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“The New Shi’a”? 
A Study of the Writings of  Ahmad al-Katib

Elad Giladi

Abstract
Ahmad al-Katib is an Iraqi Shiʿi dissident intellectual and an interesting 
voice in the religious, intellectual, social and political discourse of the 
Shiʿite world today. He is a fairly well-known figure in Shiʿite circles but 
is virtually unknown to western academic research. This paper examines 
al-Katib’s life and writings and attempts to understand how a devout Shiʿi 
came to question the axioms upon which he was educated and raised. 
The doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent is discussed, the criticism 
of it reviewed and al-Katib’s claims for it are evaluated. The ecumenical 
dialogue between Shiʿa and Sunna in al-Katib’s writings is discussed and 
the theoretical and practical aspects of his approach are reviewed. This 
will be followed by a discussion of al-Katib’s “Shi’ite Manifesto”, and an 
examination of the problems in al-Katib’s thought.
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Introduction

Ahmad al-Katib was born in Karbala, Iraq in 1953 and received a traditional Shiʿite 
education. In the course of his higher religious studies in post-Revolutionary 
Iran he began examining the roots and sources of the doctrine of the “Rule of 
the Jurisprudent” (wilayat al-faqih) and his research caused him to question 
the Shiʿite axioms upon which he had been raised. He came to believe that the 
concept of the imama (i.e. the belief in the line of imams descended from ʿAli ibn 
abu Talib chosen by Allah and endowed with supernatural characteristics such as 
clairvoyance and immunity from error and sin) was an innovation introduced by 
extremist circles within Shiʿa (ghulat) and that it ran counter to the statements 
made and positions taken by the early Imams.1 Al-Katib also concluded that the 
Twelfth Imam was invented by opportunistic followers of the Eleventh Imam 
after the latter died without an heir, thus leaving the doctrine of the imama at an 
impasse.

Al-Katib’s research has led him to the following two main conclusions: 
First, that the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent must come to an end 
so that the Muslims can re-embrace the principle of shura and the nation’s 
right to elect its leaders and limit their power; and second, that the historical 
conflict between Shiʿa and Sunna must be settled to make it possible for the 
Muslim nation to be reunited. Al-Katib laid out his research in his book “The 
Development of Shiʿite Political Thought: From shura to wilayat al-faqih”,2 
which caused an uproar in Shiʿite circles when it was published in 1997. 
Al-Katib has since published many other books and articles and has given 
numerous press and television interviews. Hence, although it can be said that 
he is a fairly well-known figure among Shiʿite circles, he is virtually unknown 

1 Al-Katib’s position is at odds with the current position of western scholars, which 
maintains that what he calls “an innovation of ghulat” was, in fact, a central concept of 
mainstream Imami Shiʿa. This has been shown in: Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, The 
Spirituality of Shiʿi Islam: Beliefs and Practices (London: I. B. Tauris, 2011). 

2 Ahmad al-Katib, Tatawwur al-Fikr al-Siyasi al-Shiʿi min al-Shura ila Wilayat al-Faqih, 
5th edition (Beirut: al-Dar al-ʻArabiyya li-l-ʻUlum, 2007).
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to western academic literature.3

Al-Katib’s work places great emphasis on a provocative historical reading of 
Shiʿite theology and on the ecumenical dialogue between Shiʿa and Sunna. He has 
proposed an alternative historical narrative that is different from that of the Shiʿite 
ʿulama ʾ  and is challenging their monopoly over the religious and daily affairs of 
the Shiʿite community. He has been trying to deconstruct the collective memory of 
Shiʿa and reconstruct it based on Islamic and universal principles that are common 
to both Shiʿa and Sunna. His work aspires to forge a new Islamic identity as 
an alternative to the sectarian frameworks which is primarily based on Islam as 
a general, uniform frame of reference and secondly on national-geographical 
affiliation.

From Devotion to Dissidence4

Ahmad al-Katib was born as ʻAbd al-Rasul on 13 June 1953 in Karbala in a 
devout Shiʿite home that was steeped in the intense atmosphere of the city. His 
father, ʻAbd al-Zahra ʾ  ibn ʻAbd al-Amir al-Hajj Habib al-Asadi, belonged to the 
Shiraziyya – the Shiʿite movement associated with the Karbala-based ayatallah 
Sayyid Muhammad Shirazi (1928–2002). 

3 The only works I am aware of which mention al-Katib and his thought (albeit briefly) 
are: Roswitha Badry, “Marjaʿiyya and Shura”, in Rainer Brunner and Werner Ende (eds.), 
The Twelver Shia in Modern Times (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 188–206; idem, “Much 
Ado about Nothing? Remarks upon a Recent Controversy about Religious and Political 
Authority in Twelver Shiism”, in B. Michalak-Pikulska and A. Pikulski (eds.), Authority, 
Privacy and Public Order in Islam (Leuven: Peeters, 2006), pp. 1–15; Toby Matthiesen, 
The Other Saudis: Shiism, Dissent and Sectarianism (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2015), pp. 93–97; Sajjad Rizvi, “Political Mobilization and the Shiʿi Religious 
Establishment (marjaʻiyya)”, International Affairs 86, 6 (2010), pp. 1305–1306. 

4 This section of the paper is mostly based on al-Katib’s autobiographical essay:  Ahmad 
al-Katib, “Sirati al-Fikriyya wa-l-Siyasiyya: min Nazariyyat al-Imama ila al-Shura”, http://
ahmadalkatib.blogspot.co.il/2010/07/blog-post_04.html (Accessed November 7, 2013); 
another major source I relied on was an interview with Ahmad al-Katib on the TV show 
Murajaʿat (Al-Hiwar TV, 2006, 5 episodes).
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While Shirazi was the spiritual leader of the movement his nephew Sayyid 
Muhammad Taqi Mudarrisi was the main political leader and ideologue. In 1968, 
Shirazi established a political organization called the Movement of Vanguard 
Missionaries (MVM, harakat al-risaliyyin al-tala iʾʿ) with Mudarrisi as its head 
and, by the late 1970s, this organization became the Islamic Action Organization 
(Munazamat al-ʻAmal al-Islami; henceforth: IAO).5 Al-Katib writes that while 
he was “born” into the Shiraziyya he only learned of its activity in 1969 which 
was a period, he says, when the organizatioan’s members were becoming 
more politically aware and were beginning to talk about the “imminent Islamic 
revolution” and  strengthening their ties with Khomeini’s supporters in Iran.

In the late 1970s, after the death of the great marjaʿ al-taqlid Sayyid Muhsin al-
Hakim, the Baʿth regime launched a massive campaign of deportation aimed at Iraqi 
citizens of Iranian origin in which nearly 50,000 of them were expelled from Iraq 
to Iran in the regime’s attempt to dry up the wells of Shiʿite religious opposition to 
the Baʻth regime and undermine the base of its popular support. In 1973, as part of 
the anti-Shiʿa drive, numerous leaders of the IAO were being arrested and Al-Katib, 
who had been promoted to a leadership role in the organization one year earlier, 
was among those wanted so he fled to Bahrain and later to Kuwait. In 1974 an Iraqi 
court sentenced him to death in his absence6 but Al-Katib and his IAO fellows first 
continued their activity from Kuwait using it as a base from which to spread their 
message and later expanded their activity to Bahrain, Syria and Lebanon.

 In his memoirs the next milestone marked is the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran 
which, he relates, the members of the IAO viewed as their own victory due to the 
strong ties they had been cultivating with Khomeini’s supporters and the belief in the 
doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent that they shared with them. A fortnight after 

5 Rizvi, “Political Mobilization”, pp. 1305–1306. Some other names were also used for 
this group. Jabar (and also al-Katib, occasionally) calls it al-haraka al- marjiʻiyya (al-
dinniyya); see: Faleh A. Jabar, The Shiʿite Movement in Iraq (London: Saqi, 2003), p. 221. 
In his autobiographical essay, al-Katib does not mention the MVM and refers only to the 
IAO.

6 Ahmad Al-Katib, Al-Marjaʻiyya al-Dinniyya al-Shiʿiyya wa-Aʾfaq al-Tatawwur: al-Imam 
Muhmmad al-Shirazi Namudhajan (Beirut: al-Dar al-ʻArabiyya li-l-ʻUlum), p. 17.
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the victory of the revolution, al-Katib arrived in Tehran at the head of a delegation 
that came to congratulate Khomeini after which he remained in Iran. Now al-Katib 
and his colleagues were able to make efforts to export the revolution from Iran to 
Iraq. But in 1982, when the Iran-Iraq war had reached a deadlock and the cause of 
exporting the revolution to Iraq seemed hopeless, al-Katib writes that he decided to 
resign from his role in the IAO and resume his higher religious studies.

In 1985 al-Katib joined a study and teaching program at the hawzat al-Imam 
al-Qa’im in Tehran during which he began to study the doctrine of the Rule of 
the Jurisprudent. The Islamic Republic of Iran was founded upon this doctrine as 
interpreted by Khomeini and, while Iraqi Shiʿis like al-Katib saw it as a model 
for emulation and for future implementation in Iraq, al-Katib notes that from the 
very beginning he believed that this doctrine was insufficiently clear to the public. 
His determination to study this doctrine and the Iranian experience regarding it 
grew even stronger following Khomeini’s 1988 speech in which he spoke of the 
absolute authority of the ruling jurisprudent (wilayat al-faqih al-mutlaqa).7

In 1990, while al-Katib was studying this matter, he “discovered” that the 
doctrine of “anticipation of the Imam al-mahdi”, and the doctrine of the Rule of 
the Jurisprudent were in fact two different theological-jurisprudential doctrines. 
Moreover, until then, he had thought that the latter doctrine was the natural 
continuation of the concept of the imama, and that the mahdi himself had designated 

7 Khomeini proclaimed that the jurisprudent enjoys the absolute authority (wilaya mutlaqa) 
bestowed by Allah upon the Prophet and hence also upon the ʿ ulama ʾ. He stated further that 
the regime may unilaterally revoke any judicial agreement with the people that contravenes 
the interests of Islam or the State, and may prohibit any phenomenon or practice, religious 
or non-religious, that contravenes these interests. His ruling was unanimously endorsed 
by the Iranian leadership, and the then-Iranian president ʿAli Khamenei proclaimed that 
“the decrees of the wali faqih have the status of fundamental commandments and are 
like the commandments of God Himself”; see: Said Amir Arjomand, The Turban for 
the Crown: The Islamic Revolution in Iran (New York and Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1988), p. 183; Idem, “Authority in Shiism and Constitutional Developments in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran”, in Brunner and Ende (eds.), The Twelver Shia, pp. 301–322; 
Chibli Mallat, The Renewal of Islamic Law: Muhammad Baqer as-Sadr, Najaf and the 
Shiʿi International (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 89ff.; Johannes 
Reissner, “Der Imam und die Verfassung”, Orient 29, 2 (1988), pp. 213–236.
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the Rule of the Jurisprudent as the political framework to be used by Shiʿa during the 
period of the “Major Occultation” (i.e., from 329/941 onward). Now he “found” that 
the two doctrines sharply conflicted with one another. This led him to conclude that, 
in order to complete the picture, he would have to go back and study the period of the 
“Minor Occultation” (260–329 / 874–941), in order to discover what had been the 
position of the four sufara’ who were the direct representatives of the Twelfth Imam. 

Studying this period, he began to understand that there were doubts and 
questions regarding the very existence of the Twelfth Imam, Muhammad ibn 
Hasan al-ʻAskari. Describing this “discovery” al-Katib writes:

I grew up in a devout Shiʿite home, completed my higher religious studies 
at a hawza, joined a political movement that promoted the implementation 
of a political perception based upon the idea of the mahdi’s existence, and 
penned fifteen books on the imams of the Prophet Muhammad’s family 
(ahl al-bayt) and the ideology of Imami Shiʿa […] yet I had never heard 
that there were [differing] Shiʿite perceptions and internal disputes over 
the existence or non-existence of the Twelfth Imam. I thought that [his 
existence] was an undisputed truth. He was an axiom upon which I had 
grown up, and I awaited his return at every moment.8

Al-Katib’s “biggest shock”, as he calls it, came when he discovered that the 
greatest scholars of Twelver Shiʿa, such as al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022), al-Sharif 
al-Murtada (d. 1044) and Shaykh al-Tusi (d. 1067), admitted that there was no 
scientific or historical proof that Imam Hasan al-ʻAskari had ever had a son and 
that they had been forced to assume the existence of this son only in order to save 
Twelver Shiʿa from collapse.9 Al-Katib began reading about the imama in the early 
Shiʿite sources, which he had not previously read. According to him, he found out 
that the perception of the imama that had dominated Shiʿite thought throughout the 

8 Al-Katib, “Sirati al-Fikriyya”.
9 These three scholars, who belong to the Baghdadi School that laid down the jurisprudential 

principles of Shiʿa, employed rationalistic and logical arguments to prove the existence 
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ages was the invention of extremists (ghulat) and had nothing to do with ahl al-bayt, 
since it was actually at odds with the statements and opinions of the Imams.10 

Al-Katib left Iran in 1991 and moved to London, where he still lives and 
works. In late 1992 he published the first draft of his research and sent it to many 
prominent Shiʿite ʿulama  ʾ for evaluation but received no answer, so in 1997 al-
Katib published his research in a book11 and since then has continued writing, 
publishing and giving media interviews. In 2009 al-Katib wrote the “Shiʿite 
Manifesto”, which purports to present the positions of the “New Shiʿa” on internal 
matters, especially on the core issues of the Shiʿi-Sunni conflict.

Al-Katib is a man with an interesting life story in which politics and ideology 
are inextricably linked and sometimes even at war with one another. How, then, 
did his biography shape his thought and how did his late “awakening” affect his 
attitude towards the Shiʿa? These and other issues will be discussed below and we 
shall begin where he himself began.   

 

of the Twelfth Imam and explain his occultation. On this matter, see: Heinz Halm, Shiism 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991), pp. 55–56.

10 According to al-Katib, in the time of Imam Jaʿfar al-Sadiq (702–765), there emerged 
in Kufa a group of extremists (ghulat) who claimed that the imama had been conferred 
by Allah upon ahl al-bayt and later passed down from father to son, starting with Imam 
Husayn ibn ʿAli. They claimed further that the imama could be proved by explicit texts 
(nass) or will (wasiyya), or by the performance of miracles (maʿajiz ghaybiyya). These 
ghulat, says al-Katib, shrouded their claims in secrecy and silence saying that the Imams 
had spoken to them in secret out of fear of the authorities and commitment to the principle 
of taqiyya which was the way they explained the contradiction between their doctrine and 
the actions and explicit statements of the Imams; see: Al-Katib, Tatawwur, pp. 21–22. 

 Al-Katib’s periodization runs counter to the position of western research. Kohlberg, for 
example, argues that the imama doctrine developed gradually during the 7th century, was 
given a definite shape in the 8th century, and then remained essentially unchanged for about 
100 years, until the death of the Eleventh Imam (873/4); see: Etan Kohlberg, “From Imamiyya 
to Ithna-ʿAshariyya”, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies (BSOAS) 39 
(1976), p. 521. Halm, on the other hand, claims that the imama doctrine was based mostly on 
transmitted sayings of Jaʿfar al-Sadiq, but did not take its final shape in his time or through 
him. According to Halm, the conception of the nature of the imama probably began to take 
shape in the 9th century and found its final form only after the death of the Eleventh Imam, in 
the writings of the 10th century Shiʿi writers; see: Halm, Shiism, pp. 45–46.

11 See note 2 above.
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The Development of the Doctrine 
of the Rule of the Jurisprudent

The theory of the “general representation” (al-niyaba al-ʿamma) of the Hidden 
Imam, which evolved in the 10th and 11th centuries, initially regarded the ʿulama ʾ
as only symbolic representatives of the Hidden Imam, while his practical areas 
of authority were believed to have been suspended until his return. In the 11th–
16th centuries, however, the ʿulama ʾ gradually took over most of these areas of 
authority for themselves, including judicial powers and the control of the religious 
taxes: the khums and the zakat.12 

The rise of the Safavid dynasty in the early 16th century brought with it a new era 
of cooperation between the state and Shiʻite Islam because of the benefits this held 
for both parties. Subsequently most of the ʿ ulama ʾ  found sponsorship under the aegis 
of the state and many were granted high-level positions by the Shah. The Qajars of 
the 18th century were faced with the problem of legitimizing their rule and since, 
unlike the Safavids, they could not claim to be descended from the Imams they felt 
the need to form an alliance with the ʿulama  ʾwho had become stronger than ever 
before.13 

Due to the complex power-relations between the Shah and the ʿulama ʾ  the latter 
used ambiguous language when relating to the issue of the legitimacy of the ruler. 
Mirza Qumi (d. 1815/6) described the Shah as “the shadow of God” but also added 
numerous reservations. Others, like Shaykh Jaʿfar Najafi (d. 1821), were willing to 
grant the Shah limited legitimacy as the protector of Islam and the representative 
of the ʿulama ʾ. Sayyid Jaʿfar Kashfi (d. 1850) and Shaykh Fazl Allah Nuri (d. 
1909) developed a theory that divided authority between the Shah and the ʿulama ʾ , 
with the former responsible for defending the state and keeping the peace and 

12 Vanessa Martin, Islam and Modernism: The Iranian Revolution of 1906 (London: I. B. 
Tauris, 1989), p. 12; Mathias Rohe, Islamic Law in Past and Present (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 
pp. 187–188. 

13 Vanessa Martin, Creating an Islamic State: Khomeini and the Making of a New Iran 
(London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2000), pp. 116–117.
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the latter responsible for religious affairs (in the wider sense of the term). It was 
Mullah Ahmad Naraqi (d. 1831/2), however, who first coined the term “Rule of the 
Jurisprudent” and consolidated this idea, which until then had been quite vague, 
into an actual doctrine.14 He argued that only the mujtahidun (those authorised to 
practice ijtihad) were the successors of the Hidden Imam and thus had the powers 
and privileges of the Imam, and based his claims upon numerous traditions, the 
consensus of religious scholars (ijmaʿ  ) and rationalist arguments.15 Naraqi, however, 
refused to recognize the legitimacy of the Shah and proclaimed that the ʿulama ʾ 
alone were the legitimate rulers of the Muslim community.16 

Though the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent would eventually gain 
currency in the Qajar period, it was not put into practice for a long time and was 
given a very limited interpretation. The leading mujtahidun of the day, such as 
Muhammad Husayn Na ʾ ini (d. 1936), came out against it and even Khomeini, in 
his early philosophy set out in his 1941 book “The Unveiling of Secrets” (kashf 
al-asrar), did not speak of a ruling jurisprudent but of cooperation between the 
ʿulama ʾ  and a righteous secular leader.17

In Khomeini’s later thinking the picture changed. In 1953, when he was still 
in Iran, he claimed that God, the Prophet and the Imams wanted the Muslim 
community to have a political and social leadership. This, he said, did not mean 
accepting the authority of tyrannical secular rulers, because the ʿulama  ʾ too had 
the authority to function as social and political leaders. Later, in 1964, Khomeini 
expressed the opinion that, during the Major Occultation of the Hidden Imam, all 
the roles he had in the realm of political affairs were delegated to his representatives 
(i.e. the ʿulama ʾ ). These issues and others were comprehensively discussed in his 
major political treatise “Islamic Government” (al-hukuma al-islamiyya), in which 

14 Ibid, p. 117.
15 Ahmad Kazemi Moussavi, “The Establishment of the Position of Marjaʿiyyat-i Taqlid in 

the Twelver Shiʿite Community”, Iranian Studies 18, 1 (1985), p. 40.
16 Abdul-Hadi Hairi, “Naraqi”, EI2 7 (1993), p. 961.
17 Shahrough Akhavi, “Contending Discourses in Shiʿi Law on the Doctrine of Wilayat al-

Faqih”, Iranian Studies 29, 3 (1996), pp. 234–235.
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he argued that Islamic law provides a legal basis for the ʿulama ʾ  seizing power and 
ruling (thus in effect delegitimizing the Shah’s regime). Khomeini explained that, 
since the ʿulama ʾ  were the only source of righteous authority left in the world, in 
the absence of the Imam, they had been endowed with all of his powers.18 

About a decade after the establishment of the Islamic Republic in Iran, 
Khomeini took the theory of the Rule of the Jurisprudent yet another step forward 
by conceiving the doctrine of the absolute Rule of the Jurisprudent (wilayat al-
faqih al-mutlaqa). On 6 January 1988, he published an open letter stating that 
government is an “absolute authority” (wilaya mutlaqa) conferred by God upon 
the Prophet and by extension also upon the ʿulama ʾ .19  

Al-Katib’s Approach to the Doctrine 
of the Rule of the Jurisprudent

Al-Katib asserts that, in the course of its history, Shiʿite political thought had 
gradually developed and had gone through five stages: belief in the idea of shura; 
belief in the doctrine of the imama and in an Imam chosen and appointed by Allah; 
belief in the occultation of the Twelfth Imam and in the need to avoid all political 
involvement until his return; liberation from the passive anticipation of the Hidden 
Imam and endorsement of the ʿulama ʾ  as his indirect representatives; and finally, 
the adoption of “Islamic democracy”. However, this progression came to a halt 
with Khomeini’s interpretation of the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent. 
Al-Katib holds that this process has not yet ended because it must culminate in 
the Shiʿa discarding the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent and embracing 
the idea of democracy. He claims that the Shiʿa has undergone a long process of 
discarding the doctrine of imama and of passive anticipation of the Hidden Imam, 
and that now it is ripe for the adoption of democracy.20  

18 Martin, Creating an Islamic State, pp. 115, 119.
19 See note 7 above.
20 Al-Katib tries to show that adopting democracy does not mean adopting a foreign western 
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According to al-Katib, one of the most important junctures in the development 
of Shiʿite political thought was the advent of the Safavid state. He argues that, 
when the Safavids came to establish their state and designated Shiʿa as its official 
religion, they found the doctrine of anticipation of the Hidden Imam to be an 
impediment to their plans. Therefore, they rebelled against it and set themselves 
up as leaders (imams) who were not immune from error and sin. Thus, says 
al-Katib, the establishment of the Safavid state was a real revolution in Shiʿite 
political thought because it extricated the Shiʿa from the perception of passive 
anticipation and the eschewing of politics.21 

According to al-Katib, Naraqi first spoke of the Rule of the Jurisprudent after he 
came to believe that the doctrine of anticipation of the Hidden Imam no longer had 
any validity and that the religious scholars should not limit themselves to marginal 
political roles. Naraqi’s theory consisted of two key ideas: that there was need for 
political leadership during the Major Occultation, and that the ʿulama  ʾ alone had 
the right to fulfill this role. According to al-Katib, Naraqi emphasized the need for 
a living, breathing Imam that could be in direct contact with the people. In fact, al-
Katib contends that Naraqi challenged the doctrine of the imama when he posited 

ideology but rather restoring Islam’s former glory because the principle of shura, which, 
according to him, was endorsed by ahl al-bayt and by the Shiʿa from its earliest stages, is 
very similar to democracy. According to him, the Shiʿite experience from the first century 
of Islam and the ancient imami texts indicates that, at its core, the Shia was a political 
party that believed in the election of the imam by the people via shura. The common 
ground between shura and democracy is the concept that the nation has the right to govern 
itself, determine its destiny and choose its leaders; see: Ahmad Al-Katib, “Al-Shiʿa 
wa al-Dimuqratiyyah ʿAbra al-Ta rʾikh”, paper presented at the Islam and Democracy 
conference, Hasanuddin University, Makassar, Indonesia, October 2010; Ahmad al-Katib, 
“al-Shiʿa wa-l-Dimuqratiyya”, interview by Muhammad Qawwas, ANB TV, October 20, 
2010, www.youtube.com/watch?v=krL7Om_eitg (Accessed March 28, 2012).

 It seems that al-Katib and contemporary Sunni Islamists hold similar notions regarding 
the compatibility of shura and democracy since both consider the two terms to be 
synonyms, or, at least, share many commonalities. It is not sufficiently clear, however, 
if al-Katib also shares the opinions of the liberals who consider shura a cornerstone for 
unequivocal adoption of western-type democracy. On that matter, see: Uriya Shavit, “Is 
Shura a Muslim Form of Democracy? Roots and Systemization of a Polemic”, Middle 
Eastern Studies 46, 3 (2010), pp. 349–374.

21 Al-Katib, Tatawwur, p. 216.
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that the Imam must satisfy only two conditions: he must be a faqih and an honest 
man.22 Hence, he says, Naraqi’s thought should be recognized as a crucial step 
in the progression of Shiʿite political thought towards discarding the doctrine of 
the imama. Al-Katib also points out that, although Naraqi’s philosophy met with 
criticism, it managed to generate a debate about the imama, which had been taboo 
until then, and caused many ʿulama ʾ , including Khomeini, to recognize the nation’s 
need for real leadership.23

We see, then, that al-Katib approves of the political developments that 
occurred in the Shiʿa, because, for him, they represent an overcoming of the crisis 
caused by the absence of the Imam and liberation from the perception of passive 
anticipation as well as gradually returning the Shiʿa to the political stage and 
advancing it towards democracy. According to al-Katib, however, the changes 
made by Khomeini to the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent were a major 
transformation and paved the way to a totalitarian dictatorship that contravenes 
the interests of Islam and the state. Al-Katib sees this as an extreme development 
because it essentially means that the ruling jurisprudent possesses powers identical 
to those of the Prophet and the Imams.24

Al-Katib develops these ideas in his book “Political Shiʿism and religious 
Shiʿism”,25 where he discusses the negative aspects of the Rule of the Jurisprudent 
as practiced today in Iran and the need to discard it:

22 Ibid, p. 220. See also: Hamid Dabashi, “Early Propagation on Wilayat-i Faqih and Mulla 
Ahmad Naraqi”, in S. H. Nasr et al. (eds.), Expectation of the Millennium: Shi’ism in 
History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), pp. 288–300.

23 Al-Katib, Tatawwur, p. 221.
24 Ibid, pp. 225–227. Menashri agrees that Khomeini’s ideas challenged the “traditional” 

perceptions of Shiʿite Islam and were an innovation in Shiʿite political thought. He 
claims that Khomeini’s revolution was “a revolution within the Shiʿa” more than it was a 
“Shiʿite revolution”; see: David Menashri, “The Islamic Revolution in Iran: The Shiʿite 
Dimension”, in Martin Kramer (ed.), Protest and Revolution in Shiʿite Islam (Tel Aviv: 
Tel Aviv University and HaKibbutz HaMeuhad, 1985), pp. 31–59; see also: Arjomand, 
The Turban for the Crown, pp. 177–188.

25 Ahmad al-Katib, Al-Tashayyuʿ al-Siyasi wa-l-Tashayyuʿ al-Dini (Beirut: Al-Intishar al-
ʿArabi, 2009).
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Granting the absolute powers of the Prophet over lives and property 
to a flesh-and-blood jurisprudent […] and taking these powers to the 
extreme of allowing the jurisprudent to suspend the secondary Islamic 
laws (the shariʿa) – as Khomeini and some other supporters of the Rule 
of the Jurisprudent in Iran have suggested – [is an act that] obliterates 
the crucial differences that exist between the Prophet […] and the 
jurisprudent. As long as the jurisprudent is not immune from sin and 
error […] he, more than anyone else, is likely to become the most 
dangerous of dictators, for he possesses power, property and religious 
[clout]. Hence, we must limit his powers […] lest he […] impose his 
total control upon the people, as the medieval popes did.26 

Al-Katib’s criticism of the Rule of the Jurisprudent is also reflected in Article 23 
of his Shi’ite Manifesto which states that the “new Shiʿa” does not believe in this 
doctrine, “which grants the jurisprudent absolute powers and places him above 
the people and above the law.” This article then goes on to declare that, although 
the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent is a major and positive development 
in Shiʿite political thought, it is ultimately a man-made theory and not divine. The 
danger in it, according to the manifesto, is that it sanctifies the leadership and the 
leader thus precluding any possibility of monitoring his performance, criticizing 
him, impeaching him or bringing him to trial. Ultimately, al-Katib does not call on 
Shi’ites to revoke the Rule of the Jurisprudent but only to reform it – to “anchor it 
in elections and limit it to powers granted by the people”.27

Al-Katib elaborated on these ideas in an interview with the London-based 
Arabic television channel ANB.28 In the interview, he reiterated several times that 
the Rule of the Jurisprudent is not a fait accompli but rather another step in the 

26 Ibid, p. 439.
27 The full text of the manifesto can be found on al-Katib’s Facebook account: www.

facebook.com/ahmad.alKatib1/posts/10201645871001531, and in: Al-Katib, Tashayyuʿ, 
455–465.

28 Ahmad al-Katib, “Iran: Ma ʾ zaq al-Din wa-l-Siyasa”, interview by Muhammad Qawwas, 
ANB TV, August 2,  2009.
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progression of Shiʿite political thought towards democracy since, ultimately, the 
Rule of the Jurisprudent and democracy are incompatible and democracy alone is 
the culmination of the political development of Shiʿa society.29

 By taking the above steps Al-Katib joined those in Iran and outside it who are 
critical of the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent as interpreted by Khomeini. 
Some take issue with the theory and others with the practical implementation of 
this doctrine as reflected by the reality in Iran during Khomeini’s lifetime and 
after his death.30 Al-Katib shares both types of criticism. He laments the fact 
that the Rule of the Jurisprudent has lost its form and legitimacy and created a 
dictatorship that is detrimental to the interests of the people, the state and the 
religion. Like others, he also argues that the basis for government is the nation 
and the people, rather than “divine validity”, because the jurisprudent is only 
a fallible man and hence he must be subject to supervision, his powers must 
be curtailed, and the system must be based on democratic elections. It should 
be stressed that, unlike those who consider the Rule of the Jurisprudent to be 
completely incompatible with democracy,31 al-Katib believes that it can be 

29 Ibid.
30 The Rule of the Jurisprudent as interpreted by Khomeini has been a target of considerable 

criticism, both by senior clerics inside Iran’s religious establishment and by clerics 
and intellectuals outside this establishment. One of the prominent rivalries within the 
establishment during the Islamic Revolution was between Khomeini himself and 
Ayatollah Kazim Shariʿatmadari, who not only disagreed with almost all of Khomeini’s 
basic perceptions but also with many of his actions against the Shah and his policies 
during the first years of the Islamic Republic. He believed that the involvement of clerics 
in politics must be limited to the role of guidance and supervision, and after the revolution 
he sharply criticized the non-democratic character of the regime. It should be mentioned 
that, before the revolution, most of the senior Ayatollahs (such as Shariʿatmadari, ʿAbd 
Allah Shirazi and Abu al-Qasim al-Khu’i) opposed Khomeini’s political doctrine, or else 
distanced themselves from direct involvement in politics. As a matter of fact, not one 
of the senior clerics shared Khomeini’s perception of the Rule of the Jurisprudent; see: 
Menashri, “The Islamic Revolution”, pp. 40–41; Mariella Ourghi, “Shiite Criticism of the 
Welayat-e Faqih”, Asiatische Studien 59 (2005), pp. 831–844. 

31 Mohsen Kadivar, for example, explained that there was no essential contradiction between 
democracy and Islam, but warned that a religious government would be legitimate only if 
elected and supervised by the people. As an alternative to the Rule of the Jurisprudent, he 
proposed a religious system in which the people elect the Supreme Leader for a definite 
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adapted to the requirements of democracy but only as an interim stage before the 
full implementation of the latter system.

The Inter-Islamic Ecumenical Dialogue

While Al-Katib regards democracy as an end in itself because it will afford the 
Muslims a better life from many different perspectives, he also regards it as a 
means to achieve the ultimate goals which are the abolishment of the sectarian 
frameworks and the unification of the Muslim people. He also believes that in 
order to realize these objectives both Shiʿa and Sunna must first undergo some 
additional developments and he has written that, although the Shiʿite and Sunni 
political thinking has come a long way over the last generations, there are still 
bitter residues that must be overcome before the hoped-for goals can be achieved.

Al-Katib’s ecumenical thinking builds upon previous attempts to promote 
understanding between the Shiʿa and Sunna. One such attempt was the activity 
of “The Association for Rapprochement between the Islamic Schools of Law” 
(jamaʿat al-taqrib bayna al-madhahib al-islamiyya; henceforth: jamaʿat al-
taqrib), which was founded in 1947 in Cairo by the Iranian cleric Muhammad 
Taqi al-Qummi (d. 1990) and was active there until 1979. Its objective was to 
create an independent institutional framework where clerics from both sects could 
meet. Jamaʿat al-taqrib led the ecumenical dialogue in the Muslim world until 
1960 when it lost much of its momentum following the severing of diplomatic ties 
between Iran and Egypt. 

In its ecumenical discourse, jamaʿat al-taqrib avoided focusing on the 
disagreements between Shiʿa and Sunna because of the fear of exacerbating the 
controversy between them. Instead, it stressed the common ground between the 

period of time. In fact, he went further than any other cleric by stating that democracy 
requires abolishing the Rule of the Jurisprudent; see: Meir Litvak, “The Rule of the Jurist 
and the Struggle for Democracy: The Religious Discourse in Iran”, in David Menashri 
and Liora Hendelman-Baavur (eds.), Iran: Anatomy of a Revolution (Tel Aviv: HaKibbutz 
HaMeuhad, 2009), pp. 58–59.
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two sects in order to show that rapprochement was possible. Furthermore, jamaʿat 
al-taqrib did not take a historical approach, claiming that there was no point 
in discussing the distant past but only contemporary issues. This avoidance of 
controversies and of historical issues meant that it could do no more than achieve 
a superficial rapprochement.32

Another institution dedicated to Shiʿite-Sunni dialogue is “The International 
Society for Rapprochement between The Islamic Schools of Law” (al-majmaʿ 
al-ʿalami li-l-taqrib bayna al-madhahib al-islamiyya; henceforth: al-majmaʿ), 
founded by Iran’s Supreme Leader Khamenei in 1990. Al-majmaʿ aims to reach 
an understanding between the Islamic groups on the basis of the common ground 
between them and to establish a system of norms in which the basic tenets shared 
by the Sunna and the Shiʿa are given precedence. Accordingly, al-majmaʿ attempts 
to sidestep the controversy over the imama and focuses instead on jurisprudential 
and legal issues.33  

Another milestone in the historical ecumenical dialogue was the “Declaration 
of Principles Regarding Sunni-Shiʿite Ecumenism”, published in 2005 by Shaykh 
Yusuf al-Qaradawi, head of the International Union of Muslim Scholars.34 

However, as noted by Sagi Polka, Qaradawi’s document, like the attempts of al-
majmaʿ and of jamaʿat al-taqrib before it, does not really address the core theological 
differences between Shiʿa and Sunna. On the contrary, it conspicuously attempts 
to gloss over the essential differences and reduces them to a disagreement over the 
branches – rather than the roots – of the faith. Hence, it too can do no more than 

32 Sagi Polka, “Taqrib Al-Madhahib: The Rapprochement between the Sunna-Shiʿa”, in 
Tamar Yagnes (ed.), The Changing Balance of Power (Tel Aviv: MDC, 2008), pp. 59–63; 
Rainer Brunner, Islamic Ecumenism in the 20th Century: The Azhar and Shiism between 
Rapprochement and Restraint (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004), pp. 284–303. For a short 
but comprehensive review of Jamaʿat al-Taqrib, see: W. Ende, “Taqrib”, EI2 10 (2000), 
pp. 139–140.

33 Wilfried Buchta, “Tehran’s Ecumenical Society (Majmaʿ Al-Taqrīb): A Veritable 
Ecumenical Revival or a Trojan Horse of Iran?”, in Brunner and Ende (eds.), The Twelver 
Shia, pp. 337–338, 343–345.

34 Polka, “Taqrib Al-Madhahib”, pp. 64–65. 
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form the basis for superficial rapprochement between the two sects.35

Al-Katib’s ecumenical discourse is an outcome of these previous attempts but, 
unlike al-majmaʿ, which talks of preserving the existing sectarian frameworks and is 
horrified at the idea of abolishing them, al-Katib contends that they are empty shells 
and no longer relevant – and his ultimate goal is therefore to merge them. To this end 
he argues that all the key differences between Sunna and Shiʿa must be addressed. 
Like the others, he stresses the common ground between the two sects but, at the same 
time, he realizes the need to address the real points of contention head-on and does 
so. Moreover, his approach is definitely historical. Even though he too emphasizes 
the need to address current problems and put historical quarrels aside, he also looks 
to the past to discover the roots of the conflicts and, whereas others try to sidestep the 
issue of imama, al-Katib believes that it is the main issue and must be addressed first.

Al-Katib’s Ecumenical Discourse

Al-Katib’s first book, published in 1997, addresses ecumenical issues but only 
briefly. In the afterword he writes that it is a mistake to think that the conflict 
between the Sunna and Shiʿa is beyond resolution, since it is essentially a 
political conflict that has ended, and all that is left of it today are “imaginary 
issues, sediments, [differences in] ritual and quarrels over external issues”. A 
conspicuous example of this, he says, is the Shiʿa’s negative perception of the first 
two Caliphs, Abu Bakr and ʿUmar, and of the Prophet’s Companions (sahaba) 
in general. He calls upon them to correct this attitude because this change “will 
suffice to strengthen the ties between the Shiʿis and their [Sunni] Muslim brethren 
and dispel [the latter’s] resentment and hostility towards the Shiʿa”.36

As for the Sunna, al-Katib states that it must stop judging all Shiʿis according 
to the statements of the most extremist elements among them. He stresses that 

35 Ibid, pp. 69–70.
36 Al-Katib, Tatawwur, pp. 236–237.
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not all Shiʿis believed or believe in the doctrine of the imama as it stands today, 
and not all of them think ill of the sahaba or the first two Caliphs. The Sunnis, he 
argues, must also be aware of the fundamental developments that have occurred 
and are still occurring within the Shiʿa.37 

In 2006, al-Katib published a book entitled “The Sunna and The Shiʿa: The 
Unity of Faith [versus] the Political-Historical Conflict”.38 This book sheds further 
light on the positions taken by al-Katib regarding the Sunni-Shiʿite conflict, and 
especially on the practical steps he believes must be taken in pursuit of Muslim 
unity. The title reflects al-Katib’s belief that the Sunna and the Shiʿa are branches of 
the same faith and that the conflict between them is essentially historical-political. 
He writes that “the sectarian crisis” is the legacy of the dictatorial regimes that 
once existed and still exist in the Muslim world, which perpetuate a historical 
conflict that is largely imaginary and empty of content. The way to Muslim unity, 
he argues, lies first of all in embracing democracy as an ideology and in practice. 
Another crucial step that needs to be taken is to redefine the notion of “belief” in 
order to establish that anyone who believes in Allah, in the Day of Judgment and 
in the prophecy of Muhammad is “a Muslim”, regardless of his sect. The third step 
is to cast off the chains of heritage (turath) by renouncing extremist rulings made 
by the ʿulama ʾ  of previous generations that contravene the spirit of the Qurʾan and 
impede Islamic unity.39 

Al-Katib concludes by listing the following “twelve practical steps towards 
achieving Islamic unity”: Conjoining the Sunni and Shiʿite institutes of religious 
study and their curricula; establishing uniform dress for the clerics of the two 
sects; promoting the cultural openness of each side towards the other; establishing 
joint Sunni-Shiʿite universities and student-exchange programs between Sunni 
and Shiʿite cities and countries; revoking the distinction between Sunni and 

37 Ibid, p. 238.
38 Al-Katib, Al-Sunna wa-l-Shiʿa: Wahdat al-Din Khilaf al-Siyasa wa-l-Ta rʾikh (Beirut: 

al-Dar al-ʻArabiyyah li-l-ʻUlum, 2007), http://ahmadalkatib.net/index.php/2017/03/25/
hello-world/ (Accessed December 28, 2017).

39 Ibid.
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Shiʿite mosques and holding joint services led by both Sunni and Shiʿite Imams; 
encouraging Sunnis and Shiʿis to live in mixed neighborhoods; allowing mixed 
marriages; encouraging the establishment of joint sports clubs; promoting joint 
student unions, workers’ unions, and national and cultural forums; encouraging 
Sunnis to visit Shiʿite countries and vice versa; establishing non-sectarian 
national parties; and promoting economic cooperation as well as national, non-
sectarian companies, and avoiding sectarian-based economic boycotts. 

Al-Katib’s vision continues to unfold in his book “Political Shiʿism and 
religious Shiʿism”, which focuses on the Shiʿa and its development, but also 
devotes considerable attention to ecumenical issues. Unlike the book “The Sunna 
and Shiʿa”, which is aimed at a “mixed” audience, this book is intended for Shiʿis 
and is dedicated to an internal reassessment of the Shiʿa. The book lists steps 
that the Shiʿa must take to cast off the doctrine of imama and thus pave the way 
towards Islamic unity:40 

1. Discarding the notion of the “awaited Mahdi”.
2. Reassessing the doctrine of Twelver Shiʿa and freeing itself from this 

 doctrine.  
3. Discarding the notion of infallible Imams. 
4. Resolving the conundrum of walaya.41

5. Redefining the notion of “belief”.
6. Reassessing the attitude towards the sahaba and the first two Caliphs.
7. Renouncing sectarian isolationism.

40 Al-Katib, Tashayyuʿ, pp. 385–450.
41 The concept of walaya or wilaya is a difficult term to translate, particularly since in 

different contexts its meaning varies. The word is derived from the same root as wali 
which can mean master or friend. The Imam is seen as the spiritual friend or supporter 
who guides and initiates mankind into the mystical or inner truth of religion. It is through 
him that God’s grace reaches the earth; see: Moojan Momen, An introduction to Shiʿi 
Islam: The History and Doctrines of Twelver Shiʿism (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1985), p. 157; see also: Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, “Notes à propos 
de la Walaya Imamite (Aspects de l’Imamologie Duodécimaine, X)”, Journal of the 
American Oriental Society (JAOS) 122, 4 (2002), pp. 722–741.
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8. Lifting the social boycott (from those who reject the doctrine of the 
 imama).

9. Taking a positive attitude towards other schools of jurisprudence.
10. Canceling the monopoly of the senior clerics over religion and politics.
11. Renouncing the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent.
12. Reassessing the duty of paying the khums tax.
13. Reexamining the Shiʿite rituals.
14. Discarding the labels “Sunna” and “Shiʿa”. 

As for redefining the notion of belief (item 5), al-Katib contends that this issue 
was completely distorted by Shiʿite extremists who proclaimed that “belief” meant 
commitment to the doctrine of the imama and an unmediated love for ahl al-bayt. 
He argues that it is time to question all the hadiths that proclaim that the love 
of ahl al-bayt is among the tenets of the faith and a yardstick for distinguishing 
believers from unbelievers. These hadiths, he says, contradict the Qurʾan, which 
provides clear conditions for belief.42 

Explaining item 9 on the list, al-Katib states that, today, there is no choice 
but to discard both the Shiʿite arrogance towards other schools of jurisprudence 
and the belief that the Shiʿa alone holds all the truth. This arrogance, he says, 
stems from the belief that the Imams were independent sources of legislation 
alongside the Qurʾan and the Sunna of the Prophet. Now that we realize that 
they too were fallible and that the traditions ascribed to them are not above 
question and doubt, there is no longer any basis for having a negative attitude 
towards other jurisprudential schools. All these schools are the result of 
independent thinking and reasoning, says al-Katib. Hence, all of them are not 
only worthy of respect but, at the same time, require an objective and critical 
reexamination.43

As for the clerics, al-Katib states that their role should be limited to religious 

42 Al-Katib, Tashayyuʿ, pp. 427–428.
43 Ibid, pp. 432–434.
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and legal guidance and that they should eschew involvement in politics. The 
believer should be free to choose which expert to consult on any specific question 
instead of blindly following any one particular religious scholar.44

The last item on the list: discarding the labels “Sunna” and “Shiʿa” is for 
al-Katib the natural and hoped-for culmination of all the previous items. Once 
the Shiʿa discards its religious trappings there will no longer be any need for 
frameworks and designations and the labels “Sunni” and “Shiʿi” can be replaced 
by “Muslim”.45

In conclusion, al-Katib devotes much of his writings to the ecumenical issue. 
For him, Shiʿite-Sunni rapprochement and Islamic unity are the most important 
goals the Muslims must pursue. He holds that the conflict between the Shiʿa and 
the Sunna is no more than a historical-political conflict that is no longer relevant. 
All that is left of it today, he argues, is sediments and lingering hostilities that can 
be dispelled through the implementation of a series of practical and theoretical 
measures. The final piece of al-Katib’s ecumenical discourse (and much more) is 
provided in his Shiʿite Manifesto of 2009.

 
The Shiʿite Manifesto

The Shiʿite Manifesto is a seminal text for al-Katib and for the “new Shiʿa” he 
purports to represent. The manifesto can be seen as the culmination of al-Katib’s 
thought, for it not only summarizes the ideas laid out in his previous writings 
but also develops these ideas and presents new ones. The manifesto was first 
published on 8 March 2009, in the Bahraini daily al-Watan46 and by the next day 
it also appeared on many online forums and news sites. Al-Katib explains that this 
manifesto reflects the opinions of “a reformist Shiʿite stream that has been forming 
for some time”. He clarifies that the purpose of the manifesto is not to criticize the 

44 Ibid, pp. 434–435.
45 Ibid, pp. 449–450.
46 Ahmad al-Katib, “al-Bayan al-Shiʿi al-Jadid”, al-Watan (Bahrain), March 8, 2009.



26 Elad Giladi

Shiʿa or to side with any of its political or sectarian opponents but to move Shi’i 
Islam towards greater freedom, equality and democracy and to strengthen its ties 
with the other Islamic groups.47

The Shiʿite Manifesto, which is composed of a detailed introduction followed 
by fifty articles, is directed primarily at Shiʿis and attempts to outline the “correct” 
form of Shiʿa – a return to the original Shiʿa of ahl al-bayt, as al-Katib sees it – 
while also criticizing extremist ideas and theories. At the same time, it is also 
directed at Sunnis and aspires to show them the difference between the “original 
Shiʿa”, which is what most Shiʿis believe in according to al-Katib, and the 
“corrupted and exaggerated Shiʿa”. 

The first sentence of the manifesto encapsulates al-Katib’s main message: “It 
is time for the Muslims to unite and free themselves from the conflicts of the past”. 
In this opening sentence al-Katib makes it clear that he is addressing the Muslims 
– rather than Sunnis or Shiʿis alone – and speaks of unity and of discarding the 
conflicts that are historical and no longer valid. Later in the opening paragraph he 
emphasizes that, although these conflicts are indeed historical, some of them still 
have a negative impact, and that there is therefore need to cleanse Shiʿa of the 
external influence of extremists.

After summarizing some of his basic ideas (that have already been discussed 
in this paper), al-Katib argues that there is a vast difference between the Shiʿa in 
its pure, ancient form and the “corrupted” Shiʿa of today that is contaminated by 
radical and extremist ideas. He explains that the ideas summarized in the manifesto 
are based on a reexamination of the “original and pure” heritage of ahl al-bayt and 
stresses this in order to show that he is not inventing anything new but only trying 
to restore the Shiʿa to its original form.

The manifesto itself follows a systematic order by moving from the general to 
the particular. Articles 1–4 discuss the most basic tenets of the faith, as if to remove 
any doubt that the Shiʿa follows the same tenets as the Sunna. Article 1 presents the 
common denominator of all Muslims: the shahadah, whereas Articles 2–4 stress that 

47 Ibid.



27
“The New Shi’a”? 
A Study of the Writings of  Ahmad al-Katib

the Shiʿa meets the agreed-upon definition of Islam: Belief in Allah and His oneness, 
in the Day of Judgment, in the Qurʾan, and in Muhammad as Allah’s Messenger 
and the Seal of the Prophets. These articles also implicitly criticize extremists who 
attribute prophetic traits or divine inspiration to the Imams as well.48

Next, al-Katib addresses one of the commonest and most damning accusations 
made against the Shiʿa, namely that Shiʿis claim that the Qurʾan was falsified in 
order to blur the evidence that ʿAli was the rightful successor of Muhammad. In 
Article 5, al-Katib stresses that “the Qurʾan is free of any distortion, falsification, 
addition or omission”. Unsurprisingly, he states that the claim regarding its 
falsification originated in traditions spread by extremists and that these claims 
were never accepted by all Shiʿis and that many ʿulama ʾ  also rejected them. The 
position he takes implies that today’s Shiʿa no longer claims that the Qurʾan was 
falsified, and that those who allege that it does claim this are accusing it falsely 
because of their own agenda.49  

48 See: M. G. S. Hodgson, “Ghulat”, EI2 2 (1991), pp. 1093–1095.
49 Al-Katib’s views on this matter seem to comply with those of the group of studies according 

to which the imamis did not claim that the official version of the Qurʾan as a whole was 
unreliable and did not doubt the authenticity of its content. They held that the ʿUthmanic 
codex contains virtually the entire revelation and, according to some of the studies belonging 
to this group, views on the falsification of the Qurʾan are of non-Shiʿi provenance, originating 
particularly among extremist groups (ghulat) or various heterodox and heretic movements. 
These studies reflect the position taken by the imamis, or most of them, after the Buwayhid 
period, to the exclusion of the earlier views, which were passed over in silence for apologetic 
reasons. Kohlberg and Amir-Moezzi maintain that these studies attempt to present Imami 
Shiʿism, despite the rich textual evidence to the contrary, as having been – always and 
everywhere – a moderate movement respectful of Islamic “orthodoxy”; see: Etan Kohlberg 
and Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, “Introduction”, in Revelation and Falsification: The 
Kitab al-Qira’at of Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Sayyari (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2009), p. 
25; see also: Etan Kohlberg, “Some Notes on the Imamite Attitude to the Qurʾan”, in S. 
M. Stern, Albert Hourani and Vivian Brown (eds.), Islamic Philosophy and the Classical 
Tradition (Oxford: Cassirer, 1972), pp. 209–224; Rainer Brunner, “The Dispute about the 
Falsification of the Qurʾan between Sunnis and Shiʿis in the 20th Century”, in S. Leder, 
H. Kilpatrick, B. Martel-Thoumian and H. Schönig (eds.), Studies in Arabic and Islam: 
Proceedings of the 19th Congress, Union Européenne des Arabisants et Islamisants, Halle 
1998 (Leuven: Peeters, 2002), pp. 437–446; Idem, “La question de la falsification du Coran 
dans l’exégèse chiite duodécimaine”, Arabica 52 (2005), pp. 1–42.
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Another issue that is extensively discussed in the manifesto is one of the major 
points of contention between the Sunna and the Shiʿa, namely the status of the 
sahaba in the Shiʿa and the issue of dishonoring them. Article 6 states that the 
Shiʿites “honor the good Companions of the Prophet […] We forbid dishonoring 
[their memory] or cursing them, especially the Lady ʿAʾisha, the Mother of the 
Believers”. Articles 46–47 continue to discuss this issue as well as the Shiʿites’ 
allegedly positive attitude towards the first two Caliphs.50

Next to be addressed are various aspects of the imama. Since it is a central 
topic in al-Katib’s writings it receives considerable attention in the manifesto 
in Articles 7–12 which reject the imama doctrine out of hand by stating that 
“We do not believe that the imama is part of [Muhammad’s] prophecy or an 
extension of it. We do not regard it as one of the tenets or pillars of the faith” 
(Article 8).

Regarding the issue of nass – the explicit appointment of ʿAli as Muhammad’s 
successor – al-Katib states that “the Prophet did not explicitly name his replacement 
and successor” (Article 7), and this, he explains, was because Islam does not 
command the believers to adopt any specific political mechanism but grants them 
the right to choose their leaders using shura.

After refuting the doctrine of the imama, al-Katib addresses the theories that 
follow from it, namely the Twelver doctrine and the doctrine of the Mahdi, and 
reiterates his radical positions regarding them. He denies the existence of the 
Hidden Imam (Articles 13–14) and goes on to argue that if there is no Hidden 
Imam who is expected to return someday it follows that there is no need for his 
general representation (niyabaʿamma) by the ʿulama ʾ  today.

By challenging the role of the ʿulama  ʾ as representatives of the Hidden 
Imam, al-Katib effectively undermines their legitimacy which paves the way to 
criticizing them and challenging their monopoly over religious affairs. First, he 
states that taqlid – the principle that those not qualified to perform ijtihad must 
follow the example of ʿalim – is a forbidden innovation. Accordingly, he calls 

50 See: Etan Kohlberg, “Some Imami Shiʿi Views on the Sahaba”, Jerusalem Studies in 
Arabic and Islam (JSAI) 5 (1984), pp. 143–175.
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to “privatize” the institution of ijtihad and permit all Muslims to engage in it 
(Article 17). He apparently aims to remove the dependence of the layman upon the 
religious scholars and thus remove another pillar of the latter’s power. Al-Katib 
also calls for the subjection of the ʿulama ʾ  to oversight and criticism (Article 19) 
and, moreover, states that “the rulings of the ʿulama ʾ  are neither binding according 
to the shariʿa nor according to the law” (Article 20). Al-Katib also challenges the 
ʿulama ’ʾs exclusive authority to collect taxes and charity and advocates placing 
this issue under the responsibility of charity organizations that will be subject to 
oversight and held to standards of transparency and accountability (Article 37). 
In this way, he argues, the role of the ʿulama ʾ  in daily life should be confined to 
providing guidance (Article 21).  

The next ten articles (24–34), deal directly with the ecumenical issue. On the 
practical level, he advocates openness towards other schools of jurisprudence, 
and engagement in joint Shiʿite-Sunni ijtihad, with the Qurʾan as the primary 
source for legislation (Article 24). He calls for the unification of the institutes of 
higher religious learning and their curricula (Article 26), and the establishment of 
joint Sunni-Shiʿite mosques where prayers will be led by imams from both sects 
(Article 48).

Finally, after dealing with the “weightier” issues, al-Katib comes out against 
beliefs and customs that harm the image of the Shiʿa and exacerbate the conflict 
between the sects (Articles 39–47). Interestingly, he treats these as exceptions that 
do not reflect the majority’s beliefs and customs. His goal is twofold: to purge the 
Shiʿa of them and to show the Sunnis that these beliefs and customs are exceptions 
to the norm. Among them he lists the following: adding the “third shahada” to 
the call for prayer;51 a “distorted” use of the taqiyya principle; various rituals and 
prayers performed mainly during pilgrimage to the tombs of the Imams; the belief 
that the Imams will intercede on behalf of the believers on the Day of Judgment 

51 On this subject, see: Werner Ende, “Bidʿa or Sirr al-ʾIman? Modern Shi’i Controversies 
over the Third Shahada in the Adhan”, in Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, Meir M. Bar-
Asher and Simon Hopkins (eds.), Le Shi’isme Imamite Quarante Ans après: Hommage à 
Etan Kohlberg (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2009), pp. 203–217.
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and the custom of appealing to them for help and taking oaths in their name; the 
ʿashura  ʾ rituals; belief in the Shiʿite interpretation of the hadith al-kisa  ʾ ;52 and 
exaggerating the importance of marginal historical quarrels among the sahaba, 
such as the dispute between Fatima and Abu Bakr over Fadak53 and the story of 
ʿUmar’s attack on the house of Fatima.54

The manifesto concludes with the following call (Article 50): 

We call upon our Sunni brethren and the members of the other sects to 
show openness towards their Shiʿite brethren, get to know them better, 
understand the difference between the moderate Shiʿis (who are the 
majority) and the extremists and radicals, and avoid judging [the majority] 
based on the statements of aberrant individuals or [ʿulama ʾ] of past eras. 
We call upon [our Sunni brethren] to regard the new reality [of the Shiʿa] 
and see the profound political and ideological developments that have 
occurred and are still occurring within it.     

It is interesting to note that this last article does not address the Shiʿites but rather 
those outside the Shiʿa. Al-Katib sees importance in reminding them once 
again that the “true” Shiʿa has undergone profound political and ideological 
developments. He believes that the moderate voice is the voice of the majority 
within the Shiʿa; hence there is nothing to prevent other Muslims from coming 
closer to the Shiʿis as a step towards the goal of complete Muslim unity.

52 A famous hadith, according to which the Prophet once wrapped his mantle (kisaʾ) around 
ʿAli, Fatima, Hasan and Husayn and asked Allah to protect them and punish their enemies. 
Some Shiʿis regard this hadith as further evidence of the privileged status of ahl al-bayt; 
see: S. Husain M. Jafri, Origins and Early Development of Shiʿa Islam (London and New 
York: Longman, 1979), p. 297.

53 See: L. Veccia Vaglieri, “Fadak”, EI2 2 (1991), pp. 725–727.
54 For the different versions of this story and what can be deduced from it, see: L. Veccia 

Vaglieri, “Fatima”, EI2 2 (1991), p. 844.
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Conclusion

From being a devout Shiʿi, al-Katib evolved into a dissident who rejects the doctrine 
of the imama, and who believes that the real Mahdi whose arrival the believers 
should anticipate is democracy. From being a staunch supporter of the Rule of the 
Jurisprudent and an advocate of exporting it from Iran to Iraq, he transformed into 
a harsh critic of this doctrine convinced that it is an obstacle to the adoption of 
democracy and to Islamic unity. Unlike other Shiʿite thinkers he did not undergo 
this transformation in reaction to external circumstances, such as the iron fist of the 
Iranian regime, but arrived at his conclusions through a personal journey of study.

An investigation of Shiʿite history, theology and jurisprudence led al-Katib to 
believe that the “original” Shiʿa had been corrupted and had transformed from being 
a political party that believed in the rightful leadership of ahl al-bayt and the political 
mechanism of shura into a religious sect dominated by an extremist discourse that 
denied the right of the nation to rule itself. He asserts that, in the course of its history, 
Shiʿite political thought had gradually developed and had gone through five stages: 
belief in the idea of shura; belief in the doctrine of the imama and in an Imam 
chosen and appointed by Allah; belief in the occultation of the Twelfth Imam and 
in the need to avoid all political engagement until his return; liberation from the 
passive anticipation of the Hidden Imam and endorsement of the ʿulama  ʾ as his 
general representatives; and finally, the adoption of “Islamic democracy”.  

Al-Katib maintains that, although the Shiʿa has come a long way, it must 
now discard the doctrine of the Rule of the Jurisprudent, which has arrested its 
development. Once this obstacle is removed, or at least minimized, he believes that 
the progress towards democracy can resume. Democracy for al-Katib is an end in 
itself, since he regards it as the ideal system of government for Islamic states, but 
he also regards it as a crucial tool for the achievement of rapprochement between 
Sunna and Shiʿa that will culminate in the unification of Islam. It is clear that al-
Katib’s ecumenical approach is uncompromising. While many others concentrate 
on the common denominators of the Sunna and the Shiʿa and avoid addressing 
the main points of contention, al-Katib deals with the disagreements between the 
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two sects and with the goal of eliminating them. Moreover, while others stress 
that they do not wish to abolish the sects or to subject either of them to the rule of 
the other, al-Katib dismisses their validity altogether and calls upon Muslims to 
abolish them and thus unite all the believers under the canopy of one Islam. 

A review of al-Katib’s works cannot be complete without some words of 
criticism. I will not address the claims made by his critics within the Islamic 
world55 but I do wish to mention certain weaknesses in his theory: misguided 
attempts to reconstruct the ancient Imami Shiʿa; unrealistic attempts to minimize 
the conflicts and disagreements between Sunnis and Shiʿis; and a disregard for the 
political realities of the Middle East.

Regarding the first point, it is safe to say that al-Katib’s attempts to reconstruct 
the ancient Imami Shiʿa are surely misguided. A very central claim of his writings 
is that the concept of the imama was an innovation created by extremist circles 
within the Shiʿa and that it contravenes the statements and positions of the Imams. 
The position adopted by al-Katib is, however, at odds with the current position 
that has been adopted by western scholars, which holds that what he calls “an 
innovation of ghulat” was, in fact, a central concept of mainstream Imami Shiʿa. 
There were substantial esoteric-mythical elements in ancient Imami Shiʿa that 
emphasized such concepts as imama, walaya etc. and this has been clearly shown 
in Amir-Moezzi’s The Spirituality of Shiʿi Islam.56

As for the second point, al-Katib repeatedly states that Shiʿite political 
thought has evolved considerably, and, as the most prominent example of this, he 
mentions, that it has freed itself in practice from the doctrine of imama. However, 
he completely disregards the fact that the Shiʿa is very far from discarding the 

55 On this issue, see: Badry, “Much Ado about Nothing”, pp. 6–13. For criticism on 
al-Katib’s Shiʿite Manifesto in particular, see: Hasan ʿAli al-Turayki, “al-Radd 
ʿala Bayan Ahmad al-Katib wa-Fadh li-Akadhibihi wa-Iftira aʾtihi wa-Tadlisihi”,

 http://toliveinpeace.blogspot.co.il/2009/04/blog-post_16.html (Accessed December 
21, 2010); Walid Saʿid al-Bayati, “Akadhib wa-Takharusat Ahmad al-Katib”, 

 www.arabtimes.com/portal/article_display.cfm?Action=&Preview=no&ArticleID=
 11870 (Accessed December 21, 2010).
56 See note 1 above.
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ideology of the imama and the doctrines that stem from it – and this is no small 
matter. Furthermore, in the introduction to his Shiʿite Manifesto, he writes that 
nothing is left of the historical conflict between the Shiʿites and Sunnis “except 
sediments and small disagreements, which do not constitute real grounds for a 
conflict between Muslims, let alone for a struggle between them”. In the manifesto 
and elsewhere he addresses these “small disagreements” and the customs that 
prevent rapprochement between the two sects, opposing them but also trying to 
minimize their importance. Among them he lists, for example, the Shiʿite practice 
of dishonoring the sahaba and in particular the first two Caliphs and ʿAʾisha. 
Whether this is naïveté on his part or a deliberate oversight it is clearly problematic 
for it is precisely these “small” matters that constitute the greatest obstacle to 
reconciliation between the two parties. 

As for the third point, when al-Katib speaks of abolishing the sectarian 
frameworks and of the feasibility of unification of the Muslims, he ignores 
two facts. The first is that, when it comes to Islam, politics and religion are 
inextricably entwined. The second is that political-religious reality in the 
Middle East is dominated by a conflict between the Shiʿite axis, headed by 
Iran, and the Sunni axis, headed by Saudi Arabia and Egypt57 – and this “war of 
the titans” frequently undermines initiatives of Sunni-Shiʿite rapprochement. 
We have already noted the powerful influence that Middle Eastern politics 
have had, for example, on the Cairo-based jamaʿat al-taqrib organization. 
Founded in 1947 by an Iranian cleric, this organization lost most of its 
momentum in 1960 with the severing of diplomatic ties between Iran and 
Egypt and it closed down completely in 1979 following the Islamic Revolution 
in Iran. Another ecumenical organization mentioned above, the Tehran-
based al-majmaʿ al-ʿalamī lil-taqrib, is often perceived as a “fifth column” 

57 See: Asher Susser, “The Sunni-Shiʿi Shift of the 21st Century”, in Yagnes (ed.), Sunna and 
Shia, pp. 9–17. For an up-to-date example of the ongoing Sunni-Shiʿite war, see: Jonathan 
Spyer, “A New Chapter in the Sunni-Shiʿite War”, The Jerusalem Post, April 4, 2015, 
www.jpost.com/International/A-new-chapter-in-the-Sunni-Shiite-war-396047 (Accessed 
April 12, 2015).
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that serves the hegemonial aspirations of Iran.58 Shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, 
who invested much effort into promoting Sunni-Shiʿite rapprochement, was 
willing to forsake all his “Principles of Sunni-Shiʿite Ecumenism” when he 
felt that Sunni countries, and especially Egypt, were in danger of “Shiʿite-
Iranian infiltration”. In late 2006, Qaradawi sparked a heated debate over the 
Shiʿites’ status in Egypt when he warned that the increasing penetration of 
the Shiʿa into this Sunni country might ignite a civil war there, like in Iraq. 
While Qaradawi’s statements evoked criticism among Shiʿis and the religious 
establishment in Egypt there were, at the same time, many who agreed with 
his position and said that the spread of the Shiʿa was a danger to Egypt and 
to the region at large. In 2008, Qaradawi frequently attacked the Shiʿa and 
Iran in the same breath, evoking the dangers posed by the spread of Shiʿa in 
Sunni countries and attacking the “Iranian imperialism” that was behind it.59

Al-Katib opens his manifesto with a quotation from the Qurʾan: “I only intend 
reform as much as I am able. And my success is not but through Allah. Upon 
him I have relied, and to Him I return”.60 Whatever the flaws in his initiative, al-
Katib’s attempts at reform deserve serious attention. However, in light of the bitter 
historical sediments that refuse to disappear, the ideological rifts between the sects 
and the complex political reality in the Middle East and in the Muslim world at 
large, it seems that there is still much work ahead.

58 Buchta, “Tehran’s Ecumenical Society”, pp. 349–353.
59 See: E. Glass, “Recent Rise in Sunni-Shiʿite Tension (Part II): Anti- Shiʿite Statements by 

Sheikh Al-Qaradhawi”, MEMRI (Inquiry & Analysis Series Report – No. 481), February 
25, 2009, www.memri.org/report/en/0/0/0/0/0/0/3144.htm (Accessed January 5, 2011). 

60 Qurʾan 11:88.
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