Chapter 3

Imam Absconditus and the Beginnings of a
Theology of Occultation*
The last quarter of the ninth century is the most obscure in the history of
Imami Shiʿism—bedeviled as it is by confused and tendentious documentation. Following the death of the eleventh Imam with no offspring, it represents
a period of severe crisis and yet, within it, are found the beginnings of a number of far reaching doctrinal and institutional trends which shaped Shiʿism
permanently. Two important documents are used as a window for viewing this
critical period by focusing on the major rupture in the history of Shiʿism that
marks its end: the cessation of communication between the Imam and his
Shiʿa and the formal acceptance of an Imam absconditus. From the historical
point of view, this rupture is the decisive turning point that divides the historical Imamate from the era of occultation.
1
On Friday, January 1, 874/8 Rabīʿ I, 260, the eleventh Imam, Ḥasan al-ʿAskarī,
died. “He died and no offspring (khalaf ) was seen after him.”1 His followers
splintered into fourteen or more groups. Two of these took up the ideas of
the Wāqifiyya, the group of followers of the seventh Imam, Mūsā al-Kāẓim
(d. 799/183), which, after his death, considered the Imamate suspended in
him, as he was the apocalyptic qāʾim (redresser/riser) in occultation. The
Wāqifiyya had also held that the qāʾim would have two occultations, a short
one followed by a longer one extending to his rising, a tenet whose origin can
be traced to Mūsā al-Kāẓim’s two periods of imprisonment.2 One splinter
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group among Ḥasan’s followers argued that, as a childless Imam cannot die
and leave the world devoid of proof (ḥujja) of God, Ḥasan had not died but
had gone into occultation. He was the qāʾim and the mahdī, and would have
two occultations.3 In the course of the next two decades, these neo-Wāqifite
ideas were adopted in modified form by the leadership of the nascent Imami
hierarchy.
Ḥasan b. ʿAlī had become the eleventh Imam by default, as his older brother
and the successor-designate of the tenth Imam, Muḥammad, had predeceased
their father. Some of the Imamis had refused to accept his Imamate and had
instead chosen his younger brother, Jaʿfar. Probably the majority maintained
that the eleventh Imam had died childless and, considering this proof that
they had been mistaken in accepting his Imamate in the first place, became
followers of his rival brother, Jaʿfar, who survived him by some two decades.4
ʿUthmān b. Saʿīd al-ʿAmrī, the eleventh Imam’s chief agent, who, assisted by
his son, Muḥammad, had been in charge of the seat of the Imam (al-nāḥiya
al-muqaddasa) in Sāmarrāʾ since the time of the tenth Imam, refused to come
to terms with Jaʿfar. Instead, the ʿAmrīs opted for an absent Imam whose name
they refused to divulge “as the people believe that this lineage has come to an
end.”5 ʿAmrī the elder died before long, and his son, Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad b.
ʿUthmān, assumed the direction of the seat of the Imam for over forty years
until his death in 917/304.6
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Some even saw his imprisonment as part of the occultation (Muḥammad b. Muḥammad
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	There is an unresolved problem with the elder ʿAmrī’s name. Our oldest source, Kashshī,
reports it as “Ḥafs b. ʿAmr known as al-ʿAmrī,” adding that his son, Muḥammad ibn ʿUthmān,
was known as Ibn al-ʿAmrī. (Muḥammad b. ʿUmar al-Kashshī, Rijāl, abridged by Muhammad
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Shiʿite biographical science (ʿilm al-rijāl) has added the epithet jammāl (camel-driver) to

