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Abstract

The doctrine of Imamate is one of the most significant and debated subjects
among Muslims. Within the Shi'a community, it serves as both a point of
convergence and divergence. The Zaydis are regarded as Shi‘a and followers
of “Ali ibn Abi Talib due to their belief in his immediate succession after the
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). However, Zaydi Shi'ites hold a
distinctive view of the Imamate. They consider the Imamate to be the
highest form of authority within the Islamic state. They acknowledge the
Imamate of Hasan and Husayn (peace be upon them) and believe that the
Imamate remains within the progeny of the Prophet. According to Zaydi
belief, the Imamate following Imam Husayn is not based on explicit divine
designation nor infallibility. Instead, it is a form of leadership assumed by a
qualified individual who rises in opposition against tyrannical and unjust
governments and assumes responsibility for leading the Islamic community.
They hold that Imam Husayn did not appoint a successor. Consequently,
they refrained from recognizing a specific Imam after him until the uprising
of Zayd ibn ‘Alf in Kiifa, whereupon they pledged allegiance to him. Most
Zaydis did not accept the Imamate of Imam “Alf ibn al-Husayn (commonly
known as Imam Sajjad). However, they accepted the Imamate of Zayd ibn
‘Alf and any descendant of Fatima who was known to be a just, courageous,
and learned figure who actively rose up and invited others to follow him.
They believe that the Imam is not characterized by infallibility (‘ismah) or
divinely inspired knowledge (‘ilm laduni). Accordingly, they do not
consider spiritual guidance of the community toward God to be among the
duties of the Imam; rather, the Imam’s primary function is to implement
penal laws (hudid), lead jihad, and carry out state governance. This study
utilizes a descriptive-historical method and draws upon primary Zaydi
sources to examine the doctrine of Imamate within Zaydism.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Zaydi sect of Shi’a Islam offers a unique and

historically significant interpretation of the
doctrine of Imamate that bridges core theological
concepts with political reality. Unlike Twelver
Shi’ism, which insists upon a divinely appointed
and infallible lineage of Imams, Zaydism proposes
a more pragmatic model rooted in merit,
knowledge, justice, and revolutionary initiative. At
its core, Zaydism affirms the legitimacy of “Alt ibn
Abi Talib as the immediate successor to the Prophet
Muhammad and acknowledges the Imamate of
Hasan and Husayn (Mousavi Nejad, 2005).
However, their theological divergence becomes
apparent in the post-Karbala period, where they
reject the notion of hereditary or hidden Imams in
favor of any qualified descendant of Fatima who
rises in opposition to tyranny and invites allegiance
through knowledge and virtue (Ebrahimzadeh,
2003). Unlike the doctrine of infallibility
emphasized in Imami theology, the Zaydi view of
the Imam does not necessitate sinlessness or divine
knowledge (Saberi, 2004). Their perspective
instead emphasizes active leadership, particularly
through military resistance and the implementation
of Islamic law, framing Imamate as a responsibility
derived from community engagement and political
action rather than divine appointment (Parivash &
Rahimi, 2013).

The historical emergence of Zaydism is situated
within the context of the post-martyrdom
fragmentation of Shi’ism. Following the death of
Imam Husayn, factions developed differing criteria
for legitimate leadership. One such group rallied
behind Zayd ibn “Ali, recognizing his uprising in
Kifa as a symbol of qualified leadership through
action and sacrifice. Zayd’s revolt against
Umayyad rule in 122 AH marked the formalization
of Zaydism, particularly emphasizing the principle
that any Fatimid with requisite moral and scholarly
traits who leads a movement against injustice may
assume the Imamate (Ya'qubi, 1995). This criterion
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distinguished them from Twelvers who viewed the
Imamate as divinely conferred through a
continuous lineage of twelve specific Imams.
Zayd’s martyrdom, followed by his son Yahya’s
failed revolt, and later the failed uprising of
Muhammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyyah, further solidified
the Zaydi principle that legitimacy stems from
opposition to injustice, not mere descent (Mas'udi,
1991). Their Imams became identified by their
readiness to lead the community and resist political
corruption rather than through explicit divine texts
or miracle-working authority.

Zaydi scholars provide distinct definitions of the
Imamate that reflect their pragmatic orientation.
For example, Qasim ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Al
defines the Imamate as an unrestricted authority in
religion and politics derived from individual merit,
not divine selection (Sadeghian, 2011). Other
Zaydi theologians, such as Ahmad ibn Yahya,
emphasize that the Imam holds the highest position
in state governance, overseeing both religious
affairs and public administration. The recognition
of an Imam is linked to their public invitation
(da‘wah), active resistance (khurj), and personal
attributes such as knowledge, bravery, and justice.
Although some Zaydis, particularly the early
Jartdiyya subsect, did entertain the possibility of
latent divine knowledge within the Imam, the
mainstream Zaydi view denies both infallibility and
esoteric knowledge (‘ilm laduni), stressing instead
scholarly learning and jurisprudential competence
as foundational traits of leadership (Parivash &
Rahimi, 2013). Consequently, they envision the
Imam not as a semi-divine figure guiding the
community through mystical insight but rather as a
morally and intellectually superior leader actively
engaged in social governance.

In terms of how the Imam is appointed, the Zaydi
doctrine allows for several mechanisms. While
early figures such as Yahya ibn Hamzah identify
three methods—explicit divine designation (nass),
personal call to leadership (da‘wah), and election
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by the community (ikhtiyar)—Zaydism ultimately
prioritizes public invitation and opposition to
oppression as defining marks of legitimate
Imamate (Soltani, 2011). Divine designation is
acknowledged only in the cases of ‘Ali, Hasan, and
Husayn, while later Imams must prove themselves
through action. Notably, they do not believe that
Imamate is rendered invalid during a period of
occultation or vacancy. Instead, a capable leader
may rise whenever conditions permit. The
community may follow a figure known as a
“muhtasib” or “da‘T’ in the absence of a formal
Imam, expanding the notion of legitimate authority
beyond rigid hereditary constraints. Such
flexibility ensures that the Zaydi Imamate remains
a dynamic institution responsive to political
realities and the evolving moral needs of the
Islamic ummah (Soltani, 2011).

This practical orientation is also evident in their
rejection of the doctrine of infallibility and
supernatural knowledge. Zaydis maintain that
Imams are fallible humans and can err in judgment,
although they are expected to be virtuous and just.
This aligns with their acceptance of the caliphates
of Abi Bakr and ‘Umar despite affirming the
superior status of “Ali, thereby allowing for the
leadership of a less-than-ideal candidate in the
absence of the ideal (Saberi, 2004). Additionally,
they argue that if the Imams truly possessed divine
knowledge, they would have avoided ingesting
poison, as is recounted in the martyrdom stories of
some of the Imams. Thus, they use empirical
reasoning to reject mystical attributes and insist on
the Imam’s accountability and accessibility,
contrasting sharply with the Twelver Shi’a belief in
an occulted Imam endowed with divine insight.
Theologically, this viewpoint roots the legitimacy
of leadership not in divine predestination but in
moral capability and public service.

The role and responsibilities of the Zaydi Imam are
explicitly tied to state governance and social
justice. The Imam is responsible for implementing
penal law (hudad), safeguarding communal
resources such as zakat and ghanima, leading
military campaigns (jihad), and ensuring the
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protection of civil liberties. They must also uphold
moral order through enjoining good and forbidding
evil (amr bi-I-ma‘rif wa-nahy ‘an al-munkar),
convene Friday prayers, and foster scholarly
discourse among religious elites (Soltani, 2011).
These duties are not mere formalities but the
essence of the Imam’s mandate. Thus, the Zaydi
Imamate is conceptualized less as a spiritual office
and more as an administrative and political
vocation. The Imam must possess not only personal
piety but also strategic acumen and bravery, as
symbolized by their requirement to take up arms
against oppressive regimes. Their mission is
inherently reformist and communal, ensuring that
the Imam remains a servant of the people, a
protector of religious law, and a bulwark against
injustice.

In conclusion, the Zaydi doctrine of Imamate
provides a compelling alternative to both Sunni
political  quietism and  Twelver  Shi’a
supernaturalism. It anchors religious authority in
moral action, scholarly competence, and political
engagement, rather than in infallibility or esoteric
inheritance. While preserving reverence for the
Prophet’s family, Zaydism promotes a meritocratic
vision of leadership rooted in the lived needs of the
Islamic community. Its historical trajectory, from
Zayd ibn ‘Al’s rebellion to later doctrinal
elaborations, reflects a theology deeply intertwined
with resistance and reform. Though it shares some
foundational beliefs with other Shi’a sects—such
as the superiority of “Alt and the sanctity of Ahl al-
Bayt—it diverges significantly in its practical
implications for political leadership, social
responsibility, and the nature of religious authority.
Through its emphasis on rationalism, activism, and
communal accountability, Zaydism offers a
nuanced and historically grounded model of
Islamic governance that continues to resonate in
contemporary discussions on the role of religion in
politics.
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