Volume 3, Issue 4, Year 2025

1P+ F S o yle2 o0 3lod ¢pow 0599

Islamic Knowledge and Insight

A Critique of the View of the Commentator of
al-Mawagqif Regarding the Position of
Imamate in the Fundamentals or the Branches
of Religion Based on Scriptural and Rational
Evidence

1. Gholamreza Masoumi*: Postdoctoral Researcher, Department of
Theology and Islamic Studies, Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies,
University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. (Email: Dr.heza@yahoo.com)

o Nl O gucs g S y2o

Calol oS > 0Ly Blgadl 5l ol uas
G&:géﬁda!ﬁqﬁhmaé”ﬂujyuo

Coslan 5 Ll 0aSCisls ¢ oMl (3 lee 5 Sl 035 (6 S5 Ly Kin g 17 o gmane Lo oM

(Dr.heza@yah00.com 1G5 531 ) 011 01,5 Ol ol8ltils ¢ oDl

Abstract

The present article examines whether Imamate belongs to the fundamentals (usi! al-din) or
the branches (furii  al-din) of religion from the perspective of the commentator of al-Mawagif.
In the first chapter, along with a brief introduction to Jurjani, we defined terms such as Imam,
Caliph, fundamentals, and branches of religion, and we explained the criterion by which a
matter in religious affairs is considered a fundamental or a branch. It is certain that Islam is
the final religion, comprehensive and encompassing all aspects of human life. However, the
twenty-three years of the Prophet’s mission were not sufficient for him to convey all Islamic
rulings to all people. At the same time, it is impossible that such a religion was left incomplete.
Therefore, there must have been individuals among the Prophet’s Companions who received
Islam in its entirety from him and conveyed it fully to the people. This matter is referred to as
Imamate. The discussion begins with the following question: Is Imamate a jurisprudential
(fight) issue or a theological (kalami) one? If itis a jurisprudential matter, then it is considered
among the branches of religion, in which case its establishment is through the Muslim
community and by the choice of the people. In the second chapter, we reported and critiqued
the arguments of those who consider Imamate to be part of the branches of religion, including
the commentator of al-Mawagif. But if Imamate is a theological matter, then its establishment
is by God, and faith and belief in it are deemed necessary and essential. In the third chapter,
we presented the arguments of those who consider Imamate to be among the fundamentals of
religion. In any case, the principle of Imamate is considered certain among the majority of
Islamic schools, but there has been serious disagreement as to whether Imamate is an
obligation upon God (wujiib ‘ala Allah) or upon the people (wujith ‘ala al-nas). The present
study seeks to answer the question of whether Imamate, like Prophethood, is one of the
essential pillars of religion and a reference for religious matters, as the Imamiyya maintain,
or whether it ranks lower than Prophethood and the Imam has no duty other than to establish
security, safeguard interests, and preserve order, while the main reference for religion remains
the Qur’an and the Sunnah, and the Imam, like a president in the present age, should be elected
by the people—as the Sunnis in general and the commentator of al-Mawagif hold. According
to Shi‘i belief, the office of Imamate is divine and must be granted by God to those who
possess the qualifications and conditions for it. With reference to Qur’anic verses such as the
Verse of Proclamation (dyat al-Tabligh), the verse of ili al-amr, and narrations such as the
hadith man mata and hadith al-thagalayn, to which the Imamiyya appeal, Imamate is regarded
as a fundamental principle of religion rather than a secondary one, and it is counted among
the other principles such as monotheism, Prophethood, eschatology, and justice. In contrast,
some Sunni scholars, including the commentator of al-Mawdagif and Qadr ‘Adud al-Din al-Tji,
maintain that the Imam must be chosen by the people and that infallibility is not a requirement,
thereby narrowing the scope of the Imam’s functions. From this perspective, Imamate is
considered a branch of religion and a jurisprudential issue.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The question of whether Imamate belongs to the

fundamentals (usiil al-din) or branches (furi’ al-
din) of religion has historically occupied a central
position in Islamic theology, jurisprudence, and
inter-sectarian debates. The current article revisits
this complex issue by focusing on the perspective
of the commentator of al-Mawdagqif, who denies
Imamate as a fundamental principle and situates it
instead among the secondary branches. The
discussion  begins  with  linguistic  and
terminological explorations of the word Imam,
showing that lexicographers such as Tabarsi
defined it as one who is followed in actions and
words, whether in truth or falsehood, thus
highlighting its general application to any leader or
object of emulation (Tabarsi, 1987). Further
elaborations from prominent theologians reinforce
this notion of leadership, where Tusi defined
Imamate as a universal religious leadership guiding
people in both worldly and spiritual affairs (Tusi,
1995), lbn Maytham al-Bahrani emphasized its
originality in both religious and worldly domains
(Amidi, 2002b), and Lahiji explicitly described it
as succession to the Prophet in all dimensions of
religious and social governance (Lahiji, 1945).
Likewise, al-Hilli confirmed its nature as a
leadership succeeding the Prophet (Ibn Abi, 1967),
while scholars such as al-Mufid considered the
Imam as the Prophet’s executor in implementing
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divine rulings with infallibility akin to that of
Prophets. Across these definitions, the emphasis on
ri’‘asa  ‘amma (general leadership) recurs,
distinguishing Imamate from partial delegated
authorities like judges and rulers, thereby
consolidating its scope over the entire community.
By contrast, when scholars defined furi® al-din,
they restricted it to practical injunctions such as
prayer, fasting, and zakat, which, while obligatory,
are not the foundations of faith. Thus, as figures
like Mesbah Yazdi argued, the division between
usz/ and fura  ultimately demarcates the cognitive
doctrinal core from the practical obligations
(Mesbah Yazdi, 1993). It is against this conceptual
background that the article situates the critical
question: is Imamate to be aligned with the pillars
of faith such as tawhid and nubuwwa, or with the
practices that operationalize religious life?

The article systematically reconstructs the
arguments of Sunni theologians who, following
Jurjani and the commentator of al-Mawagif,
regarded Imamate as a branch. Their reliance on
Qur’anic verses such as “obey Allah, obey the
Messenger, and those in authority among you”
provided a textual basis for positing obedience to
rulers without requiring infallibility, thereby
reducing Imamate to a juristic duty of the
community (Kermani, 1995). The rational
underpinning of this view emphasized harm
reduction: better to appoint a fallible leader than to
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risk anarchy. Yet, this interpretation was strongly
contested by theologians who emphasized that the
unconditional nature of the Qur’anic command
necessitated infallibility, for otherwise believers
could be compelled to obey sinful or mistaken
directives. Fakhr al-Razi, for example, deduced
infallibility from the absolute imperative of
obedience (Fakhr al-Razi), thus challenging the
Sunni construal. Moreover, by tying Imamate to
God’s prerogative, scholars argued that only divine
knowledge of human inner states could designate
an infallible Imam (Bagqillani, 2001). In this light,
the Shi‘i contention emerges: Imamate must be
divinely appointed, and its denial as a principle
risks undermining the coherence of the divine law.
In parallel, Sunni theologians invoked the verse of
shira (“consult them in affairs”), which they
claimed established communal consultation as the
mechanism of succession. Suyitl’s exegesis
suggested that God instituted consultation as a
normative practice for governance (Muhaqqiq al-
Hilli, 2000), which later Sunni scholars
extrapolated to succession. However, critics point
out that the verse merely prescribes consultation
within an established governance structure, not for
foundational appointments, and that Shi‘i traditions
offered explicit Prophetic designations of
succession that undercut such extrapolations. This
divergence reflects the crux of the sectarian divide:
whether textual silence authorizes communal
agency or whether divine designation is
indispensable.

Hadith evidence likewise illustrates the bifurcation
of perspectives. Sunni theologians cited the hadith
man mata—-"‘whoever dies without knowing the
Imam of his time dies the death of ignorance”—to
argue that the obligation of knowing the Imam
implies the obligation of appointing one when none
is designated (Taftazani, 1988). This reasoning
supported their claim that Imamate lies within the
community’s domain as a practical necessity. Yet,
Shi‘i scholars countered that the severity of the
hadith—Iinking ignorance of the Imam to a return
to pre-Islamic ignorance—elevates Imamate to the
rank of fundamental doctrines, comparable to the
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recognition of Prophethood itself. From this
perspective, the hadith underscores the continuity
of divine guidance through designated Imams
rather than merely validating communal selection.
Moreover, traditions such as hadith al-thagalayn,
where the Prophet emphasized adherence to the
Qur’an and his progeny, reinforce the argument for
divinely mandated succession (Tabarsi, 1987).
Sunni rationalizations that reduced Imamate to
political leadership appear incongruent with the
existential stakes suggested by these hadiths.
Furthermore, reports of early succession practices,
particularly the events at Saqifa, were interpreted
by Sunni scholars as evidence of consensus (ijma ‘)
among the Companions that succession is a
communal duty (Razi, 1999). Jurjani and others
argued that the haste with which the Companions
prioritized succession over even the Prophet’s
burial demonstrates its juridical necessity (Jurjani,
1998). However, critics retort that the absence of
key figures such as ‘Ali, Bant Hashim, and
prominent Companions invalidates the claim of
consensus. The Shi‘i perspective interprets the
Saqifa episode not as proof of juristic consensus but
as evidence of political maneuvering, highlighting
the contested legitimacy of the outcome.

A deeper layer of analysis involves examining the
epistemological  criteria  for  distinguishing
fundamentals from branches. Scholars such as
Kermani emphasized that fundamentals are those
beliefs whose denial expels one from the fold of
Islam (Kermani, 1995), whereas branches, though
obligatory, do not compromise one’s essential
status as a Muslim. In this sense, Imamate, when
considered merely as political guardianship, seems
to fit the latter category. Yet, Shi‘i scholars
emphasized that Imamate fulfills precisely the
criteria of a fundamental: ignorance or denial of the
Imam invalidates one’s faith. Indeed, for Shi‘i
theologians, Imamate is integrally tied to tawhid,
nubuwwa, ‘adl, and ma‘ad, forming the quintet of
doctrinal pillars. Figures like Lahiji framed
Imamate as a universal succession encompassing
both religious and worldly matters (Lahiji, 1945),
while Bagqillani, although Sunni, occasionally
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acknowledged the structural centrality of Imamate
in sustaining religion (Bagqillani, 1906). The
ambiguity among Sunni theologians themselves is
noteworthy: some, like Baydawi, identified
Imamate as a principle whose denial amounts to
heresy, while others insisted on its classification as
a branch (Bahrani). This internal inconsistency
suggests the profound tension between the
doctrinal weight Imamate acquired historically and
the juridical framework that sought to minimize its
theological stakes. It is within this spectrum of
interpretations that the commentator of al-Mawagif
positioned himself, arguing that Imamate, though
obligatory, is a practical duty on the community
rather than a divinely decreed principle.

The article also examines rational arguments
beyond textual and hadith evidence. Sunni scholars
leaned heavily on pragmatic reasoning: the
prevention of chaos and safeguarding of communal
order necessitated a leader, making Imamate
obligatory on the people as a collective duty.
Amaidi, for instance, cited the consensus of early
Muslims and the impossibility of leaving the
community leaderless as evidence of its juristic
necessity (Amidi, 2002a). In their view, the
appointment of Abii Bakr at Saqifa and the
subsequent practices of selecting leaders through
shiira or designation by preceding caliphs
exemplify a functioning model that, though
historically contingent, reflected divine allowance.
Yet, Shi‘i critiques emphasized that the legitimacy
of Imamate cannot rest merely on pragmatic
grounds; if guidance is divinely mandated, then
only God possesses the knowledge to appoint an
infallible Imam. Moreover, reliance on consensus
is itself problematic when key members of the
community—including the Prophet’s household—
were excluded. These rational disagreements reveal
the deeper epistemological divide: whether
religious truth and continuity are secured by divine
guarantee or by communal agency. In either case,
the debate illustrates how differing conceptions of
authority, legitimacy, and divine will shaped
sectarian identities and continue to influence
theological discourse.

Yy

In conclusion, the article demonstrates that the
position of Imamate within Islamic thought cannot
be neatly resolved without addressing foundational
questions of authority and legitimacy. The
commentator of al-Mawagif reflects one trajectory
that emphasized communal responsibility, rational
necessity, and the classification of Imamate as a
branch of religion. In contrast, Shi‘i theologians
placed Imamate firmly within the fundamentals,
viewing it as a divinely mandated institution whose
recognition is as essential as faith in God and His
Messenger. The competing interpretations of
Qur’anic verses, the divergent readings of hadith,
and the contested accounts of early succession all
testify to the complexity of this issue. Beyond its
historical and doctrinal significance, the debate
over Imamate reveals the broader dynamics of how
Muslim  communities have negotiated the
relationship between divine will and human
agency, between revelation and politics, and
between doctrinal unity and practical governance.
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