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il The Fatimid Caliphate

sources and fanciful accounts of medieval times. Thus legends
and misconceptions have continued to surround the Ismailis
through the 20th century.

In more recent decades, however, the ficld of Ismaili stud-
ies has been revolutionized owing to the recovery and study of
genuine Ismaili sources on a large scale - manuscript materials
which through different means survived the destruction of the
Fatimid and Nizari Ismaili libraries. These sources, representing
diverse literary traditions produced in Arabic, Persian and Indic
languages, had hitherto been secretly preserved in private collec-
tions in India, Central Asia, Iran, Afghanistan, Syria and Yemen.

Modern progress in Ismaili studies has already necessitated a
complete rewriting of the history of the Ismailis and their contri-
butions to Islamic civilisation. It has now become clear that the
Ismailis founded important libraries and institutions of learn-
ing such as al-Azhar and the Dar al-Tlm in Cairo, while some of
their learned da‘is or missionaries developed unique intellectual
traditions amalgamating their theological doctrine with a diver-
sity of philosophical traditions in complex metaphysical systems,
The Ismaili patronage of learning and the extension of hospital-
ity to non-Ismaili scholars was maintained even in such difficult
times as the Alamut period, when the community was preoccu-
pied with its survival in an extremely hostile milieu.

The Ismaili Heritage Series, published under the auspices of
the Department of Academic Research and Publications of The
Institute of Ismaili Studies, aims to make available to a wide
audience the results of modern scholarship on the Ismailis and
their rich intellectual and cultural heritage, as well as certain
aspects of their more recent history and achievements.
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The Fatimid Legacy and the
Foundation of the Modern
Nizari Ismaili Imamate

Daniel Beben

The Fatimid era is ubiquitous today in the discourse of the Nizarl
Ismaili imamate.! Yet this was not always the case. As with other
societies and religious communities the world over, the arrange-
ment and presentation of history in the Ismaili tradition has
evolved in the course of time, with new historiographical agen-
das and subjects of emphasis emerging or receding in response
to changes in the political and social contexts. In this chapter the
place of the Fatimids in the cultural memory of the Nizari Ismai-
lis in the post-Mongol era will be explored.” It will be argued that
the emphasis placed on the Fatimid era in present-day Nizari dis-
course is a relatively recent development, rooted in the dynamic
changes that occurred in the social and political context of the
community in the 18th and 19th centuries. Rather than the Fati-
mids, the primary locus of Nizari communal memory in the
earlier period from the 7th/13th to the 12th/18th centuries was
the Alamiit era, and particularly the declaration of the giyama
(spiritual resurrection) under Imam Hasan ‘ala dhikrihi’l-salam
at Alamat in 559/1164. It was only in the 18th century, when the
Nizari imamate emerged from a long period of concealment and
entered into a new-found position of political and social promi-
nence, that we see the first signs of a de-emphasis of the giyama
and a renewed focus on the Fatimid era and its legacy.
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This reorientation of the locus of Nizari communal memory
away from the events of the giyama and towards the Fatimid
era was facilitated by an even more dramatic shift in historical
consciousness that saw a revision in the very notion of historical
time. In an article published in 2014, Shahzad Bashir called for
greater attention to emic conceptions of time and chronology in
Muslim societies and texts.’ This chapter aims to respond to this
challenge through presenting a closer examination of conceptions of
chronology in Nizari literature and their shift over time. While the
notion of time in the Ismaili tradition has received some consider-
ation in scholarship, to date these studies have focused primarily
on presentations found in the ‘classical’ period of Ismaili literature
from the Fatimid era, with little attention given to the manner in
which these conceptions have changed over the course of time or
with consideration to the social and political contexts that informed
these shifts. We shall explore how the cyclical model of history
presented in Ismaili works of the Fatimid era was revised in the
light of the declaration of the giyama, and then ultimately discarded
entirely in the new Nizari historiographical tradition established in
the 19th century. These developments facilitated a major shift in the
place of the Fatimid era in the historical imagination of the Nizaris.

The Qiyama and Communal Memory in
the Nizari Tradition

The events surrounding the declaration of the giyama in 559/1164
and its significance have long been the subject of scholarship and
debate, and hence do not merit an extensive elaboration here.* Both
contemporary Sunni sources and later Nizari sources concur that
in that year the Nizari lord of Alamit, Hasan, publicly declared his
status as the awaited imam. Up to this time, the Nizaris had lived
without direct access to their imams, who had remained in hiding
following the death of the Fatimid Imam-caliph Mustansir bi'llah
in 487/1094 and the schism in the Ismaili community arising from
a dispute between the supporters of his sons, Nizar and Mustali.
‘This schism led to the execution of Nizar a year later and the
dominance of the Must‘ali faction at the Fatimid court.
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Contemporary Sunni sources relate that Hasan initially
declared himself to be merely the representative (khalifa) of the
hidden imam, only later revealing that he was in fact the descendant
of the Fatimid imam Nizar b. al-Mustansir bi’'llah, whose son
and successor al-Hadi had been secretly escorted to Alamit
before Nizar’s murder, and hence was the awaited imam himself.
Thereafter Imam Hasan II became known among the Nizaris
with the honorific ‘ald dhikrihi’l-salam (‘upon whose mention
be peace’), a sobriquet by which he is still known among Nizaris
today.

For many contemporary Sunni authors, the declaration of the
giyama constituted little more than an abolition of the shari‘a,
that is, the legal structure of Islam, and a brazen excuse to
indulge in libertinism. For Nizari authors, however, the giyama
in Hasan’s declaration, beyond an immediate declaration of his
personal imamate, amounted more broadly to an unveiling of
the true, spiritual essence of the imam and the revelation of the
esoteric reality of religion, one with profound consequences that
would be felt long after the Mongol conquests and the end of the
Alamit era. Moreover, for Nizaris living in the post-giydma era,
the declaration constituted not simply a new stage in the linear
unfolding of history, but a historical rupture of cosmic signif-
icance. From an early period, Ismaili writers had propounded a
cyclical model of history in which each cycle (dawr) of human
history is defined by the presence of a prophet, or ‘annunciator’
(natiq).” The natigs of the first six eras of human history were
Adam, Noah (Nih), Abraham (Ibrihim), Moses (Misa), Jesus
(‘Isa) and Muhammad, each of whom were in turn accompanied
by a successor, or ‘silent one’ (samit), who was entrusted with the
esoteric knowledge of his teaching, corresponding to the function
of the imam in Ismaili thought. With Muhammad (the natig) and
his successor ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (the samit) humanity had entered
the sixth cycle, the last one before the day of resurrection.

This model was given a revision in Nizari literature fol-
lowing the declaration of the giyama under Imam Hasan ‘ala
dhikrihi’l-salam, which was presented as the initiation of a sev-
enth historical cycle. This new historical model is illustrated in a

-
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text that is among the oldest Nizarl works known to survive from
the period following the Mongol conquests, namely the Risala-yi
sirdt al-mustaqgim, tentatively dated to the late 8th/14th or early
9th/15th century. The author of the anonymous Risala writes:

These are the six cycles (dawrs) of the six Annunciators (natigs).
In truth, after that they were uninterrupted and successive ‘descen-
dants, onc after the other’ (Qur’an 3:34) reaching the time of the
noble [Hasan] ‘ald dhikrihi’l-saldgm, the Lord of the Resurrection
(qa’im al-giyamat), which is the seventh cycle. From the time of
Mawlana Isma‘il until the time of Mawlanid Mahdi ‘Abd Allah, the
imams were concealed ... Mawlina Mahdi manifested in the lands
of the Maghrib and the succeeding imams were manifest until the
time of Mawlana Mustansir of Egypt. Mawlana Mustansir of Egypt
had several children but the imamate was with Mawlana Nizar.
Must‘ali falsely claimed the imamate, but it was cut off with his
descendant ‘Adid. They martyred Mawlana Nizar and the follow-
ing imams were concealed until the time of Mawland Hasan ‘ala
dhikrihi’l-salam, the Lord of the Great Resurrection. The imam’s
manifestation reached the entire world. Since then, the imams have
been in concealment until our day. However, this concealment was
for the exotericists, not for the esotericists (ahl-i batin). Even when
there is concealment for the esotericists, it is not for all of them, for
it is decreed that the epiphany of the Universal Intellect, who is the
proof (hujja) of the imam, always has access to the Imam of the Age
and Time in the spiritual world.S

The enduring relevance of the giyama for the historical mem-
ory of the Niziris is further illustrated in a late 9th/15th-century
source, the Haft bab of Abu Ishaq Quhistani. In the third chap-
ter of his work, Quhistani provides a historical and genealogical
overview of the imams. This account offers a fairly straightfor-
ward historical chronology of the imamate down through the
Fatimids and the early Nizari imams, until arriving at the men-
tion of Hasan ‘ala dhikrihi’l-salam, of whom he writes:

He [Hasan] was the Qa’im of the Resurrection (giyamat). It was in
his time that the ties and fetters of shari'at fell from the necks of his
slaves. By that time, 180,000 years had passed since the ‘Great Date’
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(tarikh-i a’zam). [This was] the date indicated by the Prophet, who
said, ‘I will remain in the grave no more than half a day’ And what
Jesus predicted in the Gospels (Injil), Moses in the Torah (Tarat),
Zoroaster in the Book of Zand (Kitab-i Zand), in the Kitab-i
anhigliyiin of Abi Sa‘id Yunani,” and all other predictions of the
prophets all came true with him.?

This emphasis on the pivotal nature of the imamate of Hasan II
is a defining element of most of the Nizari literature produced
down to the 19th century.’ Broadly speaking, Nizarl authors of
this same period displayed little interest in the Fatimid era; it
is generally referred to only in passing, and almost invariably
only in the context of accounts of the genealogy of the imams."
Hence, while the genealogical connection between the Nizarl
and Fatimid imams continued to be emphasised, the Fatimid era
itself quickly lost its relevance as a primary point of historical
reference, having been superseded in Nizarl communal memory
by the giyama and the imamate of Hasan ‘ala dhikrihi'l-salam.
This lack of emphasis on the Fatimid era was facilitated by a
broader sense of a detachment between the Nizari and Fatimid
literary legacies; while the question has yet to be explored at
any depth in scholarship, it would appear overall that very little
of the Fatimid literary heritage was preserved among the Nizari
communities in pre-modern times, being reintroduced to the
Nizari tradition only in the 20th century via modern scholar-
ship.' In their writings, Nizarl authors of the post-Mongol era
reveal little knowledge of the Fatimids beyond the broadest out-
lines of this era, and in fact display little interest in the period
aside from the genealogy of the imams of the era. It is telling that
when Nizari authors of the late 19th and early 20th century, such
as Fida'1 Khurasani (discussed in the section ‘A New Vision of
History” below), set about writing a history of this period they
were forced to rely primarily on non-Ismaili sources.

It should be emphasised, however, that the absence of any
attention to the Fatimids in pre-modern Nizari literature did
not reflect a lack of interest in history per se, as has sometimes
been claimed, but rather is reflective of the overwhelming impact
on communal memory of the giyama and its legacy, which
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was seen as having superseded the Fatimid era in the historical
vision of the Nizaris. The enduring relevance of the giyama for
Nizari historical memory is rooted also in the social and politi-
cal reality of the Ismailis of the post-Mongol era. For most of the
period between the Mongol conquests in the 7th/13th century
and the public re-emergence of the imamate in the 18th cen-
tury, the Nizari imams generally lived in a state of relative con-
cealment. While the extent of this concealment varied according
to the specific time and circumstances, throughout most of this
period the Nizarls by and large had little direct contact with their
imams. As a result, authority in the community devolved to the
local representatives of the imams, known as pirs and khalifas.
Accordingly, this state of affairs produced an environment that
was uniquely suited to the appeal of the giyama, which empha-
sised the spiritual nature of the imam as a reality that transcends
his physical form, and hence provided a plausible model of
authority for those who lacked direct contact with the imams.
Conversely, this context may also explain the lack of attention
paid to the Fatimid era, as the model of direct political and social
authority employed by the imamate in this period would have
certainly appeared alien and anachronistic to later Nizari observ-
ers. But, as will be seen, beginning in the 18th century a series
of geopolitical transformations occurred that once again placed
the Nizari imams in a position of public authority, In time,
these transformations would lead to a wholesale reassessment
of the historical vision of the Nizari community, which reduced
the emphasis on the giydma and once again turned the focus of
memory towards the Fatimids.

The 18th-Century Transformation in Ismailism

'This section will briefly outline a series of developments, begin-
ning in the 18th century, which led to a drastic shift in the status
of the Nizari imamate and its political and social standing in the
Islamic world. These developments provide the context for under-
standing the transformation of communal history and the role
of the Fatimids in the Nizari literature of the 19th century. The
destruction of Alamit and the murder of the Imam Rukn al-Din
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Khurshah by the Mongols in 655/1257 initiated 200 years of the
utmost level of concealment for the Nizari imamate. The history
of the imamate for most of this period remains almost entirely
obscure and little is known of it beyond the barest outlines."
While the decentralised political climate of late 9th/15th-century
Iran permitted a brief public re-emergence of the imamate in the
period known in Ismaili history as the ‘Anjudan revival, the Safa-
wid conquests of the early 10th/16th century once again forced
the imams into a more guarded position. Despite their Shi‘ dis-
position, the Safawid rulers were largely hostile to the Nizari
imams, seeing in them a challenge to their own claim to be heirs
to the authority of the earlier twelve imams of the Ithna‘ashari
tradition. At least one of the Nizari imams from this period,
Murad Mirza, was executed by the Safawids on the charge of
spreading heresy, while others were forced into hiding or exile.”?
The collapse of the Safawid state in the early 18th century
and the subsequent rise to power in Iran of Nadir Shah provided
the opportunity for a critical change in the status of the Nizari
imamate under Hasan ‘All (known also as Sayyid Hasan Beg).
This shift in the status of the Nizarl imamate had its roots in a
close personal relationship that formed between Imam Hasan
‘All and Nadir Shah. According to a number of accounts of this
relationship, Nadir Shah employed the imam as a commander
in his army, in which many Nizaris also served in the ranks." It
would appear, moreover, that Nadir Shah made this appointment
while entirely aware of Hasan ‘Alfs status as the Nizarl imam.
According to some accounts of their relationship, Imam Ilasan
‘Ali also accompanied Nadir Shah on his invasion of India, after
which he was rewarded with the governorship of the region
surrounding his ancestral village of Mahallat. After some time,
however, intrigues were fomented at court by enemies of the
imam who accused him of heresy, leading Nadir Shah to blind
him. However, Nadir Shah later apologised to Imam Hasan ‘Ali
and reinstated him to his former position.’® Despite its hesitant
beginnings, the relationship between the Nizari imams and the
Afsharid dynasty outlived Nadir Shah and was strengthened sig-
nificantly under his successors, as will be outlined shortly.
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Nadir Shal’s cultivation of a relationship with the Nizari imam-
ate was reflective of the broader political and religious agenda
he pursued in the course of his short-lived effort to rebuild and
expand the Safawid empire. Lacking the genealogical or religious
claims to legitimacy afforded to the Safawids, Nadir Shah instead
made use of a series of alternative bases of legitimation in order to
establish his rule in Iran.'® Given his efforts to combat the infly-
ence of the Ithna‘ashari Shii ‘ulama’ and to displace them from
the privileged position they held under the Safawids, it is likely
that Nadir Shah would have seen a useful ally in the Nizari imam-
ate.”” Nadir Shah also replaced Twelver Shiism with Sunnism as
the official religion of his realm, while according Twelver Shi‘ism
the status of a madhhab. In this context he sought to have the
Ja‘farl madhhab recognised as the fifth school of Islamic jurispru-
dence, alongside the four Sunni schools. This particular endeavour
entailed an effort not only to reduce the barriers between Shi‘i and
Sunni interpretations of Islam, but also, and equally, to efface dis-
tinctions in Shi‘ism under the common umbrella of a single Ja‘fari
madhhab, hence creating a space for Ismaili participation in the
project.”® While this effort met with considerable resistance from
both the Shi‘i and Sunni ‘wlama’, leading to its ultimate failure,
it nonetheless provides a context for understanding Nadir Shah’s
motivations in seeking the support of religious constituencies out-
side the structure of the Twelver ‘ulamg’.

Nadir Shah’s cultivation of the Nizarls came on the heels
of another significant development concerning the religious
and social context of the imamate. From the beginning of the
Nizari era to the end of the 9th/15th century the imams had
operated in a largely Sunni environment. In the wake of the
Mongol conquests this environment became increasingly
marked by the presence of the Sufi traditions that flourished in
this period, and the imams elaborated their claims to religious
authority accordingly within this context.” The Safawid conquest
ushered in a dramatically revised religious environment in Iran.
Consequently, for the first time in history, the Ismaili imamate
found itself situated within a majority-Shii environment. As
noted above, initially this development did not prove favourable
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to the imams, who suffered greatly under the repressive ideo-
logical regime of the Safawids. The position of the Nizaris was
alleviated somewhat beginning in the late 10th/i16th century
during the reign of Shah ‘Abbas and there is evidence suggesting
that the imams actually adopted Ithna‘ashari Shi‘ism as a form
of tagiyya during his reign.”® Following the collapse of the Safa-
wid state it would appear that the Nizari imams were no longer
under pressure to practise tagiyya. As the sources of this period
illustrate, the Ismaili identity of the imams was clearly known
to observers during the reign of Nadir Shah and after, indicat-
ing a cessation of tagiyya practices.* From this point forward the
imams asserted new claims to legitimacy on the basis of appeals
to a pan-Shi‘i heritage. It was this context that saw an increasing
emphasis on the imams’ descent from Ja‘far al-Sadiq and on the
legacy of the Fatimids as the first Shi‘i polity in history.

One of the major developments that accompanied the public
emergence of the Niziri imamate under Nadir Shah was the shift
of the seat of the imamate from the Qumm region, where it had
been based since at least the 9th/15th century, to the province
of Kirman in south-eastern Iran. The main sources chronicling
this development are the writings of Ahmad ‘Ali Khan Vaziri
(d. 1295/1878), among whose works are the Tarikh-i Kirman, a
history of Kirman from pre-Islamic times to the early Qajar
period, completed in 1293/1876, and a historical geography of
the Kirman region titled Jughrafiya-yi Kirman. While Kirman
had not historically been an important centre of Ismaili activ-
ity, the imamate had maintained a following there since at
least the late 11th/17th century. During the imamate of Sayyid
Hasan Begs grandfather, Shah Nizar (d. 1134/1722), a group of
nomadic Khurasani tribesmen known as the ‘Ata’ Allahis (after
the takhallus of Shah Nizir, ‘Atd’ Allah), who were followers
of the imam, were resettled in the province of Kirman, in the
region of Sirjan. One interesting characteristic of this group was
that they are explicitly identified in the sources as not having
been Ismaili, but nonetheless as followers of the imam, drawn to
his charismatic authority as a sayyid and a descendant of Ja‘far
al-Sadiq. According to Vaziri,
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this group maintained complete faith and sincerity in the sayyids of
the line of Isma‘il, son of Hadrat-i Imam, to speak correctly, Ja‘far
Sadiq ... from that time forward the Khurasani and ‘Ata’ Allahi
communities have been believers and followers of this silsila, but
like the Llaydarabadis, they are neither Sevener Shi‘as nor Ismailis.”

The Khurdsani and ‘Atd’ Allahi communities continued to be
steadfast supporters of the imams down to the time of Hasan “Ali
Shah (Aga Khan I), who made use of the tribesmen as a military
force in the course of his campaign, on the orders of the Qajar
ruler Muhammad Shah, to pacify the province of Kirman and
expunge it of the invading Afghans and Baluchis.” The presence
of the ‘Ata’ Allahis offers one of the earliest signs of the gradual
growth and extension of the political and social authority of the
Nizari imams in the 18th century, which saw the development of
new constituencies for the imamate outside the context of nar-
rowly defined Ismaili communities. This development should
also be understood in the context of a broader phenomenon
witnessed in the Indo-Iranian border regions in this period, as
well as in many other areas of the Islamic world, in which, in the
absence of any firm state authority, sayyids and other individuals
of revered or sacred status, come to occupy positions as politi-
cal intermediaries and as mediators in conflicts.2* This role was
illustrated most vividly during the imamate of Hasan ‘Al Shah,
who was charged with mediating between the Qajar govern-
ment and various tribal groups in the border regions of Sistan
and Balachistan. Critically, the authority assigned to the imams
among these groups was given not on the basis of their position
as Ismaili imams, but rather on their charismatic status as sayyids.

The decision under Imam Sayyid Hasan Beg to move the
seat of the imamate from the village of Kahak, near Qumm, to
Kirmén was made primarily out of concern for the imamate’s
relationship with its followers in India. According to Vaziri, who
introduced the imam as ‘from the lineage of Nizar who was, at
several degrees removed, among the ancestors of Isma‘l b. Imam
Ja'far al-Sadiq, owing to the disorder in Iran following the fall
of the Safawids the Nizaris in India faced increasing difficulty
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in travelling to visit and pay ftribute to the imams in northern
Iran 2 Many of their caravans were plundered by the Bakhtiyar1
tribesmen and the flow of tithes to the imamate was blocked.
Thus towards the end of the reign of Nadir Shah the decision was
made by Imam Sayyid Hasan Beg to move the seat of the imam-
ate to the town of Shahr-i Babak in Kirman in order to position
himself closer both to the overland routes from India and to
the port of Bandar ‘Abbas, which was also used by many Indian
Ismailis, or Khojas, coming to Iran in this period. The flow of
tithes from his followers in India resumed and increased, and the
imam soon became a major landholder in Kirmén, maintaining
a winter home in the capital city of Guvashir (now the city of
Kirman) and spending his summers in Shahr-i Babak. Vaziri fur-
ther relates that, following the death of Nadir Shah, [mam Sayyid
Hasan Beg developed a close relationship with Nadir Shahs
grandson, Shahrukh Khan, the governor of Kirman, and that the
imam gave one of his daughters in marriage to Shahrukh Khan's
son, Lutf ‘Ali Khan.

The sources relate few details regarding Imam Sayyid Hasan
Beg’s successor, Qasim ‘Ali, whose imamate evidently was quite
brief. Much more information is available on the next imam,
Sayyid Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali.** During Sayyid Abu’'l-Hasan’s imam-
ate, control of Kirman passed from the Afsharids to the Zands.
The imam also enjoyed a close relationship with the Zand gover-
nor of the region, Mirza Husayn Khan, who reaffirmed his posi-
tion in the area and eventually appointed him to the positions of
beglerbegi, or governor, of the province of Kirman.”” The imam
successfully repelled a major Afghan invasion of Kirman in this
period, which brought him many accolades from the Zands. In
addition, he patronised the construction of a public square adja-
cent to the Friday mosque as well as several other prominent
buildings in the city of Kirman, displaying a predilection for the
patronage of public architecture that had defined the rule of the
Fatimids and which remains a priority for the modern Nizari
imamate. Following the death of the Zand ruler Karim Khan in
1193/1779, Imam Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali continued to receive the sup-
port of his successors and governed the province as a virtually
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autonomous ruler. However, he crucially switched his support
to Agha Muhammad Khan Qajar during the latter’s conflict
with the Zands and repelled an effort by the Zand ruler Lutf ‘Al
Khin to capture the city of Kirman in the winter of 1790-1791.%
'This switch in allegiance proved to be remarkably prescient, as it
laid the foundations for a very close and profitable relationship
between the Nizari imamate and the Qajar establishment for the
next half century.

The Fatimid Legacy under Aga Khan I

Imam Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali died in 1206/1792 and was succeeded
by his son Shah Khalil Allah.* 'The new imam decided to trans-
fer the seat of imamate to its former location in Kahak in the
region of Qumm, on account of the violent upheavals that con-
tinued to take place across Kirman following the imposition of
Qajar authority there,” and the Qajar ruler Agha Muhammad
Khan obligingly appointed Shah Khalil Allah as mayor of the
town and granted his family new holdings there. It was here in
Kahak that Hasan “Ali Shah, the future Aga Khan, was born in
1804. In 1815 Shah Khalil Allah moved his headquarters to the
city of Yazd in central Iran which lay along the trade routes to
and from India, a move made once again in order to situate the
seat of the imamate more conveniently for the Indian Ismailis
who brought with them a significant amount of revenue each
year. In 1817, two years after the shift of the imamate to Yazd,
Imam Shah Khalil Allah and his residence were attacked by an
angry mob instigated by some members of the local Shi‘i clergy,
who murdered the imam and several of his followers. This inci-
dent clearly illustrates the fact that the Nizari imamate’s position
in Iranian society continued to be contested in this period. Yet,
at the same time, the incident also reveals the remarkable degree
of affinity between the imamate and the political elite of Iran that
had developed over the previous century. The Qajar monarch of
the period, Fath ‘Ali Shah, had the cleric responsible for inciting
the murder severely punished. In further compensation, Fath
‘Al Shah appointed Shah Khalil Allah’s son and successor to the
imamate, Hasan ‘Ali Shdh, governor of Qumm and bestowed
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on him the honorific title of Aga Khan which has become a
hereditary title for the Nizari imams.

Little more is known about this period of Aga Khan T life
until the death of Fath ‘Ali Shah in 1834 and the accession of
his grandson Muhammad Shah to the Qajar throne. The Aga
Khan endeared himself to the new ruler and soon afterwards
was appointed governor of Kirman, the same position that his
grandfather had held under the Zands. The Aga Khan’s appoint-
ment as governor of Kirman came with considerable respon-
sibility, as the province had evidently fallen into disorder and
was plagued by a series of tribal uprisings. The Aga Khan agreed
to accept this appointment without any stipend. By his own
account, he carried out this task with great success, and suc-
ceeded in restoring the province to the Qajars.* Very quickly,
however, the relationship between the Aga Khan and the Qajar
government took a decisive turn for the worse, and less than
two years after his appointment as governor of Kirman the Aga
Khan was dismissed from his position and recalled to Tehran.
This dismissal led to a chain of events culminating in the perma-
nent departure of the imamate from Persia, severing the long-
established relationship between the Nizari imamate and the
rulers of Iran.”

Following his arrival in India, the Aga Khan quickly culti-
vated a reputation as a patron of various pan-Shi‘i constituen-
cies, sponsoring the fa‘ziya commemorations in the city of Jam-
nagar in Muharram 1845 during a period of residence there and
then again two years later in Calcutta. Following the permanent
re-establishment of the seat of the imamate in Bombay in 1848,
the Aga Khan composed a memoir of his career under the Qajars,
entitled Tbrat-afza.” In this work the Aga Khan declared his con-
tinued loyalty to the Qajar dynasty and defended his record of
service to the court. At the same time, the text reveals an effort
to establish new political relationships, most notably among the
British.* Most importantly, the work reveals a renewed effort on
the part of the Aga Khan to draw upon the imamate’s Fatimid
legacy as a means of broadening the basis of his claim to reli-
gious authority. In one telling passage in the text the Aga Khan
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poignantly reminds the reader of his own illustrious lineage and
claims to religious legitimacy:

Since it was and is known to God and his shadow, His Highness the
King, that in my mind there was and is no thought of the rule of
Kirman, mach less that of Iran and Taran, I simply obeyed the royal
order and carried out the imperial wishes and decrees. All know
that due to the blessings of God and the grace of my ancestors and
pure forefathers, I consider rulership with utter contempt in the
breadth and extent of my dervishhood ...

Itisknown to all that material and spiritual kingship has belonged
to my ancestors and forefathers since eternity, and is in perpetuity,
and will be so. But despite the fact that my great forefathers were the
firm handle of religion and the strong cord of God, ‘in which there is
no split; [as is written] in the Clear Book, [or] ‘there is no splitting the
twain and no cutting the twain’ in the famous tradition of my ances-
tor, the Master of the Messengers, peace be upon him and upon his
family, T am not attached in the slightest detail to this world and what
is in it, Yes, efforts have been exerted as far as possible in spreading
the faith and religious law of the final prophet in imitation of the pure
ancestors, Likewise, is it evident that in Egypt several generations of
my ancestors held the positions of kingship and the caliphate, and
they carried out the joining of the Ja‘fari Shi‘i community to the law
of the Ithna‘ashari, which today is attributed to Shah Isma‘il Safawi. I
am a descendant of that family.*

The Aga Khan's statement here may be interpreted on many levels.
First, it may be understood within the context of the immediate
background to his dispute with the Qajar throne and in relation to
Qajar claims to symbolic succession (if not dynastic succession)
to the Safawid throne.’® The Qajar claim to Safawid inheritance
not only was advanced through historiographical production,
but was also manifested in visual and material culture, through
what Priscilla Soucek terms the ‘neo-Safavid’ style displayed in
the coinage and medals of the era.”” Given the importance of the
Safawids for the history of Shif Islam in Iran, a claim to this
heritage was vital for establishing the religious legitimacy of the
dynasty. In the words of Hamid Algar:
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The Qajar dynasty was tribal in its origins; whereas the Safavids
claimed descent from the Imams, the Qajars could point only to the
Mongols for the origin of their line. They raised no religious claims,
even if they inherited, consciously or unconsciously, many of the
assumptions concerning regal power implicit in the Safavid monar-
chy. Under the Safavids, a close alliance of the state and the religious
body had existed, with the former as the dominant partner; under
the Qajars, there would never be more than an uneasy and fitful
coalition.™

'The Aga Khan's statement in‘Ibrat-afzd, therefore, may be seen
as a forthright retort to Qajar claims. Notably, the Aga Khan pre-
sents the Fatimid legacy not merely within the context of Ismaili
history, but as part of a Ja‘farl and ‘pan-Shi‘i’ heritage. While
not denying Qajar claims to the Safawid legacy, the Aga Khan
instead lays claim to an even older legacy and precedent for reli-
gious authority in Shi‘i history, hence dispensing with the need
for his reliance on the Qajar court for the legitimation of his
authority.

Beyond this, the Aga Khan's statement here is indicative of
the broader and more nuanced manner in which the Fatimid
legacy has been adduced by the Nizari imams. As this example
illustrates, the Fatimid legacy has not been evoked as a basis for
claims to direct political or territorial authority; rather, the Aga
Khan in his statement explicitly denies any pretences to territo-
rial rule, evoking in its place a claim to religious and charismatic
authority. This statement has been echoed repeatedly by his
successors. For example, the current Ismaili imam, Shah Karim
al-Husayni, Aga Khan 1V, in a speech to the Canadian parlia-
ment in 2014 stated:

Although there was a time when the [smaili Imams were also
caliphs, that is to say the heads of state ~ for example in Egypt
during the Fatimid period - my function today is apolitical; every
Ismaili is primarily a citizen of his or her country of birth or adop-
tion. However, the scope of the Ismaili Imamat is considerably
greater than that distant time, since today it operates in many parts
of the world.*
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Rather than claims to territorial rule, the Fatimid legacy has
been evoked by the modern Nizari imamate as a precedent for
a broader claim to social and religious leadership within the
Muslim umma extending beyond the boundaries of the Ismaili
community.” Over the past century and a half, the Fatimids have
been repeatedly evoked by the imams as precedents for their
patronage of educational and cultural institutions, and have been
cited particularly vigorously by the present imam in the context
of his work as a patron of architectural projects. In the discourse
of the modern Nizarl imamate, the Fatimids are recalled not for
the glory of their military victories or for the extent of their terri-
torial sovereignty, but rather as a dynasty that oversaw remarka-
ble advancements in areas such as education, cultural and artistic
production, and public works. In particular, the role of religious
tolerance and pluralism under the Fatimids has been repeatedly
emphasised and cited as a model for present-day forms of gov-
erning and as a precedent for the imamate’s engagement with a
wide range of political and religious constituencies.* The con-
nection between the modern imamate and the Fatimids was
solidified by the decision of the previous imam, Sultan Muham-
mad Shah, Aga Khan III, to be buried in Aswan along the banks
of the Nile, his ancestral Fatimid land. More recently, the present
imam has supervised a 20-year project (completed in 2005) to
create the Azhar Park and renovate its surrounding structures in
Cairo, which has become a potent symbol of the modern Nizari
imamate’s claim to the Fatimid legacy.*

A New Vision of History

In the second half of the 19th century a new genre of histor-
ical writing was developed by the Nizari community under the
patronage of Aga Khan I and his successors. To date, this body of
historiography has been almost exclusively used as a repository
of historical information on the imams with little attention being
given to their historiographical concerns or their context. Yet
this new body of historical works displays a number of remark-
able departures from previous literary and historiographical
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practices in the Ismaili tradition. Most conspicuously, these new
texts completely disregard the cyclical model of history found in
older Nizari writings, emphasising in its place a continual and
linear genealogical chain of imamate stretching from the present
imam back to the Prophet Muhammad. Furthermore, this body
of work is devoid of any reference to the events of the giyama,
once again marking a radical departure from previous Niziri
literature.

The earliest example of this new historiographic approach
may be seen in the Khifabat-i ‘aliya, a collection of discourses
by Pir Shihab al-Din Shah Husayni (d. 1302/1884), a grandson
of Aga Khan I and elder brother of Aga Khan III, composed
sometime before the former’s death in 1298/1881.* While not
formally a historical work, the Khitabat-i ‘aliva is nonetheless
noteworthy for including a historical and genealogical over-
view of the Nizdri imams, which standardised the official gene-
alogy of the imams accepted by the Nizari community down
to the present day.*! This same arrangement is found in a later
work, the Hidayat al-mu’minin al-falibin of Fida1 Khurasani
(d. 1342/1923), which was composed around the turn of the
20th century under the patronage of Aga Khan IIL.** This text is
noteworthy for being the first work in the Nizari tradition to be
explicitly designated as a work of history (tdrikh).*® In the intro-
duction to his work, Fida'i Khurasani laments the absence of his-
tories of the imams and outlines how he was compelled to rely
upon non-Ismaili historical works, such as the late medieval his-
tories Rawdat al-safa’ and the Habib al-siyar, in composing his
work, particularly for the Fatimid era.”” Most importantly for our
purposes, both the Khifabat-i ‘aliya and the Hiddyat al-mu’minin
al-talibin entirely dispense with the cyclical arrangement of his-
tory found in the older Nizari tradition, replacing it instead with
a linear chronological overview of the imams, with a substantial
emphasis on the Fatimid period. In addition, both works like-
wise omit any mention of the giyama in their accounts of Imam
Hasan ‘alg dhikrihi’l-salam.*®

Consequently, the events of the giydma, which had had
such a predominant influence on the historical imagination of
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earlier generations of Nizaris, by the first decades of the 20th
century had largely receded from communal memory, having
been replaced by a renewed focus on the legacy of the Fatimids.
The shift of focus away from the giyama in the historical record
was also accompanied by a shift in the very conception of histor-
ical time itself, marked by the transition from a cyclical to a lin-
ear presentation of history. The reconceptualisation of commu-
nal history found in these works, along with the renewed focus
placed on the Fatimid era, emerged as a response to the dramat-
ically new context encountered by the Nizari imamate in the
modern era, illustrating a pattern of resilience and adaptability
that has defined the Ismaili community throughout its long his-
tory. While the notion of the spiritual and transcendental reality
of the imam inherent in the concept of giyama remains an essen-
tial element in the conceptualisation of the imamate among the
Nizari Ismailis today, the view of the giyama itself as a histori-
cally significant event has now been almost entirely displaced in
favour of a narrative emphasising historical continuity with the
Fatimid past.
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Méme s'il fut une époque ot les Imams ismailis étaient aussi Cal-
ifes, cest-a-dire chefs d'Etats — par exemple en Egypte & lépoque
fatimide — ma fonction est aujourd’hui apolitique; tout ismaili étant
avant tout un cifoyen ou une citoyenne de son pays de naissance ou
dadoption. Le champ daction de I'lmamat ismaili est pourtant con-
sidérablement plus important qui cette époque lointaine, puisqu’il
déploie aujourd’hui ses activités dans de nombreuses régions du
monde. See: http://www.akdn.org/speech/his-highness-aga-khan/
address-both-houses-parliament-canada-house-commons-chamber
(accessed 25 August 2016).

On this point, see further the recent study by Daryoush Moham-
mad Poor, Authority without Territory: The Aga Khan Development
Network and the Ismaili Imamate (New York, 2014),

On the role of religious pluralism in Fatimid governance see
Shainool Jiwa, ‘Inclusive Governance: A Fatimid Hlustration)
in A.B. Sajoo, ed., A Companion fo the Muslim World (London,
2009}, pp. 157-176.

On this project, see http://www.akdn.org/publication/aga-khan-
trust-culture-al-azhar-park-cairo-and-revitalisation-darb-al-
ahmar (accessed 25 January 2017). Similar efforts to lay claim to
the Fatimid heritage in Egypt have also been pursued in mod-
ern times by the Bohra Ismaili community, on which see Paula
Sanders, Creating Medieval Cairo: Empire, Religion and Archi-
tectural Preservation in Nineteenth-Century Egypt (Cairo, 2008),
pp. 115-142.

The text was published as Shihab al-Din Shah Husayni, Khitabat-i
‘dliya, ed. Hushang Ojagi {Bombay, 1963). On this work, see also
Farhad Daftary, Ismaili Literature: A Bibliography of Sources and
Studies (London, 2004}, p. 152.

Shihab al-Din Shah, Khitabdt-i ‘aliya, pp. 37-45.

On the work and its author, see Farhad Daftary, ‘Feda’t Korasanf,
Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. 9, p. 470; Daftary, Ismaili Literature,
p. 112. Several later copies of this work are preserved among
the Nizaris in Central Asia. According to Daftary, these copies,
which formed the basis for Semenov’s edition, demonstrate
numerous corruptions from the original text of Fida'm Khurasani’s
work preserved in Iran, which remains unpublished. On this see
Daftary, Kitabi na-chandan muhimm dar tarikh-i Isma‘iliyya
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Nashr-i Danish, 4 (1984), pp. 32-37. 1 have compared Semenov’s
edition with one manuscript of the text made available to me in
Dushanbe, MS 1960/17, dated 1343/1924-1925. The Iranian man-
uscripts of Fidd’i Khurdsanfs original work were not available
to me.

While an earlier historiographical tradition was maintained under
the Fatimids, these sources were almost entirely lost in subsequent
centuries and were evidently not available to medieval Nizari
authors. Several chronicles and biographies were composed by
individuals in the early Nizari community of the Alamit period,
but none of these are known to have survived, although some of
them were consulted by the non-Ismaili historians of the Mongol
era, such as Juwayni and Rashid al-Din; on this, see F. Daftary,
‘Persian Historiography of the Early Nizri Isma‘lis, Iran: Journal
of the British Institute of Persian Studies, 30 (1992), pp. 91-97.
Mubammad b. Zayn al-‘Abidin Fida'i Khurdsani, Hiddyat
al-mu’minin al-talibin, ed, A.A. Semenov (Moscow, 1959), p. 4.
Shihab al-Din Shah Husayni, Khitabat-i ‘aliya, p. 3% Fida’i
Khurasani, Hidayat al-mu’minin al-talibin, pp. 110-111.

Bibliography

‘Abbas, L ‘al-Janib al-siydsi min rihlat Ibn al-‘Arabi ila al-mashrig,
al-Abhath, 16 (1963), pp. 217-236.

Abbot, Nabia. “Two Biyid Coins in the Oriental Institute, The
American Journal of Semitic Languages and Literatures, 56 (1939),
pp. 350-364.

‘Abd al-Razzaq. al-Musannaf fi'l-hadith, ed. Habib al-Rahman
al-A‘zami. Beirut, 1390-1392/1970-1972.

Abu Dawid al-Sijistani, Sulayman b. al-Ash‘ath. Sunan Abi Dawad.
Hums, 1969.

Abu Ishaq Quhistani. Haft bab, ed. and trans. W. lvanow. Bombay, 1959.

Abu’l-‘Arab Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Tamim al-Qayrawani. Tabagat
‘ulama’ Ifrigiva wa Tinis, ed. “Ali al-Shabbi and Na‘im Hasan
al-Yafi. Tunis, 1968,

Abu’l-Fida, al-Malik al-Mw'ayyad ‘Imad al-Din Ismail b. ‘Al
Mukhtasar ta'rikh al-bashar. Cairo, 1325/1907.

Abi Shama, Shihab al-Din. al-Ba‘ith ‘ald inkar al-bida“ wa'l-hawadith,
ed. ‘Uthman Ahmad ‘Anbar. Cairo, 1398/1978.

Adang, C. ‘Women's Access to Public Space According to al-Muhalla
bi’l-Athar, in M. Marin and R. Deguilhem, ed., Writing the Femi-
nine: Women in Arab Sources. New York, 2002, pp. 75-94.

Aga Khan Mabhallati, Hasan ‘Al Shah. Tarikh-i ‘ibrat-afzd, ed. Husayn
Kuhi Kirmani. Tehran, 1325 Sh./1946.

Al-i Davud, Sayyid Ali. ‘Aba al-Hasan Khan Beglerbegi Mahallati,
Encyclopaedia Islamica, vol. 2, pp. 29-32.

Algar, Hamid. Religion and State in Iran, 1785-1906: The Role of the
Ulama in the Qajar Period. Berkeley, 1969.

. ‘Religious Forces in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Iran,

in P. Avery, G.R.G. Hambly and C., Melville ed., The Cambridge

217



	Scan0
	Scan1
	Scan2
	Scan3
	Scan4
	Scan5
	Scan6
	Scan7
	Scan8
	Scan9
	Scan10
	Scan11
	Scan12
	Scan13

