Farhange Razavi

https://www.farhangerazavi.ir toa

Examining the Thematic Diversity of Hadiths Transmitted
from Imam Reza (A.S.) on Imamate in Relation

to the Historical Context of His Era

Zeinab Omidian !

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Shiite History, Faculty of Theology, Hakim Sabzevari
University, Sabzevar, Iran: z.omidiyan@hsu.ac.ir

Article Info

Abstract

Article Type:
Research Article

Article History:

Received:
July 15,2023

In Revised Form:
August 20, 2023

Accepted:
September 25, 2023

Published Online:
December 21, 2024

Keywords

A significant portion of Imam Reza’s (a) hadiths is dedicated to the subject
of Imamate. Thus, examining these hadiths from various perspectives is of
considerable importance. This article aims, using a historical approach, to
identify the components of Imamate from the Imam’s viewpoint and to un-
derstand their connection to the historical context of his time. Accordingly,
the research question here is: what meaningful relationship exists between
the historical context contemporary with Imam Ali ibn Musa (a) and the the-
matic diversity of the hadiths on Imamate attributed to him?

Based on the political and cultural atmosphere of the late 2nd and early 3rd
centuries AH, it is evident that issues of leadership and Imamate in the Is-
lamic community were still among the most contentious challenges among
Islamic sects and denominations. Consequently, the numerous hadiths of
Imam Reza (a) on the topic of Imamate are directly related to the crises and
challenges of his time, including issues of caliphate and elective leadership,
the permissibility of appointing a lesser figure over a more qualified one, the
prioritization of caliphs, intra-Shi’a sects, and extremist factions. Among the
Imam’s most significant actions to address these doubts and challenges was
establishing the legitimacy of the Imamate of Ahl al-Bayt (a) by focusing on
the components of divine appointment and the elevated status of the Imams,
the virtues and superiority of Imam Ali (a), knowledge and infallibility, di-
vine authority, and the obligatory obedience to the Imam. Each of these com-
ponents clearly reflects Imam Ali ibn Musa’s (a) views on the differences,
weaknesses, and errors in the perspectives of contemporary sects.
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Introduction

It appears that the most significant dispute within the Islamic community,
emerging after the passing of the Prophet Muhammad (s) and persisting to this
day, is the issue of succession. Consequently, Imamate and leadership became a
crucial and central topic in Islamic thought, driving political differences among
Muslims and distinguishing various Islamic sects and schools. Due to this im-
portance, all religious leaders and scholars in Islamic sciences have expressed
views on Imamate, forming a vast oral and written legacy in the Islamic world.
Among this wealth, many hadiths on Imamate are attributed to Imam Reza (a).
These hadiths have held such significance that prominent Shiite scholars, such
as Kulayni, Ibn Babawayh, Fayz Kashani, al-Hurr al-Amili, and al-Khoei, have
relied primarily on these narrations to clarify Imamate, outlining the responsi-
bilities and attributes of the Imam. Even contemporary thinkers, like Ali Korani,
have referenced Imam Reza’s (a) hadiths to elucidate Imamate. These schol-
ars’ reliance solely on explaining Imam Reza’s (a) narrations to define Imamate,
without resorting to other definitions, indicates their view of Imam Reza’s (a)
explanation as complete; their core description of Imamate aligns with Imam
Reza’s (a) portrayal of it and its significance. Given the extensive volume and
lasting importance of these hadiths, a question arises regarding the meaningful
connection between the historical context of Imam Ali ibn Musa’s (a) era and the
thematic diversity of his narrations on Imamate.

It is evident that each of the Infallible Imams (a) lived under distinct politi-
cal, economic, and cultural circumstances. Understanding the different aspects
of the Imams’ lives and their teachings in relation to their contemporary con-
texts enables a more concrete understanding of their words and actions, and
better serves as a model for emulation. Additionally, this knowledge provides
insight into some of the fundamental and overarching concepts of Shiite political
thought present in their narrations. Although valuable research has been con-
ducted on the context behind the words and actions of Imam Ali (a) and Imams
Hasan (a) and Husayn (a), a comprehensive examination of the other Imams
from this perspective remains lacking. Regarding Imam Reza (a), although there
is some research on the alignment of his actions with the political conditions of
his time—particularly concerning issues of the succession and Alids uprisings—
these studies often overlook the cultural background of his era. In other words,
Imam Reza’s (a) era as a whole, including his responses, particularly regarding
Imamate, has yet to be fully explored, nor has the relationship between the vast
number of his hadiths on Imamate and the culture of his time received adequate
scholarly attention. This gap highlights the necessity of further research in this
area, marking the innovation of this study.
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Research Methodology

This study adopts a historical research method, as part of the statements of the
Infallibles (a) were responses to the events and conditions of their time, which
require analysis and understanding. In the historical method—one of the most
commonly used in historical research—the objective is to uncover the relation-
ship between spoken word, action, and written texts and the political, social, and
cultural conditions of each period. This article, therefore, employs this method to
examine the connection between the hadiths of Imam Reza (a) on Imamate and
his contemporary historical conditions, with a particular focus on the cultural
and religious landscape of the late 2nd and early 3rd centuries AH. The author
believes that this historical perspective has inspired methods such as discourse
analysis, content analysis, and semantic exploration within other fields of hu-
manities research, where these analytical approaches are applied.

Findings and Results

The analysis of Imam Reza’s (a) narrations on the teachings of Imamate re-
veals that his primary objective was to assert and defend the legitimacy of the
Twelve Imams, aiming to correct the varying beliefs and shifts within his con-
temporary society. To achieve this goal, Imam Reza (AS) based his arguments on
the Qur’an, the Prophet’s (s) hadiths, and rational evidence. His discourse was
organized around several thematic streams, demonstrating his commitment to
resolving doubts and addressing the intellectual challenges of his time.

At the end of the 2nd century and the beginning of the 3rd century AH, lead-
ership and Imamate were still among the most contentious issues for Islamic
sects and denominations. During this time, many of Imam Reza’s (a) hadiths on
Imamate emphasized divine appointment and the superiority of Imam Ali (a),
clearly rejecting the notion of the superiority of the first three caliphs. These
hadiths of Imam Reza (a) were transmitted in response to the Sunni and Mutazi-
lite view of elective leadership, the Khawarij and some Zaydis’ acceptance of a
lesser figure’s rule despite the presence of a superior one.

At this time, many traditionalists, similar to some Khawarij and Zaydi leaders,
did not consider the Imam’s duty to include spiritual guidance for the people;
thus, they removed attributes such as divine appointment, knowledge, and infal-
libility from the Imamate, or added the condition of military leadership. Similar-
ly, the followers of the Fathiyya sect disregarded the need for knowledge in the
Imam. In response to these views, Imam Ali ibn Musa (a) promoted the belief in
guiding the community, knowledge, and infallibility as essential characteristics
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of the Imam. While leaders among Sunnis and non-Imami Shiite sects deemed
their rightful leaders as the Rashidun caliphs, the Fatimids as military leaders,
Abdallah al-Aftah, Ismail and his descendants, or even Musa ibn Ja’far (AS) as
the Mahdi, Imam Reza (a) countered these claims by recounting narrations from
his forefathers about divine appointment, the number of Imams, their clear lin-
eage, and the attributes of the Qa’im. Addressing certain Shiites who objected to
his acceptance of the political position of crown prince or the extremist groups
who discredited Shiism with their permissive practices and claimed affiliation
with the Imams, Imam Reza (a) emphasized the obligatory obedience to the
Imam in adhering to the core principles of Shariah. In this manner, Imam Reza
(a) addressed the doubts surrounding Imamate and its attributes during his time
and previous eras, and through these intellectual endeavors, he resolved many of
the prevailing ideological conflicts of his time.
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