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Abstract

One of the lands associated with the ancient religions of Iran and the world is the region of Mesopotamia. With the fall of Babylon and
the domination of Cyrus the Great, these regions became centers of decision-making, particularly for Iranians, to the extent that they were
even referred to as Iranshahr. This vital region was also the birthplace of many world religions, in such a way that Iranian ideas and
doctrines became interwoven with a wide range of ancient indigenous religions of the area. During this historical period, various
intellectual movements and currents emerged in opposition to the Umayyads, many of whose teachings were also in conflict with the
foundations of Islamic thought. With the emergence of these ideas and currents, a fundamental question may be raised: how did these
ideas find their way into the intellectual, doctrinal, and even theological views of Muslim Shi‘i movements? In response to this question,
our hypothesis is based on the assumption that the most prominent and enduring of these syncretic ideas were Gnostic and mystical
doctrines, which re-emerged in Kiifa after the advent of Islam and even during the period of Umayyad rule, and subsequently continued
until the formation of Shi‘i kalam in the seventh and eighth centuries CE. The findings of this study indicate that the overall intellectual,
doctrinal, and social life of these currents also appeared in the form of radical social movements, such as the ghulat Shi‘a, and was
accompanied by a combination of elements and components such as dualism, gnosis, embodiment, metempsychosis, esotericism,
mysticism, salvific doctrines, and extremist tendencies. These components have also been reported as being influenced by intellectual
sources, syncretic doctrines, and the ideas of Gnostic and dualist currents.
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Extended Abstract

The question of the intellectual origins of early Shi‘i kalam has long occupied an important place in the study
of Islamic intellectual history, especially because the first two centuries of the Islamic era coincided with
profound religious, cultural, and political transformations in the broader Near Eastern world. In this context,
Kiufa became one of the most dynamic centers of theological experimentation, sectarian formation, and
symbolic reinterpretation. The city was not merely a political and military settlement; rather, it was a dense
contact zone in which Arab tribes, Iranian converts, remnants of older religious communities, Christian groups,
Jewish traditions, and various currents of esoteric and dualist thought interacted with one another. The
formation of early Shi‘i thought must therefore be examined not only through the internal development of
Islamic doctrines, but also through the broader intellectual environment in which pre-Islamic and late-antique
religious motifs continued to circulate. Among these motifs, Gnostic ideas occupied a particularly significant
position because they offered a powerful symbolic language of salvation, inner knowledge, cosmic dualism,
divine mediation, and liberation from the material world. Gnosticism, understood broadly as a religious-
intellectual orientation centered on salvific knowledge, the opposition between light and darkness, and the
alienation of the soul from the material cosmos, provided concepts that could be reinterpreted within new
religious frameworks (4, 6, 13). The present study investigates the extent to which Gnostic elements influenced
the thought of the Kufan ghulat and how these elements contributed to the formation of Shi‘i kalam in the
seventh and eighth centuries CE. It argues that the ghulat did not merely borrow isolated motifs from Gnostic
traditions; rather, they selectively appropriated and Islamized certain Gnostic concepts by placing them within
the doctrine of imamate, thereby transforming the Imam into the central axis of esoteric knowledge, cosmic
mediation, and spiritual salvation (2, 3, 9).

The theoretical framework of this study rests on the concept of gnosis as a form of inward, salvific, and
illuminative knowledge. In Gnostic systems, knowledge is not reducible to discursive learning, rational
demonstration, or external religious observance; rather, it is an interior awakening through which the human
soul recognizes its divine origin and seeks liberation from the material world. Such knowledge functions as a
soteriological instrument, because salvation depends not primarily on ritual performance, legal obedience, or
communal identity, but on the recovery of a hidden truth concerning the divine realm, the soul’s origin, and
the deceptive nature of material existence (5, 6, 21). This model has clear parallels with the doctrinal tendencies
attributed to some Kiifan ghulat, who regarded ma rifa of the Imam as the decisive condition of salvation. In
their view, knowledge of the Imam was not simply recognition of a legitimate religious leader; it was an
esoteric unveiling of the Imam’s supra-human reality. The Imam was interpreted as the locus of divine light,
the possessor of hidden knowledge, and the exclusive mediator between the believer and salvation. Thus,
ordinary acts of worship, such as prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage, could be viewed as spiritually incomplete or
even ineffective without true recognition of the Imam. This doctrinal structure resembles the Gnostic
opposition between external religiosity and inner salvific knowledge, yet it differs from classical Gnostic
systems by relocating the saving principle from an impersonal inner spark or cosmic redeemer to the historical
and sacred figure of the Imam. In this sense, the ghulat transformed Gnostic gnosis into Imamological ma‘rifa,
thereby giving a specifically Shi‘i form to a broader late-antique pattern of esoteric religiosity (3, 11, 12).

A second major dimension of the study concerns the doctrine of embodiment, incarnation, or divine
manifestation in the thought of the ghulat. In many Gnostic and related esoteric traditions, divine light or
spiritual power may descend into selected figures who function as mediators between the transcendent realm
and the material world. Although Islamic monotheism sharply rejects any literal identification of God with
created beings, reports concerning the ghulat often attribute to them beliefs that elevated the Imam beyond the
status of an ordinary human being and sometimes described him as the manifestation of divine attributes,
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divine speech, divine hand, or divine light (15, 16, 26). This does not necessarily mean that all ghulat held a
uniform doctrine of incarnation, since the ghulat were not a single homogeneous movement. Rather, the
sources suggest a wide spectrum of beliefs, ranging from exaggerated devotion to the Imam to more radical
claims concerning divine indwelling, transmigration, and the recurring manifestation of a single sacred reality
in different prophetic or Imamological figures. The idea that the same divine light appears through successive
sacred persons bears resemblance to Gnostic, Christian, Iranian, and other late-antique patterns of sacred
embodiment, while its Islamic form was articulated through the language of walaya, imamate, and the special
ontological status of the Ahl al-Bayt (1, 8, 18). In this process, the Imam became more than a juristic authority
or political successor; he was imagined as the metaphysical center of creation, the embodiment of divine
guidance, and the living site of salvific knowledge. This transformation helps explain why the doctrine of the
Imam’s luminous pre-existence, hidden knowledge, and spiritual authority later became important themes in
Shi‘i theological reflection, although more moderate Shi‘i currents rejected the extreme implications of
deification and incarnation (2, 27, 28).

The third analytical axis of this study is dualism, particularly the contrast between the material and spiritual
worlds, light and darkness, truth and falsehood, and salvation and captivity. Gnostic systems frequently
interpret the material world as a domain of deficiency, corruption, or imprisonment, while the world of light
represents truth, origin, and liberation. This symbolic structure exerted a strong attraction in social contexts
marked by political defeat, religious marginalization, and collective trauma (6, 13, 20). The Kiifan Shi‘i
environment after the tragedy of Karbala and under Umayyad domination provided fertile ground for the
radicalization of such dualistic imagination. For many marginalized Shi‘i groups, the opposition between the
Ahl al-Bayt and their enemies could be interpreted not merely as a political conflict, but as a cosmic
confrontation between light and darkness, justice and oppression, truth and falsehood. In this framework, the
Imam represented the luminous principle of divine guidance, while hostile political powers could be imagined
as embodiments of darkness, tyranny, and material corruption. Such dualism also had ethical and soteriological
implications: salvation required attachment to the Imam as the bearer of light, while estrangement from him
meant remaining within the domain of darkness and ignorance. The study also emphasizes that this dualistic
imagination was shaped not only by abstract theology, but by the social conditions of Kiifa, including tribal
tensions, class divisions, the grievances of mawali, and the experience of political exclusion. Iranian converts
familiar with Zoroastrian symbolic oppositions between light and darkness, Christian groups shaped by
incarnational and esoteric interpretations, and Jewish apocalyptic motifs all contributed to the formation of a
cultural vocabulary in which the Imam could be viewed as the axis of cosmic justice and spiritual redemption
(8, 14, 21, 25).

Methodologically, this research adopts a historical-analytical and comparative approach. It examines early
heresiographical, theological, and religious-historical sources on the ghulat alongside scholarly reconstructions
of Gnostic traditions and their transmission across late-antique religious environments. The study draws on the
conceptual comparison of key motifs, including ma‘rifa, salvific knowledge, embodiment, transmigration,
divine light, esotericism, dualism, and the symbolic opposition between the material and spiritual worlds. In
doing so, it avoids a simplistic model of one-directional influence in which Gnosticism is treated as the sole
cause of ghulat doctrines. Instead, it approaches the relationship between Gnostic traditions and Kiifan ghulat
as a process of convergence, adaptation, translation, and reinterpretation. The findings show that the ghulat
operated within a hybrid intellectual field in which Gnostic, Iranian, Christian, Jewish, Arab, and Islamic
elements were recombined according to the social and theological needs of early Shi‘i communities (4, 5, 29).
This comparative analysis indicates that certain Gnostic elements did not remain marginal but entered Shi‘i
discourse in moderated and transformed forms. Concepts such as the Imam’s luminous reality, hidden
knowledge, esoteric interpretation of scripture, and special salvific function were gradually distinguished from
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more radical ghulat claims such as outright deification, antinomianism, and complete rejection of the shari‘a.
In other words, early Shi‘i kalam developed partly through a process of differentiation: it absorbed selected
symbolic and theological motifs while rejecting their extremist formulations. This dynamic explains why the
ghulat were simultaneously condemned by mainstream Shi ‘i scholars and yet remained historically significant
in the formation of certain enduring themes within Shi‘i theological imagination (2, 9, 30, 31).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the relationship between Gnostic thought and the doctrines of the
Kifan ghulat was neither accidental nor merely superficial. The ghulat emerged in a complex environment in
which political trauma, social marginalization, cultural plurality, and religious imagination converged. Within
this environment, Gnostic concepts offered a powerful grammar for interpreting suffering, authority, salvation,
and cosmic conflict. The ghulat reworked these concepts through the figure of the Imam, making him the
bearer of divine light, the possessor of hidden knowledge, the mediator of salvation, and the symbolic center
of the struggle between truth and falsehood. At the same time, the development of Shi‘i kalam in the seventh
and eighth centuries CE cannot be reduced to Gnostic influence alone, because the formation of Shi‘i theology
also involved internal Islamic debates over authority, succession, scripture, reason, revelation, and communal
identity. The significance of the ghulat lies in their role as a transitional and radical current through which
certain pre-Islamic and late-antique motifs were translated into Shi‘i categories, then either rejected,
moderated, or incorporated into more systematic theological discourse. Thus, the study concludes that the
Gnostic roots of ghulat thought illuminate an important but contested dimension of early Shi‘i intellectual
history: the transformation of esoteric salvation, cosmic dualism, and divine mediation into an Imam-centered
theological language that shaped, challenged, and indirectly contributed to the emergence of Shi‘i kalam.
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