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One of the most significant historiographical ambiguities surrounding the
history of the pre-Fatimid Isma ‘Tlis—stemming from a scarcity of precise
and authentic accounts—concerns the emergence of the Qarmatis, the key
figures associated with this Isma‘1lT movement, and the catalysts behind the
Qarmati-Fatimid schism. Due to an over-reliance on non-Isma‘ili sources
and limited engagement with recently discovered Isma‘ili manuscripts,
previous scholarly attempts to reconstruct the history of the early Qarmatis
have remained largely fragmented and, at times, contradictory. This article
aims to critically examine these issues by employing a synthetic approach
that integrates both Isma‘1lt and non-Isma‘1lt sources. The findings of this
research indicate that prevailing narratives regarding the origins, lineage, and
causes of the separation between the early Qarmatis and the Fatimids are, to
a considerable extent, inaccurate and contentious. The methodology adopted
in this study is qualitative content analysis, with data gathered through
comprehensive library and archival research.
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Introduction

The history of the pre-Fatimid Isma‘ilis, particularly during the “Period of Concealment” (Dawr al-Sitr),
has been consistently fraught with ambiguities due to a lack of precise and authentic accounts. One of the
most challenging aspects of this history is the accurate elucidation of the emergence of the Qarmatis, the
identification of key figures within this movement, and the analysis of the catalysts behind the Qarmati—
Fatimid schism. Previous scholarly efforts have primarily relied upon non-Isma‘ili sources—specifically
Sunni reports—and, owing to a lack of access to or engagement with newly discovered Isma ‘Tli manuscripts,
have produced fragmented and often contradictory narratives. Consequently, the dating of the Qarmatis’
rise and the reconstruction of their leadership’s lineage in the works of orientalists and contemporary
scholars suffer from significant inaccuracies. The primary objective of this article is to reconstruct the
history of the early Qarmatis and analyze the causes of the Qarmati—Fatimid schism through a synthetic
approach, concurrently examining both Isma‘1lt and non-Isma‘Tl1 sources to uncover historical truths amidst
the contradictions of the available records.

Materials and Methods

This study is designed using a “descriptive-analytical” approach based on ‘“historical research”
methodology. The core method employed is “comparative analysis,” whereby contradictory reports in non-
Isma 1l1 sources are cross-referenced with data from specialized Isma Tli texts. This process allows for the
extraction of historical realities by decoding pseudonyms and aligning chronological events. Data collection
was conducted via “library-based research,” encompassing primary historical texts (such as the works of
Ibn Khaldiin, al-Maqrizi, and al-Dhahabi), specialized Isma‘1li sources (including the writings of Ahmad
ibn Ibrahim al-NisabiirT and ‘Imad al-Din 1dris), and contemporary scholarship (such as Farhad Daftary,
Wilferd Madelung, and Samuel Stern). Data analysis was performed through “qualitative content analysis.”
In this stage, reports regarding the lineage and emergence of the Qarmatis were first extracted and
subsequently evaluated using “source criticism” to establish a final model of the leadership hierarchy and
the chronology of events.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this research are discussed across three primary axes:

1-Date of Emergence: Contrary to the prevailing view in Sunni sources and among many contemporary
scholars—who attribute the rise of the Qarmatis to the year 260 AH and the figure of “Hamdan Qarmat”—
comparative analysis reveals that the roots of this movement date back to the 180s AH (shortly after the
death of Muhammad al-Mastiir). In fact, the activities of “Abti Muhammad al-Kafi,” as the first da 7
(missionary) in Irag, marked the inception of this current; the year 260 AH likely represents the moment
their clandestine activities became public, rather than the date of their origin.

2-Lineage and ldentity of Leaders: This research demonstrates that Qarmati leadership evolved through
a hereditary chain. The succession can be reconstructed as follows: starting with Abti Muhammad al-KifT,
followed by his son or grandson (under the pseudonym Zakrawayh ibn Mahrawayh), and finally the sons of
Zakrawayh (Yahya, known as Sahib al-Naqa, and Hasan, known as Sahib al-Khal). This analysis refutes
claims of Alid lineage or direct descent from Muhammad ibn Isma ‘1l due to contradictions with historical
evidence, suggesting that the names recorded in non-Isma ‘1li sources were frequently pseudonyms or altered
identities.

3-Causes of the Qarmati-Fatimid Schism: Four perspectives regarding the separation—doctrinal shift,
political integration, the official Fatimid view, and independence movements—were examined. The results
indicate that the narrative of a “doctrinal shift in 286 AH” (concerning the claim to the Imamate by ‘Ubayd
Allah al-Mahd1) was largely a propagandistic construct created by opponents (such as Ibn Razzam). The
primary cause of the schism was a “political struggle for power,” specifically the efforts of the sons of the
da 7 of Kufa to maintain their father’s hereditary position against the centralized policies of ‘Ubayd Allah
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al-Mahdi. Consequently, the doctrinal dispute regarding the Mahdism of Muhammad al-Mastiir was a
byproduct and a veil for this political power struggle.

Conclusion

This research concludes that accepted readings of early Qarmatian history are plagued by chronological and
identification errors due to an over-reliance on non-Isma'ili sources. By utilizing newly discovered Isma'ili
sources, it has become evident that the Qarmatians were initially part of the clandestine Isma'ili da‘'wah
(mission) operating under the direction of the center in Salamiyah. However, the conflict of interests
between the local da'is in Iraq and the central authority in Salamiyah transformed this movement into an
independent and antagonistic branch. Therefore, the Qarmatian-Fatimid schism should be viewed not as a
doctrinal rupture, but as a political failure in the chain of power transmission within the organization of the
da'wah. This revision underscores the necessity of consulting specialized Isma'ili sources for any accurate
analysis of the religious-political history of the second and third centuries AH.
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