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A Critical Examination of the Theory Rejecting the Term
“Niyabah” (Deputyship) for the Four Ambassadors of Imam al-
Mahdi (PBUH) during the Minor Occultation

Mahdi Ahmadi Yeganeh !
Abstract

One of the most challenging discussions in the history of Mahdism is the precise
clarification of the legal and religious status of the four deputies of Imam al-
Zaman (may God hasten his relief) during the period of Minor Occultation.
Some researchers, relying on specific circumstantial evidences, have considered
the application of the term "deputyship" (niyabat) to these deputies incorrect and
regard them merely as "agents" (wakil) or "envoys" (safir). This article, using a
descri{)tive—analytical method and relying on primary historical, hadith, and
lexical sources, critically examines this theory. The ﬁndings of the research
indicate that lexically, there is no complete contrast between "agency" (wikalat)
and "deputyship" (niyabat); indeed, the meaning of deputyship is subsumed
within the meaning of agency. Moreover, from a historical perspective, the term
niyabat was prevalent among Shi'as during the Minor Occultation, and even
false claimants would call themselves "deputy" (na'ib) to gain credibility, which
indicates the common understanding ofp this term in that era. Furthermore,
relying on the texts of the infallible Imams (peace be upon them), such as the
hadith of Imam al-Askari (peace be upon him) introducing Uthman ibn Sa'id as
"caliph" and "successor," as well as the noble tawqil' "As for the occurring
events," the establishment of specific deputyship or the extent of authority for
the deputies is proven. This article argues that the impossibility of the deputies
executing all the Imam's authorities 1s not a reason to deny the principle of
deputyship; rather, operational limitations prevent the full realization of
deputational authority externally, not in the principle of the position itself
Keywords: Deputyship, Agency, Envoy-ship, The Four Deputies, Minor
Occultation, Imam al-Mahdi (PBUH) , Caliphate
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