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designation) in Ahl al-Sunnah political thought up to the 9th century AH.
Shi‘a grounds the legitimacy of the Imama in divine Nass, whereas the
prevailing Sunni tradition emphasizes election and bay‘a (allegiance).
Nevertheless, currents such as Ahl al-Hadith, the Hanabila, and some ascetics
have utilized the Theory of Nass to counter Shi‘ism and defend the legitimacy
of the Rightly Guided Caliphs. In Sunni tradition, this theory has a secondary
and reactive construct, having been pursued from the early centuries by sects
such as the Bakriyya, the Murji’a, and the Karramiyya, and manifesting in
later centuries in the form of prophetic narrations. The proposition of the
Theory of Nass is linked, on the one hand, to the caliphate as the focal point
of the Theory of Election (ikhtiyar), and on the other hand, to the spread of
Shi‘ism and Sufism. The main finding is that, despite the contrast between the
Theory of Nass and the Sunni discourse of legitimacy, the circumstances of
the caliphate's fall and the ascendancy of Shi‘T-Suft thought brought about a
significant transformation, turning the Theory of Nass from a confrontational
discourse into a part of the theory of legitimacy among some Sunnf scholars.

Keywords: Ahl al-Sunnah, Political Thought, Legitimacy, Theory of Nass,
Theory of Election.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In Shi't political thought, the theory of "divine designation" (nass) constitutes the cornerstone of the
imamate's legitimacy, resting upon explicit divine appointment of the Imam by the Prophet or the preceding
Imam. Conversely, mainstream Sunni political thought predominantly grounds caliphal legitimacy on the
theory of "election" (ikhtiyar) and popular allegiance, regarding the imamate as a conventional and social
institution. However, this research demonstrates that throughout Islamic history, significant currents within
Sunnism have gravitated toward the theory of nass. The study addresses the question: what has been the
position of the nass theory in Sunni political thought, and how has it evolved historically? The central
hypothesis posits that the nass theory in Sunnism constitutes a secondary, reactive, and context-dependent
construct that emerged in three major waves, its intensity fluctuating in response to Shi‘a discursive
pressure, caliphal legitimacy crises, and intra-sectarian rivalries.

Discussion

The findings reveal that the earliest roots of the nass theory in Sunnism trace back to the early Islamic
centuries. Figures such as Hasan al-BasrT (21-110 AH) were among the first to allude to an "implicit
designation" (nass khaf1) regarding Abti Bakr. In the 2nd century AH, the Bakriyya sect emerged, asserting
an explicit and recurrent nass for Abti Bakr; according to Ibn Abi al-Hadid, this was a direct reaction to
Shi‘a texts concerning ‘Alt's imamate. Concurrently, certain KharijT factions, including the Ibadiyya and
Bayhasiyya, also adhered to nass for Abii Bakr, while the Murji’a were likewise counted among proponents
of'nass. In the 3rd century, Ahmad ibn Hanbal (164-241 AH), through his use of the term "khalifat al-rastl"
(successor of the Messenger) in the sense of delegation (istikhaf), evidenced an acceptance of some form
of divine designation in prophetic succession. The Karramiyya, led by Muhammad ibn Karram (d. 255
AH), represented another nass-oriented current during this period.

An examination of hadith collections demonstrates that nass-oriented traditions in authoritative Sunni
compilations—such as Sahth al-Bukhari, Sahth Muslim, and Musnad Ibn Hanbal—fall into two main
categories: "implicit designation" (nass khaft), which indirectly establishes caliphal legitimacy through
virtues (manaqib), charismata (karamat), and concepts like allegiance and disassociation (tawalli and
tabarr); and "explicit designation" (nass jali), which directly affirms the caliphate and imamate of the
Rashidiin caliphs. The explicit designation traditions themselves divide into four categories: those
addressing Abt Bakr's caliphate exclusively (e.g., the hadith of the woman who came to the Prophet, the
dream hadtth, and the writing hadith); those affirming both the first and second caliphs (e.g., the imitative
prayer hadith and the scale hadith); those addressing ‘Uthman or the first three caliphs, rooted in ‘Uthmant
thought; and those framed within the theory of tarbi* (the fourfold order), which emerged from the second
half of the 2nd century onward.

In opposition to these nass-oriented currents, prominent Sunnit theologians from the 4th to 6th centuries AH
firmly established election theory as the authentic foundation of legitimacy. Al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar in al-
Mughni, al-Baqillani in al-Tamhid, ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Baghdadi in Usiil al-Din, al-Mawardi in al-Ahkam al-
Sultaniyya, and al-Ghazali in Fada'ih al-Batiniyya all rigorously critiqued the nass theory, emphasizing
consensus (ijma‘), consultation (shiird), and allegiance (bay‘a) as the foundations of legitimacy.
Nevertheless, the fall of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in 656 AH, coinciding with the influence of Sufi mysticism
(particularly Ibn ‘ArabT's doctrines of walaya and al-insan al-kamil) and the expansion of Shi‘ism under
Ilkhanid patronage, created the conditions for the return of nass theory to the forefront.

Abii ‘Abd Allah al-Qurtubt (d. 671 AH), in his Qur’anic exegesis, was the first to introduce nass theory
alongside other legitimacy theories as a constituent element of Sunnt political thought, noting that currents
such as the Hanabila, Ahl al-Hadith, followers of Hasan al-Basr1, the Bakriyya, and some Kharijis believed
in nass for Abwi Bakr. Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728 AH), influenced by Ibn Hazm al-AndalusT, took the final step
in systematizing the nass theory in Minh3j al-Sunna. By collecting explicit and implicit designation
traditions from the most authentic Sunni sources, relying on consensus, and referencing the views of the
pious predecessors (salaf), he transformed nass for Abt Bakr into a coherent and well-argued theory,
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consolidating it against Shi‘a perspectives. Ibn Taymiyya further undermined the Shi‘a position by
highlighting the diversity of opinion among Shi‘a sects on nass (over twenty-two factions) and contrasting
this fragmentation with the Sunni consensus on the first three caliphs.

Conclusion

This research concludes that the nass theory in Sunni political thought, contrary to the static and monolithic
image of Sunnism as uniformly grounded in election theory, possesses a dynamic, plural, and context-
sensitive history. The theory manifested in three major historical contexts: first, during the 1st-3rd centuries
AH, as a defensive-polemical reaction to Shi‘a claims regarding the designated imamate, wherein factions
like the Bakriyya, certain Kharijis, and the Murji'a sought to construct a "parallel designation" for Aba
Bakr to break the Shi‘a monopoly on divine legitimacy. Second, during the 7th—8th centuries AH,
coinciding with the collapse of the caliphate (the epicenter of election theory), the rise of Sufi mysticism,
and the expansion of Shi‘ism—a period in which al-Qurtubi and Ibn Taymiyya transformed nass into an
offensive, systematic tool for redefining legitimacy in the absence of an effective caliphate. Third, during
periods of political stability, when nass theory was again marginalized in favor of election theory.

The key finding is that the nass theory in Sunnism lacks intrinsic religious and theological authenticity;
rather, it constitutes a secondary, reactive, and context-dependent construct whose intensity fluctuates in
response to three primary factors: Shi‘a discursive pressure, caliphal legitimacy crises, and intra-sectarian
rivalries with Mu ‘tazilites and Sufis. In contrast, the dominant Sunni narrative (represented by theologians
such as al-Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar, al-Bagqillani, al-Mawardi, and al-Ghazali) consistently upheld election and
allegiance as the authentic basis of legitimacy, critically marginalizing the nass theory. Nevertheless, even
this dominant current was compelled to engage with nass, attesting to its persistent and influential presence
in the history of Sunni political thought. This research demonstrates that a historical and analytical re-
reading of the nass theory transforms the conventional image of Sunnt political thought into a dynamic,
situated, and pluralistic picture, enabling a deeper understanding of internal diversity, inter-sectarian
interaction, and the mechanisms of political legitimacy reconstruction in the Islamic world.
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