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The Buyid era (321-447 AH) represents a turning point in the history of Shi‘T political thought.
During this period, Imami scholars of the Baghdad school underwent a significant
transformation in their approach to “cooperation with the ruler,” a practice previously viewed
with suspicion and generally avoided within the prevailing normative framework. Drawing on
Quentin Skinner’s contextualist approach, this study examines the causes and manner of this
transformation. It argues that the shift was not merely a response to the relatively open political
environment under the Buyids, but also constituted an intervention in the political discourse of
the period and a response to the dominant Sunni political discourse in Baghdad. Through
concepts such as istlla’ and an emphasis on obedience to the ruler, even when morally corrupt
(fasiq), this discourse sought to reconcile political legitimacy with established political power.
Two further factors contributed to this transformation. First, the onset of the Major Occultation
(al-Ghaybah al-Kubra) in 329 AH created an institutional vacuum following the absence of the
infallible Imam and his special deputies, thereby providing Imami scholars with greater scope
to redefine their political and religious role. Second, competition with politically active
contemporary Shi‘T sects, particularly the Isma‘ilis (the Fatimids) and Zaydis, which had
established independent states and challenged the political identity of the Imamis, encouraged
further doctrinal development. The findings indicate that, while preserving their theological
commitment to the divine source of political legitimacy, Imami scholars developed theories such
as the “deputyship of the jurists” (niyabat al-fuqaha’) and “apparent governance” (tawliyat al-
zahirah) to create a framework for political participation. These theories provided an Imami
alternative for engaging with political power and enabled religious legitimation without
accepting the foundations of SunnT caliphal legitimacy. Thus, the transformation reflects the

juristic adaptation of Imamf jurisprudence to the historical circumstances of the Occultation.
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Introduction

The Buyid era (321-447 AH) constitutes a turning point in the history of Imami Shi‘T political thought.
During this period, coinciding with the weakening of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate and the rise of a
government with Shi‘T orientations at the center of the Islamic caliphate, the Imami scholars of the
Baghdad school encountered a new political reality that challenged their established intellectual
frameworks. The most significant manifestation of this challenge was the changing attitude toward
“cooperation with the ruler,” a norm that had previously been viewed with considerable suspicion within
the prevailing tradition. The central question of this study is to investigate the reasons for and the manner
of this transformation in relation to three key factors. First, the dominant political formulation of Sunni
political discourse in Baghdad, which, through theories such as istila’ and obedience to a morally corrupt
ruler (fasiq), sought to reconcile the legitimacy of the caliphate with the reality of military power.
Second, the onset of the Major Occultation (al-Ghaybah al-Kubra) in 329 AH, which, following the
termination of the period of special deputyship, created a profound institutional vacuum within the Sh1‘1
community. Third, the identity-based competition with contemporary Shi‘T sects, particularly the
Isma‘1l1 (Fatimid) and Zaydt states, which had marginalized the political identity of the Imamis.

The hypothesis is that, in response to these challenges, Imami scholars engaged in an ijtihad-based
redefinition of established norms and, through theories such as “conditional cooperation” and the
“deputyship of the jurists,” opened a path for participation in the exercise of political power. This
approach preserved the theological foundations of divine legitimacy while making practical engagement
with the political realities of the period of Occultation possible. The theoretical significance of the study
lies in its application of Quentin Skinner’s contextualist methodology, which, rather than merely
describing intellectual positions, emphasizes the analysis of “speech acts” within the context of the
discursive conflicts of their time.

Method

This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach and systematically applies Skinner’s
contextualist methodology. This methodology rests on three principal components: identifying the
prevailing “conventional norm,” examining the “intellectual and objective contexts,” and analyzing the
“authorial intention,” or the speech act, embodied in the texts.

Accordingly, the study proceeds in four stages. First, it identifies the conventional norms prevailing
in Imam political thought prior to the Buyid era, drawing primarily on the works of Shaykh al-Kulaynt
and Shaykh al-Sadiiq. This examination demonstrates that the dominant norm was based on the
exclusive entitlement of the infallible Imam to govern, the illegitimacy of rule by a non-infallible
authority, and strong avoidance of cooperation with an unjust ruler (sultan ja'ir). Second, it examines
the objective contexts of the transformation—including the weakening of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, the
rise of the Buyids, the intellectual developments in Baghdad, and the formation of Sunni political
discourse—as well as its intellectual contexts, including theological disputes and sectarian competition.
Third, it analyzes the juristic and theological discourses of four prominent scholars of the Baghdad
school—Shaykh al-Mufid, al-Sharif al-Murtada, Shaykh al-Tisi, and Abt al-Salah al-Halabi—as
speech acts aimed at redefining earlier norms. At this stage, the central question concerns each author’s
“discursive intention” in formulating a particular legal opinion or theory. Fourth, the study analyzes the
similarities and differences between these transformed discourses, the earlier normative framework, and
the competing Sunni discourse.
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Results

The findings may be categorized under several key themes.

First, the transformation was shaped by multiple and interrelated factors. The transformation of
Imamf political thought resulted from the simultaneous interaction of factors such as the weakening of
the caliphate, the rise of the Buyids, intellectual developments in Baghdad, the formation of competing
Sunnt political discourse, and competition with other Shi‘T sects. Sunni political discourse, through
theories such as istila’ and obedience to a morally corrupt ruler, constituted a significant challenge to
the political and religious identity of the Shi‘Ts, since it could provide an alternative model for
legitimizing the Buyid rulers.

Second, the Major Occultation and sectarian competition played a decisive role. The onset of the
Major Occultation created a profound institutional vacuum and intensified the need to determine, in
juristic terms, the role of the jurists. Competition with the Fatimid state, which claimed to possess a
living Imam, encouraged Imami scholars to formulate a theory concerning the succession of the jurists.

Third, there was a transition from avoidance to conditional cooperation. The most significant
outcome of this transformation was the shift from the norm of “maximal avoidance of political
authority” toward acceptance of “limited, conditional, and representative cooperation” with structures
of political power. This cooperation assumed practical forms in areas such as accepting judicial office,
subject to considerations of public interest, dealing with the ruler’s property, and exercising apparent
authority over certain offices. The theory of “apparent governance” (tawliyat al-zahirah), advanced by
al-Halabi, made it possible for an individual to accept a position from an unjust ruler while, in
substantive terms, exercising that responsibility as a deputy of the infallible Imam.

Fourth, the transformation reflected juristic dynamism while remaining distinct from later theories.
By employing rational proofs, the scholars of the Baghdad school were able to develop appropriate
responses to emerging political questions. Nevertheless, the authority of the jurists remained largely
confined to umiir hisbah—including adjudication, issuing juridical opinions, implementing hudid, and
collecting khums—and did not amount to the later theory of the absolute authority of the jurist (wilayat
al-faqth al-mutlagah).

Fifth, the transformation was gradual in nature. It constituted an incremental process that began with
Shaykh al-Mufid, was further developed by al-Sharif al-Murtada and Shaykh al-Tasi, and achieved
greater coherence in the works of al-Halabi.

Conclusions

This study concludes that the transformation of Imami political thought during the Buyid era was
not merely a passive reaction to changing political circumstances, but rather a form of “strategic
intervention” and “purposeful speech action” within the discursive conflicts of the period. In response
to three fundamental challenges—the formulation of competing Sunni political discourse, the
institutional vacuum created by the Major Occultation, and the identity-based threat posed by Isma ‘1l
and Zaydi states—Imami scholars engaged in an ijtihad-based redefinition of established norms while
preserving the theological foundations of Shi‘T legitimacy. In doing so, they opened a path for
practical engagement with political power.

The most significant outcome was the formulation of theories such as the “deputyship of the jurists”
and “apparent governance.” These theories responded to the needs of the period of Occultation,
prevented the political marginalization of the Shi‘Ts, and offered an Imami alternative for engagement
with political power. From a methodological perspective, the study demonstrates the usefulness of
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Skinner’s approach for analyzing intellectual transformations and shows that the opinions of jurists are
not abstract propositions but dynamic “speech acts” formed within specific historical contexts. The
article emphasizes the fundamental distinction between the limited authority exercised by jurists during
this period, particularly in relation to umir hisbah, and later theories of the absolute authority of the
jurist. Ultimately, the study demonstrates that the transformation of Imamt political thought during the
Buyid era constitutes a prominent example of the juristic adaptation of Islamic jurisprudence to changing
historical circumstances.
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