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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the incorrect approaches of Sayyid Ali-Muhammad Shirazi (the Bab) and his followers in dealing
with the well-established narratives about the Twelfth Imam was the semantic distortion of some of those
narratives and their unjustified and unfounded interpretation to align them with the Bab's claims (Nabavi
Razavi and Sheikh al-Islami, 2022, pp. 22-33). The Bab declared himself to be the ‘Qa’im’, yet positioned
himself as the abrogator of Islam and the one who would transform it into the ‘Religion of Bayan’ (Sheikh
al-Mamalek Qomi, 2020, pp. 309-329). Thus, it becomes evident that Bab's most fundamental claim (the
foundation of the Babi Faith and subsequently the Baha’i Faith) was based on a semantic distortion of Shiite
concepts. By examining Babi and Baha'i works, it becomes clear that one of the Shiite narratives that faced
the Bab's reinterpretations and not only played a role in shaping Babi beliefs but also became significant in
their conflicts with the Baha’is, was the ‘Hadith of Kumayl’ (the five-part response of Imam Ali to Kumayl
about the nature of truth). This article aims to answer the question of how interpretive perspectives on this
narrative influenced the spread and establishment of the Bab's mission, and how it was used in the
confrontations between the Babis and the Baha’is, and seeks to evaluate the extent to which such
applications were legitimate by conducting a historical and content analysis of the relevant works.

Discussion

The Hadith of Kumayl, which contains Imam Ali's five-part response to Kumay! regarding the nature of
truth, has been extensively commented upon by Shiite theologians, including Sheikh Ahmad Ahsa’i and
Sayyid Kazem Rashti. These two leaders of the Sheikhi School have interpreted the truth mentioned in this
narrative as ‘the light of God's oneness’ (al-Ahsa’i, 2008, vol. 1, pp. 205-207; al-Rashti, 2010, vol. 1, pp.
79-80). An important point is that Rashti considered himself and his teacher to be endowed with that truth
(al-Rashti, 2010, vol. 1, pp. 428-429; al-Rashti, n.d., p. 188). He also, considering that narrative, referred
to his teacher as the ‘Gate of Imam’ (al-Rashti, 2010, vol. 1, pp. 428-429), and naturally viewed himself in
that position as well. Thus, it becomes evident that by utilizing this narrative, the position of the Gate
attained a foundational status in the beliefs of the Sheikhis.

After the passing of Rashti, a significant number of his followers joined Sayyid Ali-Muhammad Shirazi,
who referred to himself as the ‘Gate of Imam.” It can be said that the widespread presence of Sheikhi
followers who became Babis in various places contributed significantly to raising awareness about the
teachings of the Bab and led to rapid growth of his movement among the Shia community. However, it is
noteworthy that some of the staunchest opponents of the Babis were also Sheikhis.

Bab, over the course of four years on the familiar path for Sheikhis, referred to himself as the Gate of the
Twelfth Imam (Nuri et al, 2015, pp. 371-363). However, in the fourth year of his proclamation, Bab called
himself ‘Mahdi’ and ‘Qa’im’ (Shiykh al-Mamalik Qumi, 2020, pp. 322-309), and with an unfounded
interpretation, he referred to the position of Qa’im as the abrogator of Islam, considering himself the
founder of the Babi faith (Bab, n.d.a, pp. 12, 15, and 32). Hereafter, the Hadith of Kumayl found a new
significance and deeper meaning in the works of the Bab and his followers. Bab, referring to this narrative,
interpreted each of its five parts as symbols of the initial five years until the manifestation of his role as the
Mahdi (Bab, n.d.b, p. 58). This statement formed the basis of the interpretative perspective adopted by his
followers towards that narrative.

Mirza Jani Kashani (one of the close companions of the Bab) has mentioned the second part of this narrative
as indicative of the second year of the Bab's proclamation and his pragmatic advocacy in introducing
himself as the Gate of Imam. He also mentioned the third part of this narrative as indicative of the third
year of the Bab's proclamation and the revolutionary actions of Qurat al-‘Ayn regarding the issue of hijab,
relationships between men and women and abrogation of Islam in the wilderness of Badshah, considering
them the revelation of divine secrets (Kashani, 1910, pp. 144-145). Meanwhile, the followers of Mirza
Yahya Subh-i Azal turned to this narrative to establish his legitimacy as the successor to the Bab,
considering the fifth part as indicative of that succession (Qazvini, 1948, pp. 81). They also referred to this
narrative in the refutations written against Mirza Hosein-Ali Baha ullah and his followers (Naraqi, n.d., pp.
184-182; Qahir, n.d. p. 44; Dowlatabadi, 2021, pp. 364-365; Nuri et al., 2015, p. 178).
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Conclusion

Among the numerous explanations written about the Hadith of Kumayl, what Sheikh Ahmad Ahsa’i and
Sayyid Kazem Rashti have written about the truth questioned therein ultimately refers to the attainment of
the divine monotheistic light. This perspective played a fundamental role in shaping the beliefs of the
Sheykhis regarding the station of these two figures as the Gate of the Tewelfth Imam, leading to a significant
number of Sheykhis joining Sayyid Ali-Muhammad Shirazi after the passing of Rashti and becoming
Babists. After claiming the station of the Qa’im (Mahdi), each of the five sections of this narrative came to
represent events or occurrences during one of the initial five years of the appearance of the Qa’im (Bab).
This interpretation also found justification among the followers of the Bab: the second section of narrative
was used to justify the transition of Bab's claim from the station of the Gate of the Twelfth Imam to the
station of Mahdi and the abrogator of Islam. The immoral innovations of Qurrat al-*Ayn and the declaration
of the abrogation of Islam by her were understood to symbolize the hidden meaning of the third part of that
narrative. The fifth part of it was also mentioned as one of the legitimate justifications for Mirza Yahya
Subh-i Azal's succession to the Bab. It can be said that the initial interpretation, apart from its lack of
foundational rationalization, takes a practical justification from the Bab which challenges the basis of his
call in the view of Muslims. This is because it diverges inconsistently from the divine tradition of prophets
in steadfastness to their call. The second interpretation, both in terms of meaning and ethics, is clearly
inconsistent with the lofty themes of this narrative. However, the third interpretation, within the framework
of Bab's teachings (solely as an intellectual construct and irrespective of its incorrectness), is acceptable.
This is because Subh-1 Azal, indeed, became interested in the fifth year and subsequently was chosen as
Bab’s successor. Therefore, it can be said that the improper interpretation of the Hadith of Kumay! has been
a significant factor in the formation, expansion, and establishment of the Babi movement.
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