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Abstract

After the onset of the Occultation (Ghaybah), due to the prohibition on appointing a specific
successor, Shi’a scholars, while systematizing the sources of knowledge and thought by addressing
theological and jurisprudential issues, also resolved for future generations the matter of the general
deputyship (niyabat al-‘ammah) and succession to the Imams. This issue cannot be uncovered
through historical studies alone. Accordingly, this study adopts an archaeological approach to
examine the thought of Shi’a scholars in their engagement with religious texts (nusiis). The Shi’a
faced the same limitations in utilizing these texts that the Ahl al-Sunnah had experienced earlier.
Thus, in the absence of the authoritative guidance of the texts and while seeking an independent
identity vis-a-vis the Ahl al-Sunnah, they were compelled to determine their position concerning
the issue of the Imam’s deputyship.By describing and analyzing the rulings and propositions of
influential scholars from the early period following the Occultation, this research demonstrates
how Shi’a scholars in the post-Occultation era, through a rupture and distancing from the Ahl al-
Sunnah, were able to confer an identity upon their position in the eyes of the Shi’a—an identity
rooted in theological and jurisprudential knowledge and thought—which, during the Occultation,
came to be interpreted as precisely the role of general deputyship and succession.
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