Shia Islam
Major Branches and Communities of Interpretation
The Ummah (Muslim Community)
Affirm that there is no god but God
and Muhammad is His final Prophet.

632

Shia

Sunni

Recognize Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 661) as the divinely-designated
spiritual and temporal successor of Muhammad. Ali ibn Abi Talib is
the first in a line of hereditary Imams who hold the office of Imamat
(spiritual leadership), followed by his sons al-Hasan (d. 670) and alHusayn (d. 680). (The Ismailis recognize al-Hasan as a Trustee
Imam). The Kaysanis, no longer existing today, followed Ali’s third
son Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyyah as the Imam and Mahdi in
occultation.

Recognize the Caliphate as the political successor of Muhammad;
recognize the scholars (‘ ulama ) as the religious inheritors of
Muhammad. Sufis recognize their Shaykhs as the spiritual
successors of Muhammad. Recognize Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman
and Ali as the Rightly-Guided Caliphs. Sunni groups adhere to
various legal schools including the Hanafi, Hanbali, Shafii, Maliki,
and Zahiri. The Ibadi school is not technically Sunni and may be
closer to the Kharijites who only recognize the first two RightlyGuided Caliphs. Sunnis also adhere to different theological schools
including the Hanbali, Ashari, and Maturidi, including Sufi mystical
thought.

713
Imamis

Zaydis

Recognize Ali Zayn al-Abidin (d. 713), Muhammad al-Baqir (d.
743) and Jafar al-Sadiq (d. 765) as the Imams after Husayn. Only
recognize Husaynid Alids who have been designated and
appointed via a clear designation ( nass) by the previous Imam as
the legitimate Imams. Small groups recognized al-Baqir and alSadiq as their awaited Mahdis.

Recognize Zaydi ibn Ali (d. 740), son of Ali Zayn al-Abidin (d. 713)
as the 5th Imam. Subsequently recognize any Hasanid or
Husaynid Alid who rises up in arms as a legitimate claimant to the
office of Imamat.

765

Ismailis

Ithna 'Asharis (Twelvers)

Recognize Ismail ibn Jafar (d. after 755) as the rightful Imam
succeeding Jafar al-Sadiq. Some Ismaili groups awaited the return
of Ismail. Other groups recognize Muhammad ibn Ismail (d. 813),
Abdullah ibn Muhammad al-Wafi (d. 828), Ahmad ibn Abdullah alTaqi (d. 840), and Husayn ibn Ahmad al-Radi (d. 881) as the
continuing line of Imams succeeding Ismail.

Recognize Musa ibn Jafar (d. 799) as the 7th Imam and successor to Jafar al-Sadiq.
Recognize the successors of Musa as Ali al-Rida (d. 817), Muhammad Taqi (d. 835), Ali
al-Naqi (d. 868), and Hasan al-Askari (d. 874) as the 8th, 9th, 10th, and 11th Imams.
Recognize a minor son of Hasan al-Askari as the 12th Imam who has gone into
occultation ( ghaybah ) and will reappear as the Mahdi before the Day of Judgment. Most
Twelvers folllow the authority of the Mujtahids and Ayatullahs in the absence of the 12th
Imam and are prevalent in Iran, Iraq, India, Pakistan, Africa, the Middle East and Western
countries. Other Twelver branches include the Alawis of Syria and the Alevis of Turkey.

899
Fatimid Ismailis

Qarmatis

Recognize Abdullah al-Mahdi (d. 934) as the rightful Imam
succeeding Husayn ibn Ahmad al-Radi and as the first Caliph of
the Fatimids. Recognize the continuation of the Ismaili Imamat and
Fatimid Caliphate through the lineal descendants of al-Mahdi: alQa’im (d. 946), al-Mansur (d. 953), al-Muizz (d. 975), al-Aziz (d.
996), al-Hakim (d. 1021), al-Zahir (d. 1036), al-Mustansir (d. 1094).

Refused to recognize the successors of Muhammad b. Isma'il as
Imams. In the time of Abdullah al-Mahdi recognized Muhammad b.
Ismail as the awaited Imam and Qa'im.

1021
Druze (Unitarians)

1094

Recognize Ismaili Imams up to Imam al-Hakim. Broke with the
Fatimid da’wah and recognized Imam al-Hakim (d. 1021) as the
earthly manifestation ( zuhur) of God and Hamza ibn Ali (the
founder) as the Imam. Believe that al-Hakim and Hamza has gone
into concealment and will reappear in the future. Led by a
hierarchy of teachers, in modern times the Druze communities are
prevalent in Syria, Lebanon, and Israel.

Nizari Ismailis

Mustali-Tayyibi Ismailis (Bohras)

Recognize Nizar ibn Mustansir (d. 1095) as the rightful Imam after
al-Mustansir. Recognize the descendants of Nizar ibn Mustansir in
Alamut -- al-Hadi, al-Muhtadi, al-Qahir (d. 1162), Hasan ala-dhikrihi
al-salaam (d. 1166), Nur al-Din Muhammad (d. 1210), Jalal al-Din
Hasan (d. 1221), Alai al-Din Muhammad (d. 1255), Rukn al-Din
Khurshah (d. 1257), and Shams al-Din Muhammad (d. 1310) -- as
the legitimate succession of Imams.

Recognize Ahmad al-Mustali as the rightful Imam after al-Mustansir. Recognize his son
and grandson – al-Amir and al-Tayyib – as his successors. Recognize al-Tayyib as the
21st Imam who has gone into concealment (satr) and beleve the lineage of Imams
remains concealed from the public. Bohras follow a succession of Dai al-Mutlaqs (Chief
Dai) as the sole representatives of the concealed Tayyibi Imamat. Known in modern
times as “Bohras” they are split into several branches -- Alavi Bohras (prevalent in South
Asia), Daudi Bohras (prevalent in South Asia) and Sulaymani Bohras (prevalent in
Yemen and Saudi Arabia) -- each of which recognize a different line of Dai al-Mutlaqs.

1310
Qasimshahi Nizari Ismailis

Muhammadshahi Nizari Ismailis

Recognize Qasim Shah (d. 1370) as the rightful Imam after Shams
al-Din Muhammad. Recognize the descendants of Qasim Shah in
Persia as the rightful Imams. The 46th Imam Hasan Ali Shah (d.
1881) received the title of “Aga Khan” from Fateh Ali Shah Qajar
and migrated to India. He was succeeded by Shah Ali Shah Aga
Khan II (d. 1885) and Sultan Muhammad Shah Aga Khan III (D.
1957). Known in modern times as the “Ismailis”, the Nizaris are
prevalent in over 35 countries including countries in South Asia,
Middle East, Africa, Europe and North America.

Recognize Muhammad Shah (d. 1404) as the rightful Imam after Shams al-Din
Muhammad. Traced the Imamat in the line of Muhammadshah until the disappearance of
their 40th Imam, Muhammad Baqir in 1796. In 1887 a delegation of these Nizaris
recognized Sultan Muhammad Shah Aga Khan III as their Imam and transferred their
allegiance to the Qasimshahi Imamat.

Imam Shah Karim al-Husayni Aga Khan IV
49th hereditary and living Imam of Nizari Ismailis
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