumd), and many others contain imperfect or
complete isndds. In theory, however, none of this would have meant very much as
ng as the Imams were present to correct any errors or resolve any discrepancies,®
5:they would have been in the 2nd/8th, and, to a lesser extent, 3rd/9th centuries.
n-fact, isnad criticism as the basis of authenticating hadith seems to emerge rather
¢hatedly in Shi'i tradition for this reason, and even then, seems to have carried less
eight and significance than it did in the Sunni tradition. In his study of the formative
mdmi hadith tradition, Andrew Newman observed that while the 4th/ 10th-century
-~ tanonical compiler al-Kulayni atterpted to pare down some of the more extremist
ontent of the expansive Imami hadith literature in circulation, he clearly did so, not
‘excising traditions related from unreliable transmitters, but rather by eliminat-
¢ traditions based on their extremist content (matn}® And indeed we sometimes
in the Shi'i rijal literature transmitters - even prominent ones — being criticised
he basis of the content of the ahddith ascribed to them, even as their sometimes
olific transmission or closeness to a particolar Imam is simultaneously noted, More
portantly, this differential approach to isnad and matn criticism, in conjunction
ith the prevalence, and apparently greater authority, of written texts in the early

confaining 15 ahadith that are almost entirely dedicated to encouraging the use of
written texts in not only the preservation, but also the transmission of the Imams’
teachings. One of these traditions is attributed to al-Sadiq by Mufaddal b. ‘Umar, a
figure accused of extremism and generally considered unreliable:™

Write and spread your knowledge among your brothers. And if you die, then
bequeath your books to your sons. For a time of tribulation will come upon people,
in which there will be none to keep them company save their books.™

Another tradition suggests the manner in which these texts may have been am& n§
tools for instructing the Shi'i disciples in Kifa. In this hadith, ‘Abd Allah b. Sinan, a
reliable transmitter and disciple of al-5adiq complains to the Imam, saying:”™

A group came to me to listen to your hadith, but it was difficult for me, for T am .
not strong. [Al-Sadig] said: ‘So read them a hadith from the beginning of it, and a
hadith frorn the middle of it, and a kadith from the end of it

This hadith clearly suggests that ‘Abd Allah b. Sinan possessed a written collection 5
the Imams’ teachings from which he might instruct his fellow Shi'is and that it was
long enocugh to tire him if he attempted to read it all.

In addition to allowing the use of written texts for both preserving and transmit
ting the Imarns’ teachings, the ahadith in this chapter also allow the transmissio
of, and reliance upon, written texts without the author’s explicit permission, that 3
transmitting their contents on the basis of wijada, or ‘finding’. A disciple puts th
foliowing question to “Alf al-Rida:

A man from among our companions gave me a book but did not say, ‘Transmi{
this from me’. Is it permissible for me to transmit it from him? [Al-Rida’} said: ‘If
you know that the book was his, then transmit it from him.”

A similar issue is brought to the attention of the ninth Imam, Muhammad m:m.

May I be your ransom! Our elders used to relate traditions from Muhamm
al-Bagir and Ja'far al-Sadiq, while [the need for] tagiyya was intense, so they hid
their books and did not transmit from them. And when they died, the books cam,
to us. {The Imam] said: ‘Relate hadith from them, for they are truthful.””

™ See Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, pp. 333-334.
7 Al-Kulayni, Kafi, vol. 1, p. 105,

* Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, pp. 157-161.

7 Al-Kulayni, Kafi, vol. 1, p. 104.

7 Ibid. p. 104,

# Ibid., p.106.

. Ibid., pp. 103-104.
' Thid., p. 104.
% Ibid., p. 104.
‘Kohlberg, “al-Usitl al-arba’umi’a’, p. 130,
Y. Newman, The Formative Period of Twelver Shi‘ism, Pp- 136-137.
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Shi'i tradition relative to its Sunni counterpart, meant that Shii traditions were rarely
excised on the exclusive basis of either the isndd or the matn. They were, for the most
part, allowed 1o continue o circulate within the tradition, since the systematic Shi'i. ;
rijal hterature emerged only after canonical and pre-canonical collections of Shi't
hadith had already been set in writing and so were, in essence, ‘facts on the ground’,: :

in encouraging their followers to use written texts, and sanctioning a relatively
fax approach to the use of isnads in the process of transmitting their ahadith, the

Imams’ primary concern was probably to ensure the survival of their religious teach- nature of religious knowledge which was consistent with its larger theological prem-

ings, and to allow for their quiet and private circulation among their followers in ises, and which existed as a subtext of Shi‘i.sectarian differences with the non-Shi
Kafa. The Imams may also have had far fewer scruples about the written transmis- community.

sion of religious knowledge by virtue of their residence in Madina, whose scholarly
culture after the time of al-Zuhri became more open to the use of writing than that
of Kafa.® And if the ideal of oral transmission still dominated the intellectual atmo-
sphere of Kiifa, then the Kiifan Shi‘is’ reliance on written texts, with the sanction of
their Imams, would have allowed them to circulate their Imams’ teachings withou
engaging or confronting the larger intellectual circles around them, while also rein-
forcing their sense of community, in part by emphasising their differences with th
non-Shii majority on the very source of religious knowledge, not merely its conten

: ..&,Kmmaw in his 110-volume Bihdr al-anwdr.% In addition to its practical contribu-
‘tion 10 the preservation of some elements of early Shi'i thought, the use of written
texts was, on a deeper level, philosophically consistent with, and an extension of, the
otion of the Imams’ true knowledge as esoteric and hidden - exclusively possessed
and cautiously and privately disseminated. As such, it presents a direct contrast to
some of the prevailing conceptions of knowledge and its transmission in the contem-
poraneous Sunni tradition, and thus points to 2 unique and coherent Shi‘i view of the

Conclusion

The use of writing among the early Imami Shi‘is was a successful strategy for preserv-
ing their early teachings in a form that both concealed them from wider public vi
and allowed them to survive their compilers. Concealing such texts in writing during
dangerous times allowed not only for their survival but, as we have seen, also for their
incorporation within, and influence upon, the subsequent tradition by virtue of the
early compilation which would have given them an air of credibility. Moreover, th
fixed and stable form of written texts made incorporating them wholesale into lat
works easy and appealing, even for those who at least outwardly maintained the
scruples regarding oral transmission. Indeed the practical result of the use of wri
ten texts to transmit Shii ideas prevalent in the pre-ghayba period was that m
of this early material was preserved, and continued to be circulated, even after.th
official compilation of Imami hadith collections in the 4th~5th/10th-11th centuri
Although there were important Shi‘i scholars who sought to discredit some of t
more extremist content of this earlier material, it was never excised from the traditio
The continued presence and influence of this early material is evident, for exampl
in the library of the 7th/13th-century Shi‘i scholar Ibn Tawis (as reconstructed

Kohlberg) and, much later, in the massive hadith compilation of the Safawid autho

T oot o :#%. Efan Kohlberg, i ; . . o .
8 Schoeler, The Genests of Liferature in Islam, p. so. erg» A Medieval Muslim Scholar at Work: Ibn Tawis and His Library (Leiden,




