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Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Mutahhar al-Hilli:
Shi‘i Polemics and the Struggle for

Religious Authority in Medieval Islam
Tariq al-Jamil

Ibn Taymiyya’s most scathing critique of Imaml Shi'a, Minhdj]
al-sunna al-nabawiyya fi naqd kaldm al-ShVa al-Qadariyya, was written
in response to Minhdj al-kardma fi ma‘rifat al-imdma by the prominent
Shi‘i scholar, Hasan ibn Yusuf ibn al-Mutahhar al-‘Allama al-Hilli
(d. 726/1325). Ibn Taymiyya’s extended response highlights the
contested nature of religious authority and the dynamic relationships
of power between Sunni and Shi’i scholars during this period, a time
when Shi‘i scholars participated in Syrian scholarly circles and
authored works that would provide the foundations for later Shi‘i
intellectual history. While this was Ibn Taymiyya’s first direct
response to a work by a Shi’i ‘dlim, it was not the only treatise in
which he attempted to counteract what he perceived to be a Shi’i
threat to the purity of Islam. Ibn Taymiyya’s opposition to the Shi’a
was not only part of his lifelong crusade against bid‘a (innovation),
but also a response to specific historical circumstances and, in
particular, to the ilkhanid sponsorship of the Shi’a. Furthermore,
the refutation of al-'Allama al-Hilli by Ibn Taymiyya reflects the
accessibility and availability of Shi’i works within the medieval
Sunni scholarly community.

Shi‘i Scholarship and its Intellectual Context

Although Ibn Taymiyya was born in the small Mesopotamian town
of Harran, his intellectual and political life was formed in Damascus.
The city had been a centre of scholastic activity from the earliest
Islamic centuries, and during Ibn Taymiyya’s lifetime scholars who
travelled to the city enjoyed a wealth of opportunities. New religious
institutions continued to be established and salaried posts for
teachers and stipends for students were widely available." The long-
standing tradition of travel in search of learning remained a
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dominant educational and career pattern of the ‘ulamd’ during the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, resulting in a network of
scholarly contacts across the Islamic world. These networks brought
together Sunni and Shi‘i scholars, who participated side by side in
a host of professional, social, and religious settings.

A growing body of evidence indicates the degree to which Shi'i
scholars were actively engaged in the transmission of knowledge
during Ibn Taymiyya’s lifetime. Stefan H. Winter describes the
presence of Shi‘i scholars in Syria as a constant feature of the
Mamluk period. Moreover, Winter argues that the apparently
regular inclusion of Shi‘i scholars in Syrian scholarly circles
illustrates their ambivalent social position. While some Shi‘i scholars
studied alongside their Sunni counterparts, other individuals and
groups were subject to persecution. Violence against individual
Shi‘is tended to come in the form of spontaneous and “populist”
outbreaks rather than as systematic inquisition, although a few Shi'i
scholars were put on trial for vituperation of the Companions ofthe
Prophet, an offence which was vaguely defined.™ Nevertheless, Shi'i-
Sunni mutual engagement, whether polemic or dialogic, corre-
sponded to, and in many ways produced, a shift in the scholarship
of both communities during the period.

As Shi'i scholars participated as teachers, students, and colleagues
in shared academic circles with their Sunni counterparts, new
trends developed within Shi'i scholarship. It was during this period
that Najm al-DinJa'far ibn al-Hasan al-Hilli (al-Muhaqqiq) introduced
into Shi'i Jurisprudence reformulated theories of ijtihdd and taglid,
which he borrowed from Sunni works. Shi'i legal works written
during the period were modelled on Sunni antecedents, but they
also challenged and reinterpreted Sunni legal presuppositions in
light of Shi'i doctrines. The Sunni science of Hadith criticism was
adopted by Jamal al-Din Ahmad Ibn Tawus and al-Muhaqgiq, despite
the differences between the Shi'i Hadith corpus and the Sunni one.”
Al-'Allama al-Hilli later expanded and elaborated on the work of
al-Muhaggiq and 1bn Tawus, and this system of Hadith classification
became widely identified with his name in subsequent generations.*
Shi'i scholars, alongside Sunni scholars, made significant
contributions to the so-called rational sciences (‘ulum ‘agliyya), as
can be seen in the large number of scholars attracted to Nasir al-DIn
al-Tusi’s observatory at Maragha, and the volume ofworks produced
there.* Writing from 1bn Taymiyya’s home city of Damascus in the



IBN TAYMIYYA AND IBN AL-MUTAHHAR AL-HILLI 231

last decades of the eighth/fourteenth century, Shams al-Din
Muhammad Ibn Makkl produced one of the most influential works
ofjurisprudence in Shi‘i intellectual history, al-Lum‘a al-Dimashgiyya
fi figh al-Imdmiyya. Muhammad ibn Mukarram Ibn Manzur, who
served as qddi of Tripoli in North Africa and was later employed in
the chancery of Sultan Qalawun, completed his famous dictionary,
Lisdn al-‘Arab, in 689/1290.” According to Sunni biographers, Ibn
Manzur is said to have maintained certain moderate Shi‘i proclivities
(wa kdna fddilan wa ‘indahu tashayyu' bi-ld rafd).® Later Shi‘i
biographers present him as a Shi‘i, citing his work as an important
contribution to the Shi‘i intellectual tradition.” Taken as a whole,
these centuries witnessed Shi‘i scholars employing a similar
vocabulary, and engaging in the same intellectual disciplines as
their Sunni counterparts.

However, rather than merely signifying accommodation and
acceptance of Sunni dominance, adoption of Sunni methodological
frameworks allowed Shi‘i scholars to both participate in, and to
some degree transform, the intellectual world of their time. Sunni-
Shi‘i polemics challenge the image, commonly found in modern
historiography about the period, of Shi‘i scholars subjugated to the
coercive power of exclusionary Sunni norms. In fact, the
consolidation of a unified Sunni identity was a discursive process
that continued well into the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/
fourteenth centuries, as Sunni scholars sought to refine and assert
their theological positions. At the same time, Shi‘i ‘ulamd’ were
equally engaged in the articulation of foundational theological and
legal doctrines. Shi‘i-Sunni polemical discourse demonstrates that
the process of theological and legal formation was for both
communities informed by mutual engagement. In fact, although
polemical writings are explicitly concerned with points of divergence
between Shi‘i and Sunni scholars, they are at the same time
indicative of academic exchange and of the degree of diversity
present and tolerated among medieval Sunni scholars.

Al-‘Allama al-Hilli’'s Minhdj al-kardma fi ma'rifat al-imdma [also
known as Minhdj al-kardma fi ithbdt al-imdma], is a fine example of
the vigour of contemporary Shi‘i scholarship. It was probably
composed in 710/1311 at the request of the Mongol ilkhan Oljeitii
with the aim of elucidating of the Imami Shi‘i doctrine of the
imamate while refuting the Sunni theory ofthe caliphate. Al-'Allama
al-Hilll's Minhaj al-kardma directly challenged the Sunni concept of
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legitimate leadership and its related theological constructions by
asserting the divine election and superiority of the Shi'i Imams.
Moreover, Minhdj al-kardma was not the first attempt by al-‘Allama
al-Hilli to formulate systematic refutations of Sunni doctrine.
During his stay at the court of Oljeitu, al-‘Allama al-Hilll composed
several other polemical works dedicated to the ilkhan. These include
Nahj al-haqq wa-kashf al-sidg which addresses the views of the
Ash'arites, and Istigsa’ al-namrf[ bahth ‘an al-gadd’ wa-al-gadar, where
he defends the Mu'tazilite view of free choice in human action. It
was also during this period that al-Hilli composed Kashfal-yaqin fi
fadd'il amir al-mu'minin, which praises the virtues of ‘Ali and his
superiority over the first three Sunni caliphs.*" All in all, however,
al-‘Allama al-Hilli’s polemical or apologetic writings directed against
Sunni theology and jurisprudence are not of major importance
within the corpus of his scholarly output, and Minhaj al-kardma
stands out as his most extensive polemical work.

Ibn Taymiyya’s Opposition to the Shi‘a

Minhdj al-Kardma, with its articulation of Shi‘i claims to religious
authority, provoked Ibn Taymiyya to produce his Mihndj al-sunna,
his most extensive attack on the Shi‘a** The anti-Shi‘i polemics of
Ibn Taymiyya, self-appointed defender of Sunni traditionalism,
formed part of his broader condemnation of innovations in beliefs,
customs, and religious practices. In his writings, as well as in other
contemporary treatises on innovations (bida’), society appears to be
thoroughly corrupted at the hands of Shi'is, Christians, Jews,
Mongols and nominally Islamized converts, all of whom challenged
the established patterns of leadership and the social and political
authority of the Sunni ‘ulamd’™ A persistent theme in these
articulations of Sunni traditionalism is the corrupting influence that
non-Muslims, as well as recent converts to Islam, have on the
Muslim community. Indeed, the process of Islamization was
gathering pace in the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth
centuries, and Egypt in particular experienced large-scale forced
conversions of Copts to Islam.** Ibn Taymiyya and others argued that
converts carried over remnants of their pre-existing spiritual and
ritual practices into their new religion, and in various ways brought
to their new community deviant practices, customs, beliefs or



IBN TAYMIYYA AND IBN AL-MUTAHHAR AL-HILLI 233

“innovations”. Ibn Baydakin al-Turkumani specifically claims that
the popularity of certain festivals of Coptic Christian origin among
Muslims was a consequence of their practice by Christian converts
to Islam.*»

For Ibn Taymiyya, heterodox groups within Islam were the most
vulnerable to the threat posed by non-Muslim minorities. He
dedicates one of the early sections of Minhdj al-sunna to pointing out
the similarities between Shi‘is, Jews, and Christians.** In particular,
Ibn Taymiyya argues that Shi‘is share with Christians indeterminate
prayer times, and maintain dietary regulations that are comparable
to those of the Jews. He also argues that the Imami Shi'i insistence
on relegating the proclamation ofjihad to the exclusive authority
of the Imam is ofJewish and Christian origin.

Jonathan Berkey, commenting on these treatises against
innovation, draws attention to contemporary changes in social,
political, cultural, and religious institutions that may have formed
the backdrop to the genre:

Might we see the polemics of men such as Ibn al-Hajj and Ibn Taymiyya,
not so much as rearguard actions to defend an Islam they inherited

intact from earlier generations, but rather as an attempt to assert
control, to define authoritatively a cultural complex which had always
been fluid and dynamic, but which through a variety of external and
internal pressures, looked to their eyes to be on the verge of spiralling
out of control.**

It is this sense of decay and uncertainty, as well as the overall
contested nature of scholarly and political authority, that fuelled
Ibn Taymiyya’s attacks on Shi‘i scholarship and religious practice.
Whether or not one accepts the complaint about ‘the corruption of
the time’ as a reflection of social reality or as an anxious response
to cultural change, it is a frequent topos of historical writing from
the period.*»

Ibn Taymiyya’s opposition to Shi‘a went beyond his use of the
pen. On two separate occasions he participated in military campaigns
against Shi'is. In 700/1300, he took part in an expedition undertaken
by the Mamluk authorities against the Shi'is in Kasrawan, a highland
region to the north-east of Beirut, where the local community was
accused of cooperating with the Franks and the Mongols. Ibn
Taymiyya then participated in a second military campaign to the
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same region in 704/1305. In connection with these campaigns, Ibn
Taymiyya also produced a fatwd condemning the rdfida, or Shi‘a of
Kasrawan, in order to justify fighting against them. The precise
identity of these Shi‘a communities has been a subject of debate.
Druze chieftains, possibly assisted by Nusayri Shi'is and Maronite
Christians, led resistance to the Mamluk invasion of the region, but
Ibn Taymiyya’s fatwd denounced a generalized amalgam of doctrines
held by various Shi‘i groups.'®

Ibn Taymiyya was also concerned about the influence of Shi'i
scholars and local rulers in Medina. In his treatise on the precedence
and superiority of Hadith scholarship in Medina during the first
three centuries of Islam, Sihhat usul madhhab ahl al-Madina, he
attempts to explain why the prestige of the Medinese school had
gradually declined.'® He argues that beginning in the fourth/tenth
century, other cities could boast of scholars superior to those of
Medina, as Shi‘i heresy (ra/d) had taken root in the city of the
Prophet.®® Ibn Taymiyya argues that the majority ofthe inhabitants
of Medina continued to adhere to the Malik! school of law until
around the beginning of the sixth/twelfth century, when the
religious life of the city became corrupted by the immigration of
heretics from the East (rdfidat al-mashrig).* According to Ibn
Taymiyya, many of these Shi'is came from Qashan, and were
descendants of the family of the Prophet. Heretical works
incompatible with the Qur'an and Sunna circulated among the
Medinese, and a great deal of money was spent on them.
Consequently, innovations (bida’) increased in Medina from that
time onward.®®

During Ibn Taymiyya’s lifetime, the Mamluk regime took concrete
steps to curb the power and influence of the Shi'i ruling elite of
Medina. Following his pilgrimage of 1269, Sultan Baybars initiated
a policy of sending Sunni scholars to Medina in order to challenge
the authority of both the local Shi’i rulers and the still dominant
Shi‘i ‘ulamd. The contemporary amirs of Medina, the Al Shiha, and
their allies tried to resist this policy by different means, including
the mobilization of their supporters against the Sunni immigrants
whom they considered to be agents of forced “sunnification” @

One could view Ibn Taymiyya’s anti-Shi‘i polemical writing as a
complement to the political and military policies of the Mamluk
sultans against the influence of Shi‘i political, military and scholarly
groups. In this sense, Ibn Taymiyya’s work is part of a struggle for
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hegemony over religious discourse, itself reflecting a struggle for
social position and status across sectarian boundaries. This struggle
also had, perhaps, a personal dimension. Al-‘Allama al-Hilli was one
of the most accomplished Shi‘i scholar of the seventh/thirteenth
and early eighth/fourteenth centuries, a figure of towering
importance in the development of the Shi‘i intellectual tradition,
composing numerous works in a range of disciplines including
theology, philosophy, logic, law, grammar, Hadith, and exegesis. He
was a well-known public Shi‘i figure, whose career path could serve
as a model for both Shi'i and Sunni scholars. Thus, in the context of
competition for social position and academic prestige, Ibn
Taymiyya’s polemical refutation may have had both personal and
doctrinal dimensions.

The Texts of Minhaj al-karama and Minhaj al-sunna

Itis relatively certain that Minhaj al-kardma was written shortly after
709/1310 when al-Hilli, together with the Shi'i theologian Taj al-Din
Muhammad ibn ‘All Awi, were appointed as advisors to the court of
the ilkhanid ruler, Muhammad Khudabandah Oljeitii. Their influence
may have ultimately led to Oljeitii’s conversion to Shi‘a in that same
year. Minhaj al-kardma was subsequently written at the request of
the newly converted ruler.™ In contrast to al-Hilll's work, it is
difficult to identify with precision Minhdj al-sunna’s date of
composition. Muhammad Rashad Salim, the editor ofthe 1962 Cairo
edition of Minhdj al-sunna, dates it as early as 710/1310, placing it
during Ibn Taymiyya’s stay in Egypt.“ However, in the introduction
to his later edition of Ibn Taymiyya’s Dar’ ta'drud al-‘aql wa-al-naql,
Salim dates the work to sometime between 713/1313 and 717/1317.
Since Minhdj mentions Dar’ ta'drud al-‘agl wa-al-naql several times, it
could not have been written before 713/1313."* Henri Laoust states
that Minhdj al-sunna was written in following Ibn
Taymiyya’s involvement in the opposition to Humayda, the amir of
Mecca who had formed an alliance with Oljeitu and who was
favourable to the Shi'a in the holy city.”

Ibn Taymiyya’s refutation closely follows al-'Allama al-Hilli’s text.
He first quotes the Shi'i author before beginning his counter-
argument, responding point by point to each of the seven chapters
of Minhdj al-kardma. At times, however, Ibn Taymiyya shifts course
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and directs his attacks against a variety of antinomian Islamic sects,
abandoning his doctrinal preoccupation with Imaml Shi‘a to focus
on manifestations of popular Sunnism, including popular festivals
and the visitation of shrines. As a result of Ibn Taymiyya’s lengthy
digressions, Minhdj al-sunna is an exponentially larger work than
al-‘Allama al-Hillfs Minhdj al-kardma.™ Yet, despite its length, lbn
Taymiyya’s criticism often ignores important doctrinal and ritual
differences between various Shi‘i groups, and he generalizes about

Shi'i practices, perhaps as a rhetorical strategy. Nonetheless, in the
opening pages of Minhdj al-sunna, Ibn Taymiyya makes a fundamental

distinction between the Imami Shi‘is whom he regards as misguided
Muslims, and the Isma'ilis (Qardmita¥® whom he considers to be
outright hypocrites (mundfiqun) and no better than people of the
jdhiliyya.~®

Turning now to the details of the refutation and counter-
refutation, one can highlight a few main areas of contention. One
was al-‘Allama al-Hilli’s claim that the imamate is one of the pillars
of faith (arkdn al-imdn), to which Ibn Taymiyya countered by arguing
that there is nothing in the Qur'an and the Sunna to support this
Shi’i claim.™ Ibn Taymiyya further argues that the imamate cannot
be a pillar of faith when the Imam’s disappearance has in practice
reduced him to an ineffectual being, unable to respond to any ofthe
temporal or spiritual needs of the believers. According to lbn
Taymiyya, the hidden Imam’s absence of over four centuries and the
anticipation of his return produced nothing but false hopes,
sedition, and corrupt practices in the community.™ For Ibn
Taymiyya, Islamic belief and piety are embodied by moral and
ethical practices, and he cites several Quranic verses as proof.”
Obedience to God and the Prophet is in itself sufficient, and it
entitles every Muslim to paradise, without an intercession by the
Imam.M According to Ibn Taymiyya, by requiring obedience to a
hidden Imam who cannot be seen, heard, or communicated with,
the Shi’a impose a duty which is beyond the capacity of the
believers, and this fundamentally conflicts with the nature of God’s
justice. The doctrine of the imamate thus aims at creating a human
order that is impossible to attain, a purpose that negates the Sunna
of the Prophet.”

Throughout the text, 1bn Taymiyya broaches wider aspects of
Shi'i scholarship and methodology, and he comments on what he
sees as the potentially dangerous implications of Shi’i theological
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interpretations and religious practices. Ibn Taymiyya’s comments
are not merely polemical abstractions, but rather demonstrate a
familiarity with the theological and legal debates that emerged from
Shi‘i intellectual discourses. His acquaintance with Shi‘i scholars
may have extended well beyond reading and responding to Shi‘i
polemical works. According to Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqgalani, Ibn Taymiyya
met and had discussions with al-‘Allama al-Hilli while on pilgrimage
to Mecca, during the last years of al-Hilli’s life.®

Another major point of contention, and one of the central points
of Ibn Taymiyya’s critique, concerns the ontological status of the
Imam that allows him to assume certain divine prerogatives, such
as an ability to foretell future events, communication with divine
beings, and knowledge of the unseen (‘U al-ghayb).” Al-‘Allama al-
Hilli argues that all of the Imams were muhaddathun, meaning that
they possessed the prophetic ability to communicate with celestial
beings.~* He argues that God’s justice, majesty, and benevolence
dictate that in the absence of the infallible prophets, who were
protected from error, forgetfulness, and disobedience, it is now the
Imams who must continue to possess this infallibility in order to
safeguard the community from error.””’ He therefore argues that the
Sunni failure to recognize that God appointed a successor is to
attribute to Him a repulsive act and a failure to discharge His
responsibility (fi‘l al-gabih wa-al-ikhldl bi-al-wdjib).** Ibn Taymiyya
responds that the argument is rooted in an impermissible analogy
between God and his creation, that is, it draws an improper
comparison between the acts of human beings and God’s essence
and attributes.™ He then invokes historical anecdotes and Hadith
that emphasize God’s transcendence and his incomparability to
inherently fallible human beings.

Throughout the text, al-‘Allama al-Hilli associates injustice and
error with the actions of the Sunni caliphs, and he provides several
examples of the transgressions of the caliphs, such as the killing of
al-Husa3m. In this regard he quotes a number of prominent scholars,
such as the Hanbali jurist Abu al-Faraj lbn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200),
who cursed those who took part in al-Husayn’s murder.”* Each of
al-‘Allama al-Hilli’s criticisms of the caliphs are subsequently taken
up by Ibn Taymiyya in his refutation.™

The next portion of al-‘Allama al-Hilli’s text is a commentary on
the Qur’anic and Hadith-based justifications for the imamate,
emphasizing the necessity of the kind of prophetic knowledge and
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guidance which can only be provided by the Imams/* Al-‘Allama
al-Hilli cites in defence of his position the well-known, “to split into
many groups (sataftarig)" tradition/* He comments that when Nasir
al-Din al-Tusi was asked about the different paths within Islam
(madhdhib) he would quote the Prophet as saying: “My community
will be divided into seventy-three groups and only one of them will
be saved, and the rest will be in the hellfire.” Nasir al- Din al-Tusi
would go on to explain that the Prophet identified those who will
be saved when he said: “The likeness of my family (ahl al-bayt) is
similar to Noah’s Ark: those who rode it were saved and those who
were left behind drowned.”" Al-‘Allama al-Hilli concludes this
portion of his disputation with the definitive statement that indeed
the saved group (al-flrga al-ndjiyya) will be those who support the
imamate.*®

One ofthe central points of contention in the polemical discourse
between Ibn Taymiyya and al-‘Allama al-Hilli is the authoritative
power of knowledge (‘ilm). Al-‘Allama al-Hilli bases his claims for
the necessity of the imamate on the Imam’s command of the so-
called transmitted intellectual disciplines and, perhaps more
importantly, his ability to approach these disciplines with divine
perfection. He turns to historical evidence demonstrating that all
the Imams were regarded as the most competent scholars, teachers,
and individuals of their respective generations. Al-‘Allama al-Hilli
also includes a short excursus on the supernatural qualities of the
Imams, which is mostly focused on ‘All. ‘All's highest virtue, he
writes, was that he was infallible (ma‘'sum)/* This divine gift
manifested itself in ‘All's intellectual superiority, and made him
incapable of even an inadvertent error (sahw), in contrast to the
Sunni caliphs who are defined not only by such inadvertent errors
but also by conscious acts of injustice.*® ‘All was granted a divine
dispensation of exceptional knowledge, which guaranteed him
perfect use of his intellectual faculties as well as complete esoteric
knowledge.*” This esoteric knowledge included the ability to
intuitively grasp the underlying cause of events in human history
as well as foresee the future. Al-‘Allama al-Hilli argues that ‘Ali had
prior knowledge of his own death and the martyrdom of al-Husayn.*®
In addition to his supernatural abilities, ‘All founded and developed
virtually all intellectual disciplines, including Arabic grammar,
kaldm, jurisprudence, and tafsir.** Even when an explicit link between
‘All and the origins of any discipline could not be identified.
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al-‘Allama al-Hilli argues that it can still be circuitously traced back
to ‘All through a chain of disciples." In his refutation, Ibn Taymiyya
argues that there were others who excelled over ‘All in some
disciplines; moreover, not all the disciplines mentioned by al-
‘Allama al-Hilll are relevant for justifying ‘All’s claim to the
imamate.”

Al-‘Allama al-Hilli also points out that ‘All’'s knowledge leads to
a deeper intimation of religious practice and, therefore, he is the
most perfect model of piety after the Prophet Muhammad. According
to al-‘Allama al-Hilli, ‘Ali’s piety was manifested by his asceticism
(zuhd), his coarse robes, simple food and modest lodgings.® His
poverty was not for selfish reasons; rather he accepted poverty in
order to help others by giving his material possessions away as
charity. Al-‘Allama al-Hilli argues that the following Qur’anic verse
was revealed as a recognition of*Ali’s generosity: “Your guardian is
God alone, as well as His Messenger and those who believe, those
who establish prayer and give in charity while bowing down [in
prayer]” (Q 5:55).” According to al-‘Allama al-Hilli, “Indeed ‘Ali was
the most ascetic (azhad) human being after the Prophet Muhammad. "8
Ibn Taymiyya refutes this claim by arguing that it was Abu Bakr who
was the most exemplar model of zuhd. ®®

Another point of contention between the two scholars revolves
around ‘All’'s bravery and courage. Al-‘Allama al-Hilli contends that
‘Ali was the most courageous of human beings.®® Al-‘Allama al-Hilli
cites a number of traditions to assert ‘Ali’s superior bravery and
military acumen, including a Hadith in which the Prophet praises
‘Ali’s slaying of the Meccan warrior ‘Amr ibn ‘Abd Wudd ibn Abi
Qays during the Battle of the Trench (al-Khandaq): “Truly ‘Ali’s
killing ‘Amr ibn ‘Abd Wudd on the day of al-Khandaq is the most
excellent act of my community until the Day of Judgment.”t§ He
maintains that ‘Ali was the bravest warrior in several other military
battles, such as Badr, Banu Nadir, al-Silsila, Khaybar, and Hunayn.®®
For al-‘Allama al-Hilli, ‘Ali’s unequalled bravery on the battlefield
demonstrates both his exalted position relative to the caliphs and
his dedication to implementing God’s command. In his response, lbn
Taymiyya is careful to avoid denigrating ‘Ali’s distinguished military
performance. However, lbn Taymiyya argues that others, in
particular Abu Bakr, had equal claim to military achievements.

Al-‘Allama al-Hilli goes on to examine one of the defining events
in early Shi‘i history, the contested designation of ‘Ali as the
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Prophet’s successor at Ghadir Khumm, drawing his evidence from a
wealth of Sunni sources describing the event. In particular, he
frequently cites the Qur'an commentary of Abu Ishaqg al-Tha‘labi
(d. 427/1035), al-Kashf wa-al-baydn ‘an tafsir al-Qur'dn [Tafsir al-
Tha'labl].** Ibn Taymiyya strongly denies the historicity of the Shi'i
narrative and counters that it was Abu Baler, rather than ‘All, who
had in fact received the designation (nass) of the Prophet."”

Al-‘Allama al-Hilll concludes his discussion of ‘All’'s designation
as the Prophet’s successor by offering further Qur'anic and Hadith
evidence pointing to ‘All’'s superiority over the caliphs, supported
by sayings attributed to the founders ofthe four Sunni legal schools.
One important example is his invocation of the Qur'anic passage,
“God only desires to keep away uncleanness from you, O People of
the House (ahl al-bayt) and to purify you a [thorough] purification”
(Q 33:33). Al-‘Allama then quotes a tradition found in Ibn Hanbal’s
Musnad in order to argue that the verse applies only to the Prophet
Muhammad, al-Hasan, al-Husayn, ‘All, and Fatima."

The use of Sunni Hadith and Sunni Qur’anic exegesis is one ofthe
primary literary strategies employed by Shi‘i scholars in polemical
debates. While Ibn Taymiyya exclusively relies on Sunni materials
in support of his arguments, al-‘Allama al-Hilli freely appropriates
Sunni sources in addition to the Shi‘i material. The use of a wide
range of Sunni texts to bolster Shi‘i doctrinal claims developed long
before the exchanges between al-‘Allama al-Hilli and Ibn Taymiyya.\*
It served Shi‘i scholars as they confronted Sunni hostility to
foundational Shi‘i doctrines and practices, including temporary
marriage (zawdj al-mut‘a), the conception of dissimulation (tagiyya),
and intercession (tawassul, istighdtha, shafa'a). Selective appropriation
of Sunni materials as part of Shi‘i polemics and apologetics was an
effective way of asserting intellectual opposition from a social
position of weakness, while at the same time reinforcing a sense of
communal solidarity through shared respect for the revealed

sources.

Conclusion

This examination of the competing claims set forth by two of the
most prominent Shi‘i and Sunni scholars of the seventh/thirteenth
and eighth/fourteenth centuries does not purport to represent the
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general pattern of Shi‘i-Sunni polemics, or to exhaust the diverse
range of arguments within the texts. The aim of the preceding
analysis was to frame the polemical and apologetic writings of al-
‘Allama al-Hilli and Ibn Taymiyya within the contested nature of
religious authority that characterized the social contexts in which
they were produced.

In this context, one of the functions of Ibn Taymiyya’s text can
be seen as negotiating authority through polemical discourse. There
is little doubt that 1bn Taymiyya was aware of patronage enjoyed by
al-‘Allama al-Hilli in the ilkhanid court. Although this political
dimension is not explicitly mentioned in Minhdj al-sunna, Ibn
Taymiyya’s counter-arguments cannot be disconnected from their
historical context. Shi‘i-Sunni polemics served an important social
function of defining Sunni and Shi‘i identities through dialogue
across sectarian lines. In this sense, the polemics of al-‘Allama al-
Hilli and Ibn Taymiyya are an attempt to define the orthodox beliefs
of each community and to delineate Sunni and Shi‘i group
membership and affiliation., as the boundaries between the
communities continued to be negotiated well into the eighth/
fourteenth century.

The Mamluk period witnessed the development of new
intellectual approaches, especially among the Shi‘a. Rather than
signifying accommodation to the dominant claims of the majority
community, the literary debates between Shi‘i and Sunni scholars
reflect power relations as complex as the social and political order.
The arguments elaborated by al-‘Allama al-Hilli and Ibn Taymiyya
have influenced contemporary polemical works, and modern Shi‘i
refutations of Minhdj al-sunna have provoked a number of Sunni
counter-refutations.*® In fact, it is reported that al-‘Allama al-Hilli
himself considered continuing the cycle of refutations and counter-
refutations, but for his adversary’s lack of discernment. When al-
‘Allama al-Hilli learned of Ibn Taymiyya’s response, he remarked,
“Had he understood what | said, | would have replied to him (law
kdnayafham md aqul la-ajabtuhu).”™
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