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Abstract

Research on periods in which a religious tradition’s founders were present is
crucial to establishing the authenticity of its beliefs. In “The Imam and the
Community in the Pre-Ghayba Period,” Etan Kohlberg uses a historical-doctrinal
approach to examine the Imam’s status in Shi’i society and their reciprocal
relations. This study critically evaluates that article. A descriptive-analytical
assessment finds that Kohlberg’s treatment neither fully covers its stated subject
nor remains confined to it: many issues central to Imam-community relations
are omitted, while numerous unrelated matters receive extensive discussion. In
several cases Kohlberg also selects reports and arguments selectively. Despite
his stated aim of presenting the Shi’i community’s self-image, many of his
conclusions diverge from the prevalent Shi’i understanding.

Keywords: Imam’s knowledge; sources of the Imam’s knowledge; increase
in the Imam’s knowledge; companions of the Imam; Imam-Shi’a relations;
Etan Kohlberg.
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Such a uniform and idealized picture of the community could not, however, be sustained for .Y
long, particularly once it became evident that not all Shi‘is lived up to these lofty standards

(Kohlberg, Etan, In Praise of the few, P 197).
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The trouble with this solution is that it reduces the number of true Shi‘is to an unacceptable .\
level(Kohlberg, Etan, In Praise of the few, P 198).

Differences between Shi‘is, once admitted, were not restricted to the moral sphere, but .Y
extended also to their knowledge and understanding of the traditions of the Imams (Kohlberg,

Etan, In Praise of the few, P 198).
Y44 Kohlberg, Etan, In Praise of the few, P .Y
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