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THE MIM, THE 'AYN, AND THE MAKING OF 
ISMA'ILISM 

By MICHAEL BRETT 
School of Oriental and African Studies, London 

The 'Alba'iyya are the followers of al-'Alba' b. Dhira' al-Dawsi, who set 
'Ali above the Prophet, saying that Muhammad had been sent by 'Ali, 
whom he called a divine being .... Some believe in the divinity of both 'Ali 
and Muhammad, but still think 'Ali superior; these are called the 'Ayniyya. 
Others who think them both divine put Muhammad first; these are called 
the Mimiyya. Yet others believe in the divinity of all five Companions of 
the Cloak, Muhammad, 'Ali, Fatima, 

.Hasan 
and Husayn, as equally 

imbued with the spirit of God.' 

This entry in the early twelfth-century work of al-Shahrastani, the Kitab 
al-Milal wa'l-nihal or Book of Religions and Sects, not only introduces the 
Arabic letters 'Ayn and Mim as symbols of the spiritual values variously placed 
by Shi'ite writers upon 'Ali the Imam and Muhammad the Prophet, but makes 
implicit reference to the letter Sin for the value to be placed upon the figure 
of Salman Pak. He it was in the story of the Companions of the Cloak, the 
ashab al-kisa', who pointed to the transfiguration of the holy family of five 
assembled beneath the Prophet's mantle, thus typifying the disclosure of God 
to man.2 Corbin discusses the importance of the three letters in the doctrine 
of Nizari Isma'ilism after the proclamation of the qiyama or 'resurrection' at 
Alamut in 1164, where they were arranged in the order 'Ayn, Sin and Mim to 
emphasize the supremacy of the Imam.3 In this way, he says, Nizari Isma'liism 
'returned to its primitive inspiration' after the primacy accorded to 
Muhammad in the doctrine of the Fatimids, from whom the Nizaris had 
broken away.4 Corbin's reference is to the Shi'ite messianism of the late ninth 
century, between the death of the Eleventh Imam IHasan al-'Askari in 873-4 
and the appearance of the Fatimid Mahdi in 910. The inspiration in question, 
the expectation of a final revelation to be brought by a descendant of 'Ali, he 
illustrates in connexion with the three letters from the works of Jabir b. 
HIayyan, that is, from the corpus of writings which go under Jabir's name, and 
which probably date from this period.5 The existence of sects called the 
'Ayniyya and the Mimiyya, however, does not appear to be attested prior to 
Shahrastani.6 

Massignon, however, uses the terms 'Ayniyya, Mimiyya and Siniyya freely 
to classify the various sects of the Shi'a according to their doctrinal positions.7 
In his work on al-IHalldaj, 'mystic and martyr of Islam' at Baghdad in the early 
tenth century, he uses them specifically to classify these sectarians as friends 

'Al-Shahrastani, Kitdb al-Milal wa'l-nihal (Cairo, 1968), I, 175; Book I, 'Muslim sects', tr. 
A. K. Kazi and J. G. Flynn, Muslim sects and divisions (London, 1984), 151-2; tr. D. Gimaret 
and G. Monnot, Livre des religions et des sectes, I (Louvain, 1986), 513-14. 

2 cf. L. Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallaj, mystic and martyr of Islam, tr. H. Mason, 4 vols. 
(Princeton, 1982), I, 300; idem, Salmdn Pdk et les premices spirituelles de lIslam iranien (Tours, 
1934), 36-7. 

' H. Corbin, Cyclical time and Ismaili gnosis, tr. R. Manheim and J. W. Morris (London, 
1983), 125-6, 157. 

4 Corbin, Cyclical time, 125, 90-1. 
5 cf. M. J. L. Young, J. D. Latham and R. B. Sergeant (ed.), The Cambridge history of Arabic 

literature: religion, learning and science in the 'Abbasid period (Cambridge, 1990), 333-4. 
6 Shahrastani, Livre des religions et des sectes, tr. Gimaret and Monnot, p. 514, n. 47. 
7 Massignon, Salmin Pdk, 37-9. 
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and enemies of his hero on doctrinal grounds.8 But he gives few references to 
establish this classification, and consequently its relevance to the controversy 
over the preaching of al-IHallaj, which culminated in his crucifixion by the 
'Abbasid authorities in 922. Hallaj himself is ascribed to the Siniyya, the group 
of those who elevated the witness of Salman Pak above the prophecy of 
Muhammad and the guidance of 'Ali in the scale of knowledge, allowing them 
to enter into direct communion with God.9 Within this category are the 
Carmathians, extremist revolutionaries who expected the coming of the Mahdi 
in the year 290/902, and set on foot the conspiracy which led to the appearance 
of the Fatimid Mahdi in 910.10 To the 'Ayniyya belongs the principal enemy 
of HIallaj in high places, none other than the celebrated wazir 'Ali b. al-Furat, 
in alliance with more moderate Shi'ites like the Al Nawbakht. " The Mimiyya 
are declared to have been ousted from government circles in the previous 
century, and do not figure as participants in the affair.12 

The fear of revolutionary Shi'ism, at a time when the Fatimid Mahdi had 
come to power in North Africa, and the so-called Carmathians of Bahrayn 
were threatening Iraq, no doubt contributed to the prosecution of Hallaj by 
an embattled Caliphate in Baghdad. More recent scholarship, however, has 
not used the categories of Mimiyya, 'Ayniyya and Siniyya to place either the 
Carmathians or the Fatimids in context, discussing them together as the 
founding fathers of Isma-ilism in the light of Isma-ili doctrines of the Imamate. 
From this point of view, the emphasis is on the evolution of belief in the 
eponymous ancestor Isma(il, the son of the recognized Shi'ite Imam Ja'far al- 
Sadiq, and in Isma•'1's own son Muhammad, the Seventh Imam in line from 
'Ali according to the reckoning of the sect. In his study of the corpus of 
teachings associated with the Fatimids in the tenth century, indeed, Heinz 
Halm has been at pains to demonstrate that the doctrines described by al- 

Shahrastani were quite alien to the dynasty before and after its zuhifr or 
emergence in the Maghrib.13 They were those of the ghulit or wild extremists 
of Kufa, as described by the Shi'ite writer al-Qummi at the beginning of the 
tenth century.'4 Al-Qummi, if not precisely the source for al-Shahrastani,15 
provides a much longer account of the Mukhammisa, or devotees of the Five, 
together with the 'Ilba'iyya, 'Alba'iyya or 'Ulyi'iyya, a name plausibly emended 
to 'Alya'iyya by Halm to identify their veneration of 'Ali.16 His Maqiliit 
establishes the antiquity of the beliefs in the superhumanity of Muhammad 
and 'Ali reported by al-Shahrastani, with the addition of the name of Salman 
as celebrated by Massignon. These beliefs, and others such as the transmigra- 
tion of souls, are found by Halm to correspond to the doctrines of the 
mysterious Umm al-kitaib, which he regards as a product of the same milieu." 
Their historical destination is not Isma-ilism but the doctrine of the Nusayriyya, 
that 'extreme Shi'a sect in Syria' whose elevation of 'Ali over Muhammad 
was traced by Massignon to the 'Ulya'iyya, sc. 'Ayniyya.81 Where Massignon 

8 Massignon, Passion of al-Halli]j, I, 249, 310. 
9 ibid., 200-4. 

'o ibid. 
" ibid., 310, 416. 
12 ibid., 310. 
13 H. Halm, Kosmologie und Heilslehre der friihen Isma'lMfya (Wiesbaden, 1978), 142-68. 
14 Sa'd b. 'Abd Allah, al-Ash'ari, al-Qummi, Kitdb al-Maqdldt wa'l-firiiq, ed. M. J. Mashkour 

(Tehran, 1963). 
15 Livre des religions, pp. 513-14, nn. 43,49. 
16 Al-Qummi, Maqdlat, 56-60; tr. Halm, Kosmologie, 157-61. 
" Thus contradicting the opinion of the translator of the text: Halm, Kosmologie, 142-56; 

P. Filippano-Ronconi, (tr.), Ummu 'l-Kitdb (Naples, 1966). 
18 Shorter encyclopaedia of Islam, s.v.' Nusairi'. 
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proposed that this Nusayri doctrine was simply an inversion of the Mimi (sic: 
see above) doctrine of the Carmathians and their Fatimid offspring, however, 
Halm is categoric that the beliefs of the Mukhammisa in all their forms were 
foreign to the dynasty and its origins. The presence of a number of these beliefs 
in a proto-Fatimid text, the Kitab al-Kashf, is to be regarded as an insignificant 
intrusion which an editor took care to explain away."9 

In the perspective of Isma?ilism and its belief in the Imamate of Muhammad 
b. Ismaltl, the account of Fatimid origins established by the work of Stern20 
and especially that of Madelung,21 turns much more specifically upon the 
identity of the Fatimid Mahdi in the mind of the faithful.22 It posits an 
extensive conspiracy developing from about 850 onwards from a centre at 
Salamiyya in Syria, whose leaders preached the eventual return of the Seventh 
Imam Muhammad b. Isma1il ibn Ja'far al-Sadiq as the Seventh and Last of 
the Prophets. The conspiracy would have been spread throughout the Muslim 
world by du'~t or missionaries, most notably HIamda-n Qarmat and 'Abdan in 
Iraq, Ibn Hawshab and 'Ali b. al-Fadl in the Yemen, and Abu 'Abd Allah in 
Ifriqiya. Until 899 the head of the conspiracy at Salamiyya would have repres- 
ented himself as the HIujja or Proof, in other words the deputy, of the Hidden 
Imam. In that year, however, a new leader would have presented himself as 
the Imam in person, not the long dead or long disappeared Muhammad b. 
Isma'Tl returned from ghayba or 'absence', but the latest representative of a 
continuous line of Imams in succession to Ja'far al-Sadiq, who had preserved 
the Imamate in satr or concealment until the time came for it to reappear. 
This radical change would have precipitated a major quarrel with Hamdan 
Qarmat and 'Abdan in Iraq, in the course of which Hamda-n Qarmat disap- 
peared and 'Abd~n was murdered by one Zikrawayh. A premature rising by 
the sons of Zikrawayh, however, would have driven the new leader to escape 
from Syria to the Maghrib, where he emerged in 910 as 'Abd Allah al-Mahdi, 
the founder of the Fatimid dynasty.23 The Carmathians or followers of 
H;Iamdan Qarmat meanwhile continued to believe in the coming of Muhammad 
b. Ism•'il, leaving the movement fundamentally divided. 

The literature of the dynasty makes no mention of Hamdan Qarmat, 
'Abddn and Zikrawayh, and the chief source for this account is the hostile 
polemic of the Iraqi Ibn Rizam, writing in the first half of the tenth century, 
as repeated by the Syrian Akhui Muhsin in the second.24 Despite the venom 
of the tale, which ascribes the origin of the Fatimids to an eighth-century, non- 
Muslim, heretic under the name of Maymiin al-Qaddah, the story of the split 
in 899 is held to be corroborated by the pro-Fatimid Ibn HIawqal, a contempor- 
ary of Akhti Muhsin who mentions the quarrel with Hamdan Qarmat and 
'Abdan, though placing it after the emergence of the Mahdi in the West.25 
Further confirmation is found in the Kit-ib al-Kashf or Book of Revelation, a 
work written prior to the appearance of the Fatimid Mahdi, but subsequently 

19 Halm, Kosmologie, 165-7. 
20 Articles collected in S. M. Stern, Studies in early Isma'ilism (Jerusalem and Leiden, 1983). 21 cf. e.g. W. Madelung, 'Das Imamat in der friihe ismailitischen Lehre', Der Islam, 37, 1961, 

43-135; 'Fatimiden und Bahrainqarmaten', Der Islam, 34, 1959, 34-88; art. 'Isma'dliyya', El 
(2nd ed.). 

22 cf., most recently, F. Daftary, The Isma'-ils: their history and doctrines (Cambridge, 1990), 
103-36; idem, 'The earliest Isma•ilis', Arabica, 38, 1991, 214-45; idem, 'A major schism in the 
early Isma'ili movement', Studia Islamica, 57, 1993, 123-39. H. Halm, Das Reich des Mahdi: der 
Aufsteig der Fatimiden (Munich, 1991), 15-132. 

23 Commonly but wrongly called 'Ubayd Allah. 
24 For references see Daftary, Ismai'lis, 106, 109. 
25 The information derives from the two distinct versions of Ibn Hawqal's work, al-Masilik 

wa'l-mamilik, ed. M. J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1873), 210, and Scirat al-arid, ed. J. H. Kramers, 2 vols. 
(Leiden, 1938-39), 295; Configuration de la terre, tr. G. Wiet, 2 vols. (Beirut and Paris, 1964). 
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glossed by a Fatimid author such as Ja'far b. Mansir al-Yaman, who states 
that the predecessor of the Mahdi at Salamiyya, the Hidden Imam Muhammad 
b. Ahmad, referred to himself as the HIujja of the Imam in order to conceal 
his true identity.26 The passage is adduced by Madelung in support of his 
account of the quarrel,27 and evidently reflected the position taken by the 
Mahdi himself in his letter from Ifriqiya to the Yemen, in which he claimed 
that his ancestors down to his immediate predecessor Muhammad b. 
Muhammad or Ahmad had given their own names to their Hujjas as a precau- 
tion against discovery.28 It is certainly the case that from the moment the 
Mahdi declared himself in 910, the emphasis was entirely upon the return of 
the Imamate from a clandestine existence in satr, and upon the restoration of 
the true Imams to the Caliphate of the Believers in rightful succession to 
'Ali. 

It is nevertheless not clear that this position was made public in 899, or that 
it split what had hitherto been a single Isma'lli fraternity. Al-Nawbakhti, who 
wrote his Firaq al-Shi'a or Sects of the Shi'ites shortly afterwards in Iraq, 
makes no mention of it in his account of the multifarious beliefs of the Partisans 
of 'Ali, including his own as a follower of the mysterious Twelfth Imam in 
satr or in ghayba since 874; nor does his contemporary al-Qummi. Speaking 
of the broad church of Seveners, all those who trusted in the occultation of 
the Imamate since the death of Ja'far al-Sadiq in 765, both writers give the 
impression that the Carmathians had broken away from the 

Muba.rakites, 
who 

believed that the Imamate had passed to the descendants of Mulhammad b. 

Isma'•i, many years earlier. Al-Nawbakhti describes them as a well-developed 
sect with a well-developed doctrine of the return of the Seventh Imam, 
Muhammad b. Isma'il, as the Seventh and Last of the Prophets whose messages 
have governed the world since the Flood: Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, 
Muhammad, 'Ali, and now him. When he returns as the Mahdi/Qa'im, their 
number will be complete, corresponding to the seven circles of the macrocosm 
or universe, and the seven parts of the microcosm, man. The message he brings 
will thus be the final message of God, a new law of liberty in place of the 
restrictions of the Shari'a of Muthammad. This message is for the moment 
concealed, 

ba.tin, 
below the apparent surface, zdhir, of the existing Law, its 

meaning only known to the enlightened. These latter are spread across the 
twelve 'islands' of the world, each of which has its apostolate: a hujja or proof 
of the esoteric truth; a dad' or missionary to propagate it; and a yad or hand 
to assist. When the time comes to carry the message into effect, the holy war 
will be against all infidels, beginning with their opponents among the Shi'a. 
All such enemies are free to be killed and their women captured.29 

The contrast with official Fatimid doctrine, which claimed that the Mahdi 
had come to fulfil rather than abolish the holy Law, is complete. The difference, 
moreover, is original, in the sense that the subsequent doctrine of the dynasty 
is prefigured in the texts which have survived from the pre-dynastic period in 
the literature of the Fatimids and their Isma'liT successors. The Kitab al-Rushd 
wa'l-hiddvya or Book of Righteousness and True Guidance, together with the 

26 Kitibu 'l-kashf of Ja'far b. Mansiuri 'l- Yaman, ed. R. Strothmann (London, New York, 
Bombay, 1952), 98-9. 

27 Madelung,' Imamat', 59-61; p. 63 n. 117. 
28 cf. A. Hamdani and F. de Blois, 'A re-examination of al-Mahdi's letter to the Yemenites 

on the genealogy of the Fatimid Caliphs', Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1983, 173- 
207; see pp. 176, 191. 

29 Al-Nawbakhti, Firaq al-Shi'a, ed. H. Ritter, Die Sekten der Schi'a (Istanbul, 1931), 61-4; 
tr. M. J. Mashkour, Les sectes shiites, 2nd ed. (Tehran, 1980), 86-91; al-Qummi, Maqdilt, 83-6. 
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Kitacb al-'Alim wa'l-ghulim or Book of the Teacher and Pupil, are loosely 
attributed to Ibn Hawshab, the so-called Conqueror of the Yemen and the 
first substantial figure in the Fatimid tradition, dating from the critical period 
880-910.30 Certainly, since both refer either to the Expected Mahdi or to the 
Hidden Imam, they must belong to this time. For whatever Mahdi it was 
written, the Kitab al-Rushd is an apocalyptic invocation of the whole Qur'anic 
repertoire of dire punishment for those who disbelieve and eternal happiness 
for those who keep faith with God, at the hands of the four great naqTbs or 
agents of the Messenger of God. These correspond to the four corners of the 
universe, whose four great winds bring fertility and devastation. They blow in 
the context of a 'Carmathian' theory of seven Prophets known as Nd.tiqs or 
Speakers, each followed by seven ImaSms who are by contrast Samit or 'Silent', 
keepers of the previous revelation and its hidden meaning until the seventh 
and last emerges as the Speaker of the subsequent age. A similar hierarchy of 
hujjas or 'proofs' and dd'Is or missionaries acts upon the world in their name. 
On the other hand, the Book of Righteousness names no names apart from 
Muhammad and 'All, whose seven successors in the role of Imam thus remain 
in the realm of sacred numbers. Still less apparent is the identity of the one 
who is yet to come as the Mahdi, who will be, exceptionally, the eighth and 
last of the Imams, but the Seventh and Last of the Prophets. As the Seventh 
and the Last, however, he will be both Muhammad and 'All, the exponent of 
the Law and the expositor of its esoteric meaning, with whom the Revelation 
will at last be wholly disclosed. 

The coming of this Mahdi will clearly be a tremendous event. On the other 
hand, there will be no complete break with the Law of Muhammad. Moreover, 
it is not clear if he will return from some mysterious ghayba, or if the line of 
seven in succession to 'Ali could conceivably stretch across the 240 years from 
the murder of 'All in A.D. 661 to 290 A.H. or 902, the year of the Mahdi's 
expected appearance,31 enabling him to emerge as a purely human figure from 
satr. The Kitab al-'Alim or Book of the Teacher on the subject of the instruction 
of the faithful, conceives of the mission in the same terms as the Book of 
Righteousness, but speaks more categorically of an earthly Imam in hiding, 
and hence of a continuous succession to the Imamate in accordance with 
Fatimid claims.32 The Kitab al-Kashf or Book of Revelation, attributed to Ibn 
HIawshab's son Ja'far at the Fatimid court in Ifriqiya, but certainly from the 
same pre-dynastic period, meanwhile offers yet another scheme in which it 
seems clear that a continuous line of successors would indeed lead from 
Muhammad to his namesake the Mahdi, the Seventh Prophet charged to 
disclose the inner as well as the outer meaning of the Law. This line is composed 
of IHujjas or Proofs identified with the Imams as WasTs or Executors of the 
preceding Prophet. Six of these IHujjas have intervened between the six previous 
Prophets, to a total of thirty in all. But following the sixth Prophet, 
Muhammad, who is given the alternative name of Ahmad, there have been 
eight, so that with the coming of the second Muhammad, in other words the 
Mahdi, the grand total of bearers of the Revelation in this last great cycle will 
be ten.33 These eight 

.Hujjas 
take the place of 'Ali and the seven Imams in the 

Kitab al-Rushd, but meanwhile form an unbroken chain of witnesses of God 

30 Translated or summarized in W. Ivanow, Studies in early Persian Ismailism, 2nd ed. 
(Bombay, 1955), chs. ii-iv; text of Kitab al-Rushd in M. K. Husayn (ed.), Collectanea, I (Leiden, 
The Ismaili Society, 1948), 185-213; cf. I. K. Poonawala, Biobibliography of Ismd'Tli literature 
(Malibu, California, 1977), 34, 74. 

31 cf. Massignon, Passion, I, 202-3. 
32 Ivanow, Studies, 107. 
33 Kitab al-Kashf, 15-16. 
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to man, a dynasty in waiting in accordance with Fatimid, but not 
'Carmathian', doctrine.34 

Halm is convinced that the second Muhammad of the Book of Revelation 
was none other than Muhlammad b. Isma'~T; but even allowing for the fact 
that the work was subsequently glossed in the Fatimid sense by a Fatimid 
editor, there is no warrant for this assumption in the text.35 The question of 
whether such different beliefs in the expected Mahdi can ever have been 
contained within the one movement depends, not upon the truth of the tale of 
a quarrel at Salamiyya in 899, but upon the significance in this context of the 
term Hujja. This was widely used in the sense of arguments for, or witnesses 
to, God,36 and the Kitab al-Kashf itself uses it freely in this way for symbols 
such as Noah's Ark and the Ka'ba;37 for persons who beget the bearers of the 
Revelation, specifically Maryam mother of 'Isa and Fatima mother of the 
Imams;38 for the bearers themselves in all their capacities, whether as Prophets 
and Imams, or as their heirs, or as their substitutes in time of occultation; and 
finally for their agents of somewhat lesser rank, from outside the charmed 
circle of the 'Alid line.39 As far as the Fatimids are concerned, the use of the 
term by the Book of Revelation for the eight intermediaries between the 
Prophet and the Mahdi is particularly relevant to the reference by the original 
author to his lord and master as 'the Hujja of our time'.40 Glossed by the 
subsequent Fatimid editor as the term employed in the sense of agent of the 
Hidden Imam by the Mahdi's predecessor to hide his true identity,41 this 
passage is vital to the argument that the Carmathians repudiated the Mahdi 
when he proclaimed himself the true Imam and no substitute. The original 
statement, however, is perfectly compatible with the notion that the leadership 
at Salamiyya consisted of a line of Hidden Imams who bore the title in their 
own right, until it was dropped from their vocabulary of authority when they 
finally came to power. Its abandonment was evidently controversial, as the 
Mahdi's letter to the Yemen clearly shows. But that it confirms the story of 
the quarrel with the Carmathians in 899 is very doubtful. The fact remains 
that the propaganda of the Mahdi relied heavily upon his coming as the IHujjat 
Allah or Proof of God for ten years after the alleged event. 

This is apparent from the official Fatimid history of the rise of the dynasty 
to power in Ifriqiya, the Iftitah al-da'wa wa ibtida' al-dawla (The Beginning of 
the Summons and the Foundation of the State), by the QaIdi al-Nu'man, 
writing in the middle of the tenth century.42 It is an account of the preaching 
of the amr maktum or secret matter to the Kutama of the mountains of eastern 
Algeria by the di'i Abu 'Abd Allah, which resulted in the overthrow of the 
Aghlabid amirate in Ifriqiya. The gist of the secret was made public in 909, 
when Abui 'Abd Allah entered the Aghlabid palace city of Raqqada, and set 
out from thence to fetch the Mahdi from Sijilmasa in southern Morocco. The 
coins he then struck to commemorate his victory bore the legend: 'The Hujjat 
Allah, the Proof of God, is victorious; his enemies are scattered'.43 The letter 

34 ibid., 14. 
35 Halm, Kosmologie, 25, ref. Kitab al-Kashf, 104; 28, ref. ibid., 14. 
36 cf. El (2nd ed.), s.v. ' Hudjdja'; Kitab al-'Alim, Ivanow, Studies, 93-4. 
37 Kitab al-Kashf, 97. 
38 ibid. 
39 cf. Madelung, 'Imamat', 61-2; Kitab al-Kashf, 14, et passim. 
40 Kitab al-Kashf, 98. 
41 ibid., 99. 
42 Al-Qadli al-Nu'man, Iftitdah al-da'wa wa ibtida' al-dawla, ed. W. al-Qadi (Beirut, 1970); 

F. Dachraoui (Tunis, 1975), the edition to which subsequent references are made. 
43 

Iftitd.h, 
115, text 250. 
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which he subsequently sent back from Sijilmasa to announce his discovery of 
the Mahdi in person described him once again as the ultimate Proof of God, 
Hujja min IHujjjiihi, the Son of the Messenger of God.44 

The expression Hujjat Allah occurs in the Book of Revelation, where it 
designates the Da'wa, the word of God which recreates mankind in the true 
faith; and by extension, the 

.Sahib 
al-Da'wa, the master who propagates it on 

earth.45 Its use by Abu 'Abd Allah in the Maghrib is yet further evidence of 
the pre-dynastic Fatimid character of the original work. So too is the second 
title, Ibn Rasuil Allah, the Son of the Messenger of God. In the Kitab al-Kashf, 
as we have seen, the last great cycle of God's emissaries stretches from Ahmad, 
the Prophet of Islam, through the line of eight Hujjas to Muhammad, the one 
who is to come. The names of Ahmad and Muhammad recur elsewhere, not 
only in the Book of Revelation but in the Mahdi's letter to the Yemen, in the 
filial form Muhammad ibn Ahmad, said to be the predecessor of the Mahdi 
in the Imamate. In both cases, the use is later than in the original text of the 
Kitab al-Kashf. In the work itself, the name Muhammad b. Ahmad, attributed 
to the last of the Hidden Imams, is supplied by the gloss upon the crucial 
statement: 'the Hujja of our time is our lord and shaykh'. Far from explaining 
this statement away, however, it may now appear that the proper name itself 
may be no more than a gloss upon the prophetic name of the Expected Mahdi, 
represented to the world as the Son of the Messenger of God, come to complete 
the Revelation. Not only would the synonym confirm the close connexion of 
the Kitab al-Kashf with the dynasty before and after its zuhiir or triumphant 
emergence. It would establish the work as the textbook of the revolution that 
brought the dynasty to power in Ifriqiya. 

In his letter to the Yemen, the Mahdi himself referred to his predecessor as 
Muhammad b. Ahmad, and quoted him as using the name Muhammad b. 
Muhammad as a hujja or proof of his Imamate.46 The general purpose of such 
remarks, however, was to play down the significance of the name Muhammad 
by portraying it as either simply personal or simply borne by all the Hidden 
Imams, either as a title or as a disguise. The claim that it was simply a disguise 
was particularly aimed at the partisans of Muhammad b. Isma'il, whose name 
was alleged by the Mahdi to have been the pseudonym of a different Imam in 
a different line of descent from Ja'far.47 The specific intention, according to 
Hamdani and de Blois, was to establish his own legitimacy as a descendant of 
Ja'far's eldest son 'Abd Allah, appointed to the Imamate by the last descendant 
of IsmaTlI, his 'uncle' Muhammad b. Ahmad, in the absence of a son and 
heir.4" Doubts about this particular reconstruction of the family tree do not 
affect the fact that the Mahdi in this letter did indeed claim to be descended 
from 'Abd Allah b. Ja'far. His personal name he gave first as Sa'id and then 
as 'Ali b. Husayn b. 'Ali, although he came to the throne as 'Abd Allah. The 
choice of the name 'Abd Allah was undoubtedly deliberate, and was made 
plain the moment he entered Raqqada in January 910, when his specific titles 
were prescribed for public prayer after the invocation of Muhammad, 'Ali, 
Fatima, 

H.asan 
and 

H.usayn 
and all subsequent Imams of their lineage: God's 

Servant, the Caliph or Deputy of God; the Qa'im who Arises to Command 
the Servants of God in the Land of God; 'Abd Allah, Abi Muhammad; the 

" ibid., 281-2. 
45 Kitab al-Kashf, 101. 
46 Hamdani and de Blois, 'A re-examination', 176. 
47 ibid. 
48 ibid., 201-2. 
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Imam, al-Mahdi bi'llah, Rightly-Guided by God; the Commander of the 
Faithful, in succession to his fathers the Rashiduin or Righteous, the Mahdiyyuin 
or Rightly-Guided Caliphs of God.49 

The reaction of the da'f to this revelation is not reported by the 
Qa.di 

al- 
Nu'man. Abui 'Abd Allah had himself prescribed the prayer in the name of 
the Five, while omitting the name of the man he had not yet met but referred 
to only as the Proof of God.5o Although the pronouncements of the dda' which 
pointed to his coming as the Son of the Messenger of God are recorded in the 
Iftitah on the archival evidence of the coinage and the letters, there is no 
comment upon the difference between these and the proclamation of the Mahdi 
himself. The story of Abu 'Abd Allah's judicial assassination by the Mahdi in 
the following year is told as a tale of jealousy on the part of the subordinate 
who had placed the master on the throne. Corrupted by the worldly ambition 
of his brother Abu 'l-'Abba-s, the da'( would have cast unspecified doubt on 
the Imimate of the Mahdi, and plotted a coup which was foiled by the 
omniscience of his lord."' The episode figures in the Iftitah as a regrettable 
eddy in the smooth flow of the dynasty's mission towards the fulfilment of 
God's purpose. The mission itself begins with the recruitment of Ibn HIawshab 
and his colleague 'Ali b. al-Fadl by the Hidden Imam in person, in the years 
following the death of Hasan al-'Askari in 874. It continues with their despatch 
to the Yemen, from where Abui 'Abd Allah set out for the Maghrib. So far as 
the 

Qa~d. 
al-Nu'man is concerned, it ends with the Imamate of his master 

al-Mu'izz, and the promise of great things to come. 
Nevertheless, it is likely that in the Iftitah al-da'wa we not only have the 

official story of the revolutionary conspiracy which brought the dynasty to 
power, but also the original version of the story of Hamdan Qarmat and his 
quarrel with the Mahdi in 899, which led to the murder of 'Abdan. Only the 
names and the places are different; and even there, the story of the pro-Fatimid 
writer Ibn Hawqal that the quarrel of Hamdan was with the Mahdi in the 
Maghrib rather than Salamiyya might be construed as a confusion of alternative 
versions long after the event, at a time when the Fatimids were embroiled with 
the Carmathians in Syria.52 In particular, it is unlikely that the presence of 
the term hujja in each narrative is coincidental; in both, it figures in the same 
way, as indeed it does in the Kitab al-Kashf. In all three instances it appears 
as a formula to be discarded in favour of one more highly developed, more in 
accordance with the eventual doctrine of the dynasty. More specifically, it is a 
formula to be discarded at a critical moment, the passage of the representative 
of God on earth out of darkness into light. In two of them, moreover, it is 
associated with treason, with the Lucifer-like passage of an erstwhile agent out 
of light into darkness and death. In only one case, however, can its presence 
be shown unequivocally to correspond to an actual event. That event, the 
establishment of the Fatimids in North Africa, was nothing less than the 
starting-point of their history, the sine qua non of the entire controversy 
surrounding their dynasty. The story of an obscure quarrel between Hamdan 
Qarmat, 'Abda-n and Salamiyya over the term hujja can plausibly be regarded 
as a distorted echo of this far greater explosion, a hostile parody of the 
controversy it unleashed among the faithful themselves. Transferred from 

Ifriqiya to Syria, the tale would have established a discreditable association 
between the Fatimids and the rebellious Carmathians, and provided a spurious 

49 Iftitdih, 127-8, text 293-4. 
50 ibid., 114, text 249-50. 
5' ibid., 131-4, text 306-19. 
52 See above, n. 18. 
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introduction to the historical rising of the supposed 'sons' of Zikrawayh, the 
Lord of the She-Camel and the Lord of the Birthmark.53 

Confirmation is forthcoming from the letter of the Mahdi to the Yemen, in 
which the controversy itself is best represented. The text is a mere summary 
of the original, recollected after many years by Ja'far b. Mansu-r al-Yaman, 
that is, by the son of Ibn IHawshab, the da'T of the Yemen, who came to Ifriqiya 
following the death of his father in 915 and a subsequent disagreement with 
his brother. It falls into two halves, and may well sum up a whole series of 
such letters, of which a second is mentioned at the very end. These quite clearly 
consisted of replies to assorted questions addressed to the Mahdi, dealing at 
length with the succession to the Imamate, around which the whole of the 
argument revolves. Both questions and answers were evidently designed more 
particularly to establish the identity of the Mahdi, and thus the legitimacy of 
the revolution which had brought him to power-a matter of particular 
concern to the addressees, whose da'7 Ibn Hawshab had despatched Abui 'Abd 
Allah to the Maghrib.54 The text should be read in the first place as an apology 
for the consequences of that revolution, for the assassination of the dd'T from 
the Yemen and the appropriation of the victory he had won by the Mahdi he 
had brought out of hiding. The argument of the first part thus turns specifically 
upon the critical term hujja and the equally critical name Muhammad; it 
introduces, perhaps for the first time, the notion of the 

.Hujja 
as a cloak for 

the Hidden Imam, and dwells on the identification of Muhammad b. Ahmad 
as the predecessor of the MahdT. Not only, therefore, does it discount the 
doctrine of the Hujjat Allah expounded by the Book of Revelation and pro- 
claimed by the dd'T; it strongly suggests that it was precisely this doctrine which 
formulated his fatal doubts about the Imamate of his master. To any such 
doubts the letter gives a positive answer in converting the rhetoric of the 
revolution into the doctrine of the dynasty by reducing its prophetic message 
to genealogical terms. The Son of the Messenger of God has been turned into 
the precursor of the man who actually appeared, a member of the lineage of 
the founding father 'Ali who presented himself to the world under the name 
of 'Abd Allah. 

The justification is not far to find. The interpretation of the belief in a 
second Muhammad in terms of history rather than theology, which changes 
the apocalyptic expectation of a new revelation into the substance of a new 
dynasty, is carried to a triumphant conclusion when the author of the letter 
turns from the past to the future, from his predecessor to his son and heir 
Muhammad. Designated by the Mahdi as his successor with the traditional 
title of Wall 'Ahd al-Muslimin in the year after the death of the dd'i,55 the 
second monarch of the dynasty fulfilled the deliberate promise of the father's 
regnal name, proclaimed at the entry into Raqqada in 910. As Muhammad b. 
'Abd Allah, he bore the full name of the Prophet of Islam, and thus came in 
accordance with all the prophecies of a second Muhammad as the Qa'im, He 
Who Arises bi amr Alldh, at God's Command, the Mahdi under another 
name.56 In this capacity he might hope to satisfy, once and for all, the devotees 

53 cf. Halm, Reich des Mahdi, 67-86, following W. Ivanow, Isma'ili tradition concerning the 
rise of the Fatimids (London, New York, etc. 1942), 76-94, following the Istitir al-Imam, transl. 
Rise, 163-82, text, ed. Ivanow, Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts Egyptian University, Cairo, 4, 1936, 
96-106, in which the name of Zikrawayh does not appear. 

54 Iftitdh, 47-8, text 30-4. 
55 Iftitah, 136, text 324; cf. Madelung,' Imamat', 65ff. 
56 cf. El (2nd ed.), s.v. 'Ka'im Al Muhammad'; 'al-Mahdi'; arts. Madelung. The prophecy 

that the Mahdi would bear the name of the Prophet goes back to the seventh century. 
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of the Kitab al-Kashf, who had looked forward to a second coming of the 
Messenger of God. At the same time he would offer the final proof of his 
father's claim to have restored 'the line of the true Caliphs and Imams of the 
House of Muhammad, 'Ali, Fatima, HIasan and HIusayn' to its rightful position 
as hereditary rulers of the community of the faithful. In the concluding words 
of the first part of the Mahdi's letter: 

Thus was verified the prediction (isharah) concerning the qd'im/mahdi 
Muhammad, son of 'Abdallah, father of al-Qasim, the imam awaited for 
the glory of the sacred dynasty and the holy war (jihad) under the banners 
of the believers.57 

Transcending the circumstances of its composition and the mechanics of its 
arguments, the figure of the heir apparent arises from the page to confirm and 
justify his father's destiny as the founder of a dynasty fated to rule over Islam 
from generation to generation in succession to the holy family which had 
presided over its birth. 

The argument of the first part of the letter is genealogical, that of the second 
prophetic. A prophecy put into the mouth of Ja'far al-Sadiq envisages a whole 
series of Mahdis from the family of Muhammad before the coming of the 
great Mahdi, the Lord of the Resurrection, at the end of the world. A second, 
which is ascribed to 'Ali, speaks of seven Imams, of which Muhammad must 
be the first and 'All the second, since Ja'far is the last, to be followed by an 
interval before the coming of the Mahdi. In the report of yet another letter, 
'Abd Allah himself provides an exegesis of any discrepancy between the number 
seven and the number of his ancestors to the effect that seven Imams means 
seven Steps, each one with as many Imams as God wills.58 It is an argument 
like that of the first half of the text, designed in this instance to play down the 
significance of the number Seven and the expectation of some great apocalypse. 
It agrees very well with the stated intention of the Mahdi to establish a 
hereditary monarchy of true Imams and Caliphs from the House of the Prophet, 
no different in principle from that of the 'Abbasids in their prime as Caliphs 
of God.59 On the other hand it is equally obviously apologetic, going beyond 
the need to justify the assassination of Abui 'Abd Allah, in an attempt to 
explain away the doctrinal differences which lay behind the killing, but which 
evidently divided the sectarian milieu of the Firaq al-ShT'a. It raises the question 
of the place of the new dynasty in the spectrum of Shi'ite belief in the age of 
al-Hallaj. 

Corbin, we remember, considered that the primacy given to the Imam in 
the Isma'llism of Alamut after the proclamation of the qiyima in 1164 repres- 
ented a return to the primacy accorded to the letter 'Ayn in proto-IsmaTllism, 
after the emphasis placed by the Fatimids upon the Mim, meaning the 
Prophet.60 Massignon, on the other hand, placed the Fatimids along with the 
Carmathians among the Siniyya or devotees of Salman Pak.6' Neither of these 
contentions is possible, given the evidently Muhammadan or 'Mimi' character 
of the Carmathians on the one hand, and the Kitab al-Kashf on the other. On 
the strength of the Mahdi's emphasis upon his descent from Muhammad, 'Ali, 
Fatima, Hasan and HIusayn, the dynasty might be classed among the 
Mukhammisa, the devotees of the holy Five. But if Salman had any role to 

5 Hamdani and de Blois, 'A re-examination', 177. 
58 ibid., 177-8. 
59 cf. P. Crone and M. Hinds, God's Caliph (Cambridge, 1986). 60 See above, nn. 3,4. 
61 See above, at n. 10. 
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play in the disclosure of the Imam, it was reserved for the da'T Abui 'Abd Allah 
when he pointed out the Mahdi to the host at Sijilmasa and brought him back 
to Raqqada;62 and any aspiration to political and religious supremacy which 
he may have cherished was abruptly terminated. The emphasis of the proclama- 
tion was rather upon 'Ali in association with Muhammad as the founder of 
the line of true Caliphs and Imams. It was certainly intended to defy the 
'Abbasids by restricting the succession to the immediate family of the Prophet. 
At the same time it affirmed the position of the new dynasty in relation to the 
Shi'a at large. 

The association of 'Ali with Muhammad distinguishes the otherwise 
Muhammadan doctrine of the Kitab al-Rushd from that of the Kitab al-Kashf. 
Where the latter has been edited to conform to the subsequent doctrine of the 
dynasty, the former prefigures the proclamation of the Mahdi in 910, and 
foreshadows the coming of his son Muhammad as the Qa'im. If the Book of 
Revelation was the textbook of the revolution that brought them to power, 
the Book of Righteousness was a prefiguration of the revolution they accomp- 
lished. The so-called syzygy or twinning of the Prophet and his Wasi or Trustee 
is given dynastic expression in the letter to the Yemen, where the Muhammadan 
celebration of the coming of the Qa'im is followed by a pedigree beginning 
and ending with 'Ali, the Mahdi under his original name. It is even more 
clearly expressed in the poem which the Qa'im wrote back to his father from 
his first expedition to Egypt in 914-15: 

I am the Son of Messenger of God, Son of the House, Son of the Trustee; 
I am the son of 'Ali, the Pious and Virtuous; Fatima the Radiant is my 
Mother.. .63 

The old formula of the Book of Revelation has been incorporated into the 
thesis of the Book of Righteousness to produce an explicit reaffirmation of the 
declaration of the Mahdi in 910. At the level of theology, the combination of 
the role of 'Ali as the source of ta'wil or esoteric interpretation with that of the 
Prophet as the source of tanzTl or revelation, which the Kitab al-Rushd assigns 
to the coming Mahdi, was ascribed to the Qa'im in the Urjfiza al-mukhtara, 
the long poem written in the reign of Muhammad b. 'Abd Allah by the Qadi 
al-Nu'man to prove the succession of 'Ali to Muhammad at the head of the 
community of the faithful.64 The reason for its composition was undoubtedly 
the resistance to their claims which the Fatimids encountered not so much 
from Shi'ites as from Sunnis; but the effect was to take the argument still 
further forward. In its polemical defence of the claims of 'Ali to the Imamate, 
the Urjiiza dwells upon his role as the founding father of the continuous line 
of Muhammads, Mahdis and Qa'ims proposed in the letter to the Yemen, the 
cardinal figure on which the dynasty and its doctrines hinged. The result, in 
Massignon's terms, was less Mimi than 'Ayni. 

'Ali it certainly was whose fame carried the dynasty triumphantly into 
Egypt in 969-73. The tale is variously told of how Mu'izz, at his entry into 
his new capital in 973, was challenged to trace his descent. In answer, he half- 
drew his sword, saying 'here is my nasab or name ', then threw them pieces of 
gold, saying 'here is my hasab or ancestry'.65 But while the story is designed 

62 Iftitdh, 126, text 287. 
63 Idris 'Imdd al-Din, 'Uyi4n al-akhbar, v, Ta'rikh al-Khulaf' al-fJitimiyyen bi'l-Maghrib, ed. 

M. Yalaoui (Beirut, 1985), 226. 
64 Al-Qadi al-Nu'man, al-Urjiizat al-mukhtarah, ed. I. K. Poonawala (Montreal, 1970), 196-7. 
65 cf. e.g. Ibn Khallikdn, Wafaydt al-a'ydn (Beirut, 1968), 1i, 82 (biography of Ibn Tabataba, 

no. 342); B. Lewis, 'An interpretation of Fatimid history', Colloque internationale sur I'histoire 
du Caire (1969), (Cairo, 1972), 287. 
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to portray an unscrupulous upstart, it is once again a travesty of the truth. 
Hailed by the poet Ibn Hani' as the Son of the Prophet rather than Son of the 
Messenger of God, in accordance with general 'Alid practice, Mu'izz like his 
father before him wore a sword called after the legendary blade of 'Ali, Dhui 
'l-fiqar.66 The gold coins which were struck in his name both in Egypt and 
Ifriqiya to celebrate the conquest of Egypt read: 

There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Messenger of God. God 
has sent him with the right way and the religion of truth, that he may cause 
it to triumph over all religion, whatever the opposition of the polytheists 
(Qur'an, 9: 33). 'Ali is the most excellent of trustees and the wazir who 
relieves the best of envoys of his burden.67 

Halm's comment on the anecdote is: Se non e vero, e ben trovato.68 Travesty 
it may be, but it has a point not lost on the contemporaries of Mu'izz. 
Objections to the dynasty remained obstinately genealogical. To those which 
the Mahdi countered in his letter to the Yemen, namely, that he was not 
Muhammad b. Isma'il or one of his descendants, but rather the descendant of 
one Maymfin b. Qaddah impersonating or merely representing the Imam, were 
added those encountered by Mu'izz himself in the middle of the century, 
namely, that the Mahdi was not the father of the Qa'im but a wicked uncle, 
or that the dynasty, although descended from 'Ali, was not mustaqarr but 
mustawda', keepers of the Imamate rather than Imams themselves.69 Whether 
the charge was impostors, representatives, usurpers, substitutes or merely com- 
moners, it related to the period of the Imamate in satr, and though it might 
be rejected, it was hard to refute. Mu'izz eschewed the account of his lineage 
provided by his great-grandfather, and took the significant step of incorporat- 
ing Muhammad b. Isma'il into his ancestry as a real person.70 By the end of 
the century the names of the Hidden Imams, which the Qadi al-Nu'man 
declared he knew but could not reveal,7' were overtly established in the 
literature of the dynasty.72 But in the world at large, the case had gone by 
default; and while the prestige of the dynasty may have silenced its critics 
among the Seveners, the stories which had germinated among them at the 
beginning of the tenth century had become the common property of its enemies 
by the beginning of the eleventh, when the 'Abbasids sponsored an outright 
denunciation of the claim to 'Alid ancestry at Baghdad.73 Long before the 
discovery of the Mahdi's letter to the Yemen added yet another, P. H. Mamour 
had collected scores of different versions of his genealogy from the whole 
repertoire of Shi'ite and Sunni sources.74 

That so major a dynasty should have been so vulnerable to such criticism 
is evidence of a problem which has engrossed the modern literature of the 
subject. Explanations have varied from the straightforward conclusion of 
Mamour and Ivanow that the dynasty was entirely legitimate, and that the 

66 Ibn Hani', Diwan (Beirut, 1952), 88, 92; Idris 'Imad al-Din, Ta'rikh al-Khulafa' al- 

fi7timiyyin, 

408. 
67 Idris 'Imad al-Din, Tar'~kh al-Khulafa', 686; cf. S. D. Goitein, 'The origin of the vizierate 

and its true character', Islamic Culture, 16, 1942, 255-62, 380-92. 
68 Reich des Mahdi, 148. 
69 cf. S. M. Stern, 'Heterodox Isma'1lism in the time of al-Mu'izz', BSOAS, xvII, 1, 1955, 

10-30; Halm, Reich des Mahdi, 334-5. 
70 cf. Madelung, 'Imamat', 86-101. 
71 Urjifza, 11.1865-7, pp. 191-2. 
72 Conspicuously represented by the post-Fatimid Isma-ili historian Idris 'Imad al-Din, 'Uyin 

al-akhbdr, Iv, ed. M. Ghalib (Beirut, 1973), 351-404. 
73 Full references in Daftary, Ismd'l-is, p. 109, n. 93. 
74 P. H. Mamour, Polemics on the origin of the Fatimi Caliphs (London, 1934). 
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confusion arose from the strategies adopted by the Imams in satr to conceal 
themselves from persecution.7" Bernard Lewis, while accepting the legitimacy 
of the line, envisaged a parallel succession of substitute Imams going back to 

Maymuin al-Qaddah, of which the Mahdi himself was the last.76 Stern in 
particular concluded that nothing could be known of the period prior to 850,"7 
a position generally adopted until the reconsideration of the Mahdi's letter to 
the Yemen by Hamdani and de Blois, which has persuaded Heinz Halm to 
push the story back to the foundation of Salamiyya as a new town at the end 
of the eighth century."8 The effect has been to concentrate on the conspiracy 
described by Ibn Rizam and Akhui Muhsin, originating in Iraq with the 
recruitment of Hamdan Qarmat to the cause of the Hidden Imam as preached 
by Muhammad, the predecessor of the Mahdi at Salamiyya. 

If the account of Ibn Rizam and Akhui Muhsin is now to be rejected, this 
way out of the difficulty is no longer possible. Nor may the official version of 
pre-dynastic history provided by the QadIi al-Nu'man be regarded as a satisfact- 
ory alternative. Its avoidance of genealogy is part of the problem of a decep- 
tively simple narrative. The answer must lie in the controversy itself. Some at 
least of the accusations of illegitimacy evidently derive from the dynasty's own 
propaganda after the event-the predecessor of the Mahdi as the hujja of the 
true Imam, the Mahdi himself as a usurper or a substitute. None of them can 
be true in so far as they associate the dynasty with belief in Muhammad b. 
Isma'il as the Seventh Imam and Expected Mahdi, and in so far as they refer 
to Muhammad b. Isma'il as the ancestor of the line in satr, all are contingent 
upon his adoption as the crucial link in the chain of descent from the Prophet 
and 'Ali. This adoption of Muhammad b. Isma'iI was the result rather than 
the beginning of the argument over the dynasty's credentials after its rise to 
power. The reason was evidently doctrinal, and the argument itself may now 
serve to place the origin of the Fatimids and the evolution of their movement 
in quite a different light. 

At the heart of the matter is the replacement of the Da'i by the Imam, the 
Hujja of God by the Caliph of God, the Kitdb al-Kashfby the Kitab al-Rushd, 
the figure of Muhammad by his syzygy with 'Ali. How the one became the 
vehicle of the other, in other words, how the Mahdism of Salamiyya came to 
capture the movement in the Yemen and Ifriqiya on which it rode to power, 
is hidden by the art of the Iftitaih al-da'wa. Socially they were wide apart. The 
Sira or recollections of Ja'far al-IHajib, the personal servant of the Mahdi on 
his journey to the West, although 'ghosted' after his death very much later in 
Egypt,79 describes an educated gentleman belonging to the elite of metropolitan 
civilization; the appeal of Ibn IHawshab and Abui 'Abd Allah was to the 
mountain tribes. The family at Salamiyya may well have belonged to the 'Alid 
aristocracy of the empire, however they traced their descent; the bedouin who 
followed the 'sons of Zikrawayh' to Salamiyya in search of the Mahdi came 
from the fringe of its society.80 The Carmathians who looked for the return 
of Muhammad b. Isma'il were originally identified with the peasant population 
of southern Iraq; those who established a state for themselves in Bahrayn 

7 Mamour, Polemics; Ivanow, Rise. 
76 B. Lewis, The origins of Isma'ilism (Cambridge, 1940). 
77 Stern,' Isma'ilis and Qarmatians', L laboration de 'Islam (Paris, 1961), 99-108, reprinted 

in idem, Studies in early Ismd'ilism (Jerusalem and Leiden), 1983. 
78 H. Halm, 'Les fatimides 'a Salamya', Revue des Etudes Islamiques, LIV, 1986, 133-49; Reich 

des Mahdi, 21-4. 
7 Text and transl. in Ivanow, Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts and Rise; see above, n. 53. 
80 Halm, Reich des Mahdi, 67-86; see above, n. 53. 
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created an oasis city. Given the wide difference of social condition, and con- 
sidering the broad spectrum of belief involved, it seems best to discard any 
notion of a single grand Mahdist conspiracy culminating in 'the Rising of the 
Sun of God in the West',81 in favour of the candidature of a particular Mahdi 
successfully addressed to a plethora of thefiraq al-ShT'a in a number of different 
constituencies. 

Regarded from this point of view, the subsequent propaganda of the 
dynasty becomes part of a continuing campaign to persuade the Seveners at 
large, and the followers of Muhammad b. Ismi'il in particular, to recognize 
the Mahdi who had so spectacularly appeared in Ifriqiya as the true Imam. 
The correspondence of Mu'izz with communities as far away as Iran and India, 
together with the accession of the Iranian philosopher and da'i al-Sijistani to 
the Fatimid cause,82 suggests that by the time of the fourth Caliph of the 
dynasty, the process was nearing completion, and waited only for consumma- 
tion under the prestigious umbrella of the Imamate at Cairo. Only the 
Carmathians of Bahrayn, who had created their own state in the name of their 
own Mahdi,83 would have refused the appeal, to the embarrassment of Mu'izz 
at his entry into Egypt. The letter which he addressed to them, demanding an 
end to their invasion of Syria, may have been typical of his general approach.84 
Whereas the Caliph as the representative of God on earth has summoned all 
manner of people to be reconciled in obedience to him, the Carmathians have 
abandoned the ways of their ancestors, who fought for the dynasty against the 
'Abba-sids; let them now return to their allegiance, or stand condemned.85 The 
historical reference must be to the time of the Mahdi 'Abd Allah, when for 
twenty years Bahrayn had posed a major threat to Iraq; but the claim itself is 
unlikely to be historical. From the divine mission of the true successors of 
Muhammad and 'Ali, all opponents must by definition have diverged in accord- 
ance with the dictum: My community will divide into seventy-three sects, of 
which only one will follow my religion.86 This applied with a vengeance to the 
firaq al-ShT'a, Nawbakhti's account of whom is constructed historically, in the 
order in which the sects broke away from an original stem. A constant campaign 
of propaganda claiming all credit for the revolution which had carried the 
dynasty to power in Ifriqiya and Egypt, was almost by definition required to 
couch its appeal to the closer members of this sectarian milieu in terms of past 
unity in a common cause. The outcome, we may think, as the Carmathians of 
Bahrayn retreated into isolation by the end of the tenth century, was the 
widespread acceptance of the dynasty's claim by the Seveners, their amalgama- 
tion into a single community under the direction of the Fatimid Imam, and 
the consolidation of Isma'ilism into an agreed version of Islam. 

Al-Shahrastani's account of the Isma'iliyya in the Kitab al-Milal bears no 
relation to that of the 'Ilba'iyya, concentrating on the name of Isma'il rather 
than those of Muhammad and 'Ali.87 Fatima likewise is barely mentioned. 
Although they revered her as the mother of the Imams, the Fatimids avoided 
the mistake of Muhammad b. 'Abd Allah al-Nafs al-Zakiyya, the Hasanid 
who rose against the 'Abbasids at Medina in 762 on the grounds that he was 

81 Prophecy of the coming of the Mahdi: Iftitaih, text 65. 
82 cf. Madelung, 'Imamat', 106-11; Halm, Reich des Mahdi, 335-7. 
83 cf. F. de Blois, 'The Ab~i Sa'idis or so-called " 

Qarmatians" of Bahrayn', Proceedings of 
the Seminar for Arabian studies, xvI, 1986, 13-21. 

84 Al-Maqrizi, Itti'tz al-hunafli', ed. al-Shayyal and Athmad, 3 vols. (Cairo, 1967-73), 
I, 189-201. 

85 ibid., 194-8. 
86 Shahrastani, Livre des religions et des sectes, 108; Introduction, 31-66. 
87 ibid., 550-65; Milal. 
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the most direct descendant of the Prophet. He was derided as al-Fatimi, because 
this specifically genealogical claim to the Caliphate depended upon the female, 
who could not inherit. 'Fatimid' was in fact a pejorative term, applied for 
example to the 'sons of Zikrawayh', but one which the dynasty itself did not 
use.88 Its absence is a reminder of the preference for 'Ali as the designated 
successor of Muhammad which governed the rise of the dynasty, underlying 
the successive emphases upon Muhammad b. 'Abd Allah and Muhammad b. 

Isma-'i. This preference is not so much genealogical as doctrinal. It takes us 
back, not to the question of the Imamate in satr or in ghayba, but into the 
inspirational world of al-Halldaj, and Massignon's classification of its inhabit- 
ants by the Mim, the 'Ayn and the Sin. 

This categorization is surely wrong as far as the particular doctrines of 
these inhabitants are concerned; Halm has clearly demonstrated that the 
Mukhammisi doctrines which he ascribes to the ghuldt or extremists of Kufa 
have nothing in common with the cabbalistic use of the alphabet in the Kitab 
al-Kashf and subsequent Fatimid texts.89 His own contention that the occult 
doctrines contained in these texts derived from the original teaching of an 
original Isma'ilism preached from the middle of the ninth century onwards, 
on the other hand, stands or falls with the story of the quarrel with the 
Carmathians in 899.90 In a world of many doctrines coalescing in the future 
rather than dividing in the past, an alternative classification is required, for 
which Massignon's sweeping characterization of the various sects may have 
heuristic value as well as charm. In the Fatimid context, the Mim might stand 
for a broadly Muhammadan Messianism, the 'Ayn for a specifically 'Alid 
Jacobitism, eventually combined with considerable difficulty by the vigorous 
propaganda of the dynasty, in the name of Muhammad b. Isma'il. Sacred 
histories and their parodies alike would testify less to the actual origins of the 
Fatimids than the making of their dynastic creed under the rubric of Isma'ilism. 

88 cf. M. I. Fierro, 'Some observations on the term al-flitimiyyun', 5th International 
Colloquium, 'From Jahiliyya to Islam', Jerusalem, 1990. 

89 Halm, Kosmologie, 142-68. 
90 ibid., 167-8. 
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