The Term Gulat and Its Derivatives
From Heresiography to Self-Description’

Robert Langer

Abstract Since medieval times, Muslim heresiographers have charac-
terized several groups as ‘exaggerators, in Arabic ‘gulat’ While the term
re-surfaced in anti-Safawid texts in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,
it has regained actuality with the rise of Oriental studies since the nine-
teenth century. Building on editions of medieval texts, writers researching
non-mainstream Islamic, Islamicate or historically Islam-related communi-
ties have used the term in the sense of ‘heresies’, when describing a spec-
trum of groups and traditions on the margins of Sunni and Shii mainstream
Islam. In this function, it became one standard descriptive denominator
in discourses of contemporary groups such as the Syrian ‘Alawi-Nusairi,
Iranian Kurdish Ahl-i Haqq, or Anatolian Alevis. Besides other features,
such as ‘syncretistic’ and ‘heterodox, even researchers with a background
in the groups mentioned already sometimes include the term in attempts
to describe their traditions. More recently, Kathryn Babayan adopted it as
a denominator for an alleged sub-stream of Islam, broadly identified with
late-antique pre-Islamic and implicitly ancient Iranian religion, curiously
a relationship already noted by the mentioned early heresiographers. This
contribution aims to trace back the history of the reception of the term
‘gulat’, and its implication for the recent history of alleged ‘gulat’ groups.
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‘Gulat’ is the plural of ‘al-gali/galin’ ‘Gali’ is the participle of gala
(yaglu), meaning ‘to exaggerate, ‘to exceed one’s bounds.” The respective
noun derived from this is ‘gulaw, which is another important term in
heresiographic literature, meaning ‘exaggeration.” The verb is present in
the Qur’an in two instances: 4.171 referring to the ‘ahl al-kitab’, espe-
cially the Christians, as belief in the trinity and in Jesus being the son
of god are mentioned;? Qur’an 5.77 has the same formulation:* “ya ahla
1-kitabi, 1a tagla [from gala] fi dinikum”, “Oh people of the book, exceed
not in your religion”.* Besides these two instances of the use of the verb
in the Qur’an (note that no other derivations from the same root g-l1-w
occur), according to the Arabic dictionaries, derivations of the same root
are used in the Arabic language, classic and modern, several times in
different forms.’

Classical and Early Modern Usage

The Qur’anic usage is also present in later theological writings, referring
e.g. to the apostles that had ‘exaggerated’ the role Jesus up to his deification
(especially Paul), just like the gulat had done so later with ‘Ali (identified
sometimes with Persian or even Jewish converts). However, Muslim writers
also use it when referring to the ahl as-sunna, when they ‘exaggerate’ the
observance of religious prescriptions.®

The term gulat/gulah (sing. galin, ‘exaggerators’) and guluw (‘exagger-
ation’), as far as we know, first appears in the writings of Twelver Shiite
heresiographers to refer to a group of early Shiites (i.e. supporters of sev-
eral descendants of the prophet Muhammad) ‘exaggerating’ (from the per-
spective of the heresiographers) the reverence of the Imams.” In contrast,
the term in gulat literature for the ‘moderate’ Shiites was ‘muqassirin’, i.e.
‘those who shorten’ the role of the Imams.

Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften, n.d.

Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften, n.d.

Lane 2003 (repr.), 2287; Mir 1989, 251.

For the lexicography (including Qur’an) cf. Mawrid Reader.

See Friedlaender 1908 (pt. 2), 101.

In the Shii tradition, ‘Tmam’ designates the descendants of “Ali b. Abi Talib (d. 661), the
prophet’s cousin and son in law as per his marriage to the prophet’s daughter Fatima,
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leading the community. Imami Shiites see them as the sole rightful heirs of the prophet
in his capacity as leader of the Islamic community.
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The most prominent example of this early Shii heresiography, which
has come down on us, is the fourth/tenth century theologian and philoso-
pher al-Hasan bin Masa Aba Muhammad Naubahti’s (Baghdad, d. between
300/912-913 and 310/922-923) Kitab Firaq as-$i‘a.® Writing on the so called
Hattabiyya, he lists several groups stemming from the teachings of Aba
1-Hattab al-Asadi (killed ca. 755), who was for some time authorised repre-
sentative of the sixth Imam Ga‘far as-Sadiq (d. ca. 765) in Kufa, and lists the
accusations, which tend to recur regularly in later accounts:

These are the sects of extremism (ghuliw), who styled themselves
as part of the Shi‘a. They all belong to the Khurramdiniyya [sic],
the Zindiqiyya [sic], the Dahriyya [sic]—may Alladh curse them all.
All of them agree on denying Allah, the Exalted Creator, as God.
Instead, they worship certain created bodies. They claim that the
body is Allah’s home and that Allah, the Exalted, is light and spirit
that moves in these bodies;

The sects of the ghulat were divided after him [Abu 1-Hattab
al-Asadi] with many doctrines.’

The earliest group that counts as gulat with the heresiographers, however,
is the so called Kaisaniyya, which emerged from the Kafan revolt of Muhtar
ibn Abi ‘Ubaid at-Taqafi in 685-687, revering the third son of ‘Ali, Muham-
mad ibn al-Hanafiyya, son of Hawla (and not of Fatima bint Muhammad)."’

It is possible that the lists given by the heresiographers of the early
tenth century, such as Naubahti (Shii) and As‘ari (Sunni), go back to police
files recording politically subversive groups (identified with dissident atti-
tudes or behaviours), as Hodgson assumes."!

In modern Western literature, these ‘exaggerators’ were usually char-
acterised as ‘extreme Shia, as the heresiographies functioned to formulate
an (Imami or Twelver) Shiite orthodoxy—by identifying all currents later
perceived as deviant. ‘Exaggeration’, in that sense, referred to their alleged
beliefs, such as the veneration of humans as gods or as having divine char-
acteristics (‘hulal’, especially ‘Ali or other pretenders to the Imamate), the
transmigration of souls (‘tanasub’), or of libertinage, freethinking and espe-
cially antinomianism (‘ibaha’) vis-d-vis the Sharia.

8 Naubahti 2007.

9 Naubahti 2007, 97.
10 Anthony 2012.
11 Hodgson 1955, 5.

41



42 Robert Langer

Hulal, ‘incarnation, refers to either god incarnating into humans, or
humans having divine qualities. Just like tanasuh, metempsychosis or trans-
migration of the soul, hulul is connected to the concept of raga, ‘return’ As
the concept was present in Shiite literature later canonised by the ‘ortho-
dox, and is still present in ‘orthodox’ Shiism, at least for the awaited twelfth
Imam (Imam al-Mahdi), Amir-Moezzi argues that there is no justification
for distinguishing retrospectively between ‘orthodox’ and ‘exaggerators’
for the early history of the Shia. One characteristic of later so-called ‘Gulat
sects’ is, however, the expansion of the concept of transmigration of souls
towards either repeating cycles of holy personage (such as in the case of the
Ahl-i Haqq), or even on the whole (male) population of the group (such as
the Nusairi-‘Alawis).'?

Nevertheless, the term gulat repeats itself in later heresiographic lit-
erature indirectly with the generic abstract noun ‘galiyya, for example in
the widely used Kitab al-Milal wa-n-nihal (‘The Book of Sects and Creeds’),
written by Sahrastani (1076-1153), who tried to list all known Muslim
groups until the early twelfth century.”

It was probably the Persian Sunni historian Fadlullah b. Razbihan Hungi
(860-927/1455-1521)"* who reactivated the term ‘gulat’ in his refutation
of the religious doctrines of the Kizilbag Safawids, whom he describes as

12 Amir-Moezzi 2005: “Let us first consider a quasi ‘spiritual’ interpretation of the term the
return of the soul, after the perishing of the body into another body, or the transmigration
of the spirit of a saintly person or wali (more specifically, of an Imam) into another body.
This kind of ‘return, designated by the terms holul or tanasok, was denounced by here-
siographers as a highly deviant belief and attributed by them to ‘extremist’ (gali; pl. golat)
Shi‘ite sects (ps-Nasi’, pp. 27 ff.; Nowbakti, pp. 33, 80, 89-90; Sa‘d b. ‘Abd-Allah Qomi,
pp- 45 and 107; Razi, p. 311). Two clarifications must however be made to this information.
First, the distinction between ‘moderate’ and ‘extremist’ Shi‘ites is a later development.
At any rate, it seems artificial regarding early Imamism as it appears based on the most
ancient sources that have come down to us. All the theories and doctrines attributed by
the heresiographers to the golat are encountered in one form or another in the corpus
said to be ‘moderate, in this case the oldest compilations of Twelver Shi‘ite Hadith. More-
over, almost all of the major figures of Shi‘ite ‘extremism’ were, directly or indirectly,
the disciples of Imams. Many among them, ‘cursed’ by an Imam, find themselves in the
entourage of the following Imam; which seems to indicate that the ‘public condemnation’
(la‘n, bara’a) was no more than a ‘tactical means’—quite regularly practised in esoteric
circles—to divert external threats (Amir-Moezzi, 1992a, pp. 310-17; 1992b, pp. 229-42)”

13 For the heresiographical literature of medieval Islam until the twelfth century (and partly
beyond that into late medieval centuries, including accounts of the genre in modern
times) cf. the monumental work by van Ess 2011, s.v. “gulaw” and “gulat/ galiya”.

14 Cf. Haarmann 2012.
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the ‘exaggerating tyrants’ (“gulat-i zalama”)." It has to be noted, however,
that in other and later polemics against the Safawids (mainly by Ottoman
Sunnis), other terms are usually used, such as ‘rafidi’, ‘milhid’, or ‘zindik’.!®

Modern Usage

The nineteenth century saw the publication of classical Western Orientalist
editions of some of the works of the medieval heresiographers, such as
Sahrastani. It might be that this fact and the interest of famous Western
Orientalists, such as Ignaz Goldziher, who was also researching early Shii
history (with a strong Sunni-influenced bias), influenced intellectuals in
Iran and the Ottoman Empire. For example, in the popular Shii works of
Mirza ‘Ali Asgar b. “‘Ali Akbar Nayyir Buragirdi (who lived second half of the
nineteenth century)'” or in Sami Beg Fraseri’s standard Ottoman dictionary
Kamaus-i Tirkifrom the year 1890 under the entry “Kizil-bas”, the term ‘gulat’
reappears, referring to Isma‘ilism or to the (Safawid) Kizilbas respectively.

A major point of reference for the twentieth century dissemination of
the terms gulat/gali/guliuw/galiyya is the edition of a heresiographic work
of the ultra-Sunni (Zahiri) Ibn Hazm (994-1064) by Israel Friedlaender in
1907/1908 and 1909 (repr.). The quasi-translation ‘heterodoxies’ for guluw,
appears already in Friedlaender’s English title of his editions: “The Hetero-
doxies of the Shiites in the Presentation of Ibn Hazm.”*® Friedlaender analy-
ses works of the medieval authors (eleventh to fifteenth centuries), contem-
porary to or following Ibn Hazm. He clearly shows that the term ‘gulat’
fluctuates from being not part of Islam at all to referring to all the Shia."”

15 Hungi 2003, 266. I am thankful to Georg Leube (Bayreuth) for this reference. This work
has seen a partial translation by Minorsky 1957.

16 See Ocak 1981-1982; cf. also Ocak 1998.

17 Elwell-Sutton 1985, 859: “ALI ASGAR B. ‘ALI AKBAR NAYYER BORUJERDI, MIRZA,
author of several works including the ‘Aqa’ed al-$i‘a, written in 1263 /1874 and dedicated to
Mohammad Shah Qajar; though not of outstanding merit, this work has been printed several
times (first lithographed, Tehran, 1285/1868-69) and was summarized by E. G. Browne (Lit.
Hist. Persia IV, pp. 381-402) as a typical example of popular Shi‘ite ideas in the 13th/19th
century. From this it is possible to observe that the author was hostile not only to Sunnism,
but also to certain doctrines of Sufism (e.g., wahdat al-wojud) and to extremist (golat) Shi‘ite
and Isma‘ili views on the subject of “Ali b. ‘Abi [sic] Taleb and other topics. [...]"

18 Friedlaender 1907 (pt. 1), 1908 (pt. 2).

19 Friedlaender 1907 (pt. 1), 20-21: “’Abd-al-Kéhir al-Bagdadi (d. 429/1038), a contemporary
of Ibn Hazm, who bestows great pains on a precise classification of the 72 heterodox
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Besides elaborating on the different versions of the Arabic root, which
makes this work an important input in the re-actualisation of the related
terms, we also find the important assessment that “[. . .] the Galiya never
became an independent organism as did the Imadmiyya.? The constituency
of the Galiya is as fluctuating as is the name, which only later and even then
not uncontestedly became the technical term for Ultra Shiite*

1929 and 1931 saw the publication of the edition of two Arabic texts rele-
vant to heresiography: Kitab Magqalat al-islamiyyin wa-ihtilaf al-musallin by
Ag‘ari, and Naubahti’s Kitab Firaq as-$i‘a. Hellmut Ritter (1892-1971) edited
both from Istanbul manuscripts, while staying there as the head of the
Oriental Institute of the German Oriental Society (DMG).? It is likely that
he was in contact with the Turkish historian Mehmet Fuat Képriili, whose
work was ground-breaking on the religious history of medieval Anatolia.
Kopriili'’s oeuvre on the topic, however, had already appeared around 1918
and in the early 1920s. It is interesting to note that he did not yet use the
terms gulat/guluw (Turkish gulat/giluvv) in these writings and, as far as
I could check, also not in his later works up to 1949. What he uses instead
(and what Drefller understands as a translation of gulat) is “ifrat¢1” ‘extrem-
ists’* Either the term had not yet re-surfaced as a generic term for Képriili,
or, Koprilii found it necessary to provide a more comprehensible term for
Turks educated in the late Ottoman empire. This would also be supported
by the fact that late Ottoman heresiographic literature, which, at that time,
focussed on the Alevi-related Bektashis, did not employ the term either.?

sects, counts twenty of these to the Shi‘a. He distributes these twenty over three main
sects: the Zeidiyya (4), the Keisaniyya (1), and the Imamiyya (15). The Gulat (‘Extrem-
ists’) are not reckoned to Islam at all. Shahrastani (d. 548/1153), on the contrary, counts
the Gulat (or Galiya) to the Muhammedan sects, and enumerates five Shiitic sects: the
Keisaniyya, Zeidiyya, Imamiyya, Géliya, and Isma‘iliyya. Makrizi, again, (d. 845/1442)
who knows Ibn Hazm’s work and frequently plagiarizes it, follows in the division of sects
a system of his own which is highly artificial. All the sects of Islam deviating from the
Sunna are considered and called by him Gulat, ‘Extremists, i.e. driving to an extreme the
moderate principles of orthodox Islam. These Gulat, and with them all hetorodox [sic]
sects, are divided into ten principal categories. The ninth is occupied by the Shiites or, as
Makrizi prefers to call them, the Rawafid”

20 Imamiyya is used for the branches of Shii Islam (including Twelver, Sevener/Ismailis)
that have established a line of leading Imams. Adherents of this branch believe that
Muhammad designated his cousin and son-in-law ‘Ali b. Abi Talib as his heir and that
the leadership of the Muslim community had to remain in the hands of his descendants.

21 Friedlaender 1908 (pt. 2), 154.

22 As‘ari 1929; Naubahti 1931.

23 Drefller 2013, 198.

24 Weineck 2013.
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Developments after World War II

To summarise, the term was present in the heresiographic literature, but
not widely used in modern writings after the sixteenth century. It was re-
activated by the Western Orientalist endeavour of editing classical Arabic
works. How did it happen that in modern literature, this topos has become
one basic feature of ‘heterodox’ Islamicate groups, such as Arabic-speaking
Syrian Alawites (‘Alawi-Nusairis) and Druzes; Turkish- or Kurdish-speak-
ing Anatolian Alevis (‘Alevi-Kizilbas); and Kurdish Ahl-i Haqq (Yarisan)?
As the term ‘gulat’ is not found in administrative sources from the Ottoman
or Iranian states in post early-modern times when referring to the above
mentioned groups, it seems that for this purpose the term was taken by
Western researchers from medieval heresiographies, while trying to estab-
lish a continuing genealogy of the modern sects back to earlier groups.”

As a Google Books NGram analysis® shows (see Fig. 1), after the editions
by Friedlaender and Ritter around 1920 and 1930, a third peak of the occur-
rence of “ghulat/ghuluww” occurs in 1955.

As Said Amir Arjomand relates, Marshall Hodgson’s

path-breaking article on the sectarian formation of Imami Shi‘ism,
titled ‘How did the Early Shi‘a Become Sectarian?, was [. . .] pub-
lished in 1955. [. . .] Hodgson’s early works in the 1950s were
major contributions to the history of Imami and Isma‘ili Shi‘ism. He
showed how the doctrine of the Imamate was elaborated under the
sixth Imam, Ja‘far al-Sadeq (d. 148/765) to counter the millennial

25 This might be related to the general suppression of (tribal) religious ‘extremism’ in
early modern times related to state building activities both in the Ottoman as well as
in the Safawid empires. Cf. Arjomand 1984, 210: “The suppression of extremism was
determined almost entirely by reasons of state, which were twofold. The first motive
for the suppression was the need to rationalize the form of political domination into
an enduring and stable structure [. . .]. The second related political motive [...] was
the need for the institutionalized domestication of the sedentary as well as the nomadic
tribal masses”. Religious functionaries writing on ‘heresies’ later were rather occupied
by dealing with new phenomena of ‘exaggeration’, such as millenarian movements like
the Nugtavis, the posthumous veneration of Majlisi Sr. (cf. Babayan 2002, 425-427), or
later the Babi movement, for whom the term ‘gulat’ seems to be used from time to time.
For the Bab see Lawson 2014, 69-70 and Babayan 2002, 488: “Only after Bahai’sm [sic]
was established as a new religion, however defining itself as the fulfilment of Shi’i messi-
anic expectations, breaking with the shari’a and unveiling a new universal revelation did
Babism became tagged as ghuluww.”

26 Software developed by Michel et al. 2010.
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Figure 1 Google Books Ngram “ghulat ghuluww”, 19 June 2020.

extremism (golow; see GOLAT) endemic among the early Shi‘ite
religio-political factions, and in order to discipline their religiosity
and organize them into a unified sect.”

In this article,” he comes to the conclusion that “[t]he term Ghulat, ‘exag-
gerators, was used retrospectively by the later Twelver Shi‘ites, who
liked to think of themselves as moderates, and to designate as an extrem-
ist any other Shi‘ite whose ideas particularly shocked them.* Besides
making extensive use of Friedlaender’s and Ritter’s editions, he also uses
Gaudefroye-Demombynes, “who defines the Ghulat in terms of hulal”*
Besides this ascription, he already mentions in this article contemporary,
well defined groups as being historically identified with “Ghultiw,” such as
the Nusairis and the Ahl-i Haqq (‘Ali-Ilahis), although he is careful to pres-
ent them as a continuation of the early “Ghulat” He would prefer to restrict
the term to the early Islamic groups—an unrealised wish, as we shall see.*

27 Arjomand 2015.

28 Hodgson 1955.

29 Hodgson 1955, 4.

30 Hodgson 1955, 4, Fn 24: “M. Gaudefroye-Demombynes, Les Institutions musulmanes
(Paris, 1946, 3rd. ed.): 407

31 Hodgson 1955, 5: “In the early heresiographers Nawbakhti (fl. ca. 910) and Ash‘ari
(d. 935), accordingly, the name Ghuliiw is used for a whole range of groups prior to the
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It seems to be the case that his article on gulat in the influential sec-
ond edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam (the respective volume published
between 1960 and 1965), was one of the starting points in the use of the
term “Gulat” when identifying with later groups and movements from early
modern times to the present. This is because they were using “various of the

ideas of the Ghulat” and “interpreted Shi‘ism in a manner which orthodox

»32_

Imamism must term ghuld™*—whether done explicitly or not.

In other words, being from ‘gulat ancestry’ was now perceived as a con-
stitutive genealogical element within the religious history of ‘heterodox’
Islamicate groups on the margins of mainstream Islam. Intellectuals from
the formerly esoteric groups during the twentieth century adopted this pat-
tern. It became part of their own—now publicised—theologies, especially of
Alevism.”

We can observe the increase of the application of the term(s) using again
an NGram analysis since the 1960s (see Fig. 2). Although not applying the

consolidation of the imamate after Ja‘far, but sparingly for the century immediately pre-
ceding themselves. The subsequent heresiographical tradition merely added a few later
instances. That earlier Ghuliw with its shifting lines is in fact distinctly different in role
from the relatively small number of well-defined sects (where one is not dealing with
Stfi extremism) which are also called Ghuliw in later times—such as the Nusayris, the
‘Ali-Ilahis, and sometimes the various Isma‘ilis. If the tendentious term is to be retained
at all, it might well be restricted to those earlier groups; leaving the later non-Twelver
sects their individual identities rather than confounding them, as now, with the miscella-
neous ferment of the early Shi‘a—which after all is as much the heritage of the Twelvers
as of any other one Shi‘ite sect”

32 Hodgson et al. (1965) 1983, 1093b—1094a: “Much of the Ghulat heritage was absorbed into
the Imami and Isma‘ili movements and disciplined by the exclusion especially of notions
implying any compromise of the unity of God; thus the term hulal seems to be rejected by
surviving authors, along with the idea that the imam could be a god or a prophet. But even
such ideas continued present within Imami and Isma‘ili circles and in sects like the Nusay-
riyya [q.v.]; in later centuries, numerous apocalyptic movements developed in which
various of the ideas of the Ghulat were used, and which often resulted in more or less
long-lasting sects, those of the Nizaris and Druzes from the Isma‘ili fold, and the ‘Ali-Ilahis
or Ahl al-Hakk, who saw ‘Ali as God. The first Safawis likewise interpreted Shi‘ism in a
manner which orthodox Imamism must term ghuld. Transformed into complex symbolic
lore, as at the hands of the Hurafis, much entered the broad stream of Safism.”

33 See for example Korkmaz (1993) 2003, 239: “GALIYE AR. (galiyye < guliiv, ileri
gitme, sinir1 asma) a. Abdullah bin Seba tarafindan kurulan, Ali'nin varliginda Tan-
rr’'nin nesnellestigini, insan biciminde gérinir duruma geldigini ileri siiren mezhep.
(ANSIKL.) - ANSIKL. Galiye mezhebine gére, gercek Kuran’m bildirdigi gibi degildir:
Insanla Tanr1 birdir; olgunluk bakimindan en Yiiksek asamaya ulagmis kimse Tanrr’dir;
bu asamaya varan Ali olduguna gére Tanr1 da odur. Hz. Ali’yi asir1 élciide yiicelten
Galiye mezhebi, yorum farkliliklaria dayali olarak bir¢ok kola ayrildi: Ali’nin tanriligina

»

inananlar [...]; Tanr’'nin Ali’de gérindiigi inancinda olanlar [. . .]
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term, decisive for the identification of an entire range of groups, related
in terms of doctrine, practice, and history, are authors such as Miiller*

and
theo

especially Iréne Mélikoff, whose work functions as a kind of proto-
logy for contemporary Alevis. Starting from the 1970s (and relying

on the 1960s writings of Jean Aubin), she does not use the original term

gula

34

35

t, but its ‘translation’ “Chiisme extrémiste”.* Adding further elements,

Miiller defines the spectrum from Bektashis, Alevis, Nusayri, Druze, Ahl-i Haqq etc. as
a substratum of an ancient pre-Islamic and superficially Islamised religion, which he is
trying to prove by means of diffusionist ethnological theory. He is obviously not aware
of Hodgson’s work though. See Miiller 1967.

Cf. Mélikoft 1975, 50: “kizilbas [. . .], ce terme désigna, par suite de la propagande reli-
gieuse des premiers Safavides, une certaine forme turkméne de Chiisme qui, bien que se
ralliant au culte des Douze Imams, présentait toutes les caractéristiques du Chiisme extré-
miste, avec sa croyance au tecelli, i.e. la manifestation de Dieu sous la forme humaine, au
tenassuh [sic], i.e. la métempsychose, ou plus exactement la croyance a la transformation
et a la multiplicité des formes, et par une hyper-dévotion pour le souverain safavide qui
n’est autre que la réincarnation de ‘Ali, lui-méme le mazhar [mazhar] de Dieu, c.-a-d.
la manifestation de la Divinité sous forme humaine” (With a footnote referring to Jean
Aubin. 1970. “La Politique religieuse des Safavides”. In Le Shi‘isme Imamite [Colloque de
Strasbourg 6-9 mai 1968], 235-244. Paris.) See also more recently Mélikoff 2005, 65: “La
présente étude se propose de faire une récapitulation de mes trente années de recherché
dans le domaine Bektachi/Alévi [...].

J’ai été frappé de prime abord par les idées du chiisme dit extrémiste, qui apparaissaient
ostensiblement sous la qualification de chiisme des douze imams ou chiisme djaféride.
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such as crypto-Christian features, she repeats the defining features of the
gulat, now well established by Hodgson’s Encyclopaedia definition. The
identification of gulat heritage and early modern groups, such as the Sa-
fawi Kizilbas, was then standardised by the influential and much cited work
of Michel Mazzaoui on The Origins of the Safawids: Si‘ism, Sifism, and the
Gulat in 1972, who refers somewhat anachronistically, to the fifteenth cen-
tury as the “hey day’ of the Ghulat™.* Parallel to that, scholars of Shiism
started to reinvestigate the ‘original’ early Islamic gulat from the second
half of the 1970s onwards.”’” With the self-publication of ‘Alawi-Nusairis
after the coming to power of the ‘Alawi Hafiz al-Asad in 1970 (with books
by ‘Alawi authors mainly published in Lebanon and not in Syria), scholars
of Shiism got also access to original gulat texts, preserved in the posses-
sion of Nusairi sheikhly families. Featuring prominently here is the Ger-
man scholar Heinz Halm, who published and analysed such texts in the
late 1970s and early 1980s.% The link between medieval ‘exaggerators’ and
(early) modern ‘heterodox movements’ was by then (1982) well established,
as the Encyclopaedia Iranica article on ‘Ali b. Abi Talib by Ethan Kohlberg,
a leading scholar of Shiism, demonstrates.*

J’y trouvais la croyance a la réincarnation qui prenait par endroit I'apparence de la
métempsycose. Je m’intéressais surtout a ce qui se cachait derriére le culte d’Ali qui
représentait la divinité sous forme humaine.

Dans certaines régions de I’'Empire ottoman, surtout dans les anciennes provinces balka-
niques ou le Bektachisme était Florissant, Ali pouvait avoir pris la place de Jésus. Transcrits
en caractéres arabes, une seule lettre différenciait les noms de (Isa) et (Ali)” The terms
gulat/giiluv are also not used by her pupil Ahmet Yasar Ocak, who nevertheless presents
an even wider spectrum of ‘heterodoxies’ in Ottoman religious history. See Ocak 1998.

36 Mazzaoui 1972, 3: “itna‘asari twelvers, isma‘ili seveners, and gulat extremist [. . .]
As for the extremist gulat, the fifteenth century was their hey-day: from Anatolia to
Mawara’annahr their folk Islamic views permeated every Sufi order and every popular
$11 movement. The revolt of Saib Badr ad Din in Anatolia, the Sarbadar state in Hurasan,
and the Musa‘sa‘ dynasty in lower Iraq are only a few examples.”

37 Al-Qadi 1976, cited also by Drefler 2002.

38 Halm 1978, 1981; Halm 1982. Most recently see the works of Mushegh Asatryan, who
again works on such early texts, esp. Asatryan 2016. Cf. also an unpublished paper by
Pabani, n.d.

39 Kohlberg 1982: “Among extremist Shi‘ites. One of the basic differences between Emami
Shi‘ism and the various Shi‘ite branches known collectively as golat concerns the ques-
tion of the respective roles of “Ali (and the other Imams) on the one hand, and Moham-
mad on the other. Emami Shi‘ism shares with Sunni Islam the belief that Mohammad, as
seal of the prophets, was the last to have received revelation (wahy). Classical Emami
Shi‘ite doctrine holds that “Ali and the other Imams were the recipients of inspiration
(elham) and were thus mohaddatin (‘those addressed by angels’), but that they were
subordinate to Mohammad. In contrast, some of the golat believed that “Ali was equal or
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Maybe also triggered by the ‘Nusairi rule’ in Syria since the 1970s, in
the 1980s two books appeared in the Arabic world (Iraq and Egypt) dealing
with Guliw, Galiyya, and Gulat* A final peak in the usage of “Ghulat”
occurred with the publication of the popular book Extremist Shiites: The
Ghulat Sects in 1987/1988 by Matti Moosa (1924-2014), a Syrian Orthodox
Iraqi and US-based historian of religion, which in turn found its way into
several encyclopaedia articles as a reference work.” Moosa approaches the
“Shabak, Bektashis, Safawis, Kizilbash” and then focusses on the ‘classical
ghulat’, Ahl-i Haqq and Nusairis. However, for him most of Shiism seems to
figure as “ghulat” as he, although not being a Muslim, takes the standpoint
of Sunni Islam vis-a-vis the history of inner-Islamic diversity. One finds a
recent culmination of the identification of “Ghulat” with modern Kizilbas
(Alevi) Islam (in its Safawi-Iranian form), in the work of Kathryn Babayan.
Starting with her dissertation of 1993, which uses the work of Mazzaoui

even superior to Mohammad, while others went so far as to claim that ‘Ali was the locus
of the divine. [. . .] The influence of golat attitudes can be traced to modern times. The
leader of the 7th/13th-century Baba’i movement, Baba Eshag, allied himself to extremist
forms of Shi‘ism prevalent in Irano-Turkish popular circles. The above-mentioned ‘Ali
b. Mohammad b. Falah believed in “Ali’s divinity and claimed that the spirit of ‘Ali had
been infused into his own body. Similar views are found in the unexpurgated version
of the Divan of Shah Esma‘il I. Shaikh Ahmad Ahsa’i (d. 1241/1826), founder of the
Saykiya movement, is said to have seen in “Ali an incarnation of the divine and to have
maintained that God had delegated the power of creation to ‘Ali and the other Imams.
And members of the Persian Ahl-e Haqq sect, though they do not accord “Ali a central
position in their doctrine, nevertheless believe that it was in his person that the second
of seven successive manifestations of the divinity was made”

40 Samarra’i 1988 [first publ., possibly as a thesis, already in 1982?], and Zugbi 1409.

41 Moosa (1987) 1988.

42 Babayan 1993. See especially the following parts from Babayan 1994 dealing with
guluw/galin/gulat:
Babayan 1994, 136, Fn 3: “Ghuluww (n.) is derived from the Arabic root ‘gh-1-w’, literally,
‘to exceed the proper boundary’ Hence, it would be more appropriate to render ghali (pl.
ghulat) as ‘exaggerator’ than ‘extremist’ The use of the term is problematic. Ghuluww has
been attributed pejoratively to individuals with extreme or unorthodox views on the nature
of intercessors between man and God. For the Shi‘a it is the apotheosis of the Imams, the
immaculate descendants of Muhammad through his daughter Fatima. For the Sunnis it is
the elevation of a saintly man (wali), a dervish, or a shaykh to a God- head. The term has
also been applied rather loosely in different historical contexts to a variety of dissenters.
My use of the term is an effort to make it more specific for the historian of Islamdom. Martin
Dickson emphasized both the continuity of ghulat movements throughout Islamic history
and their distinct nature, which was nurtured by religious systems—Christian heresies such
as gnosticism, Zoroastrian heresies such as Mazdakism, Manichaeism, and Zurvanism, in
addition to mainstream Zoroastrianism—that were alive in Sasanian Iran before the advent
of Islam.” Cf. also the work of Babayan’s teacher, which she refers to: Dickson (1958) 2003.
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and Mélikoff (though not of Moosa), and a subsequent article (1994),” her
interpretation of Islamicate ‘heterodoxies’ culminates in a nationalistic

Iranian interpretation of a hidden, but continuous Gulat-Islamic strand that
is allegedly fed by everlasting Iranian religious concepts,* as presented in
her 2002 monograph Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes
of Early Modern Iran.*®

43
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45

Babayan 1994, 136, fn 5, on the topic of Ciineyd (Safawi) as gali (Ciineyd as God, his
son Hayder as son of God): “See, for example, Fazlullah b. Ruzbihan Khunji’s [-1521]
description of Sultan Junayd and Haydar in his Tarikh-i ‘alam-ara-yi Amini, ed.
John Woods (London: Royal Asiatic Society, forthcoming), 259-309 (ff. 132a-158a).
Babayan 1994, 144: “Karaki issued a fatwa (injunction) allowing the cursing of Abu
Muslim, the God-like hero of the Qizilbash, and wrote one of the earliest polemics against
the Sufiesque ghulat” (See also Yusofi 1983: “Abii Moslem ‘Abd-al-Rahman b. Moslem
Korasani, prominent leader in the “Abbasid cause. He was born either at Marv or in the
vicinity of Isfahan ca. 100-01/718-19 or 105-09/723-27. [. . .] [died] (24 Sa‘ban 137/13
February 755).” His Shii or Sunni identity is not clear.) with Fn 27: “Shaykh “Ali Karaki,
Mata’in al-mujrimiyya fi radd al-sifiyya, probably written in 1526; Karaki’s fatwa is pre-
served by his student, Muhammad b. Ishaq b. Muhammad Hamavi, in his work written
in 938/1531 and entitled Anis al-mu’minin (ed. Mir Hashim Muhaddith [Tehran, 1363
Sh./1984])”

Babayan 1994, 146: “The Abu Muslimnama, a product of the cultures of Anatolia and Iran,
was a medium through which ‘Alid ghuluww was preserved in oral tradition by way of
storytelling. In the imperial phase these stories were strong reminders of the spirit of
Qizilbash Islam and of the Safavids’ former identification with Abu Muslim. Once the
Imamite Shi‘i identity of the Safavid domains had been adopted, Shah Isma‘il’s geneal-
ogy was altered (1508)—hence the new rendition of the Safvat al-safa, officially revised
under Isma‘il’s successor, Shah Tahmasb (1524-76). Shah Isma‘il’s choice of an ‘orthodox’
Husayni/Musavi lineage allowed him to maintain the ‘Alid loyalties associated with Abu
Muslim’s cause. It permitted him as well to separate himself, at least genealogically, from
the ghulat. The newly concocted Safavid ancestral tree revealed no trace of Abu Muslim
or of Muhammad b. Hanafiyya; instead, the Musavi link was emphasized.”

Babayan 2002, XXV: “Ghuluww symbolizes one worldview against which Islam came to
define itself, as well as one among many interpretations and adaptations of Islam. [. . .]
it played a pivotal role from its genesis all the way to the early modern period, partic-
ularly within the Alid idiom in the lands of Anatolia, Iraq, and Iran. Ghuluww should
be understood in relation to Abrahamic monotheisms, particularly the monotheism of
Muhammad as interpreted from the Qur’an”

Babayan 2002. See also Amanat 2007: “The Safavid revolution successfully fused the
extremist (§olow) tendency of the Qezelbas military confederacy—itself charged with
anthropomorphic aspirations of the Ahl-e Haqq (q.v.) pastoral religion of northwestern
Iran—with the Shari‘a-oriented Twelver Shi‘ism of Iran proper and the adjacent Arab
lands”
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Conclusion

This reconstruction of the genealogy of the terms ‘gulat’/ ‘gulaw’ etc. sheds
light on the construction of identities of ‘heterodox’ groups, against the
backdrop of modern nation-states, by means of medieval terminology and
typology. Modern groups now re-classified as ‘gulat’ are not genealogically
related to medieval ‘heretics. They might include the descendants of these,
but it was applied constantly to groups or individuals dissenting from hege-
monical forms of ‘mainstream’ Islam (which formed parallel to that pro-
cess). In fact, they can be conceptualised as the remains of a widespread
late-medieval ‘latitudinarian’ strand of an ‘ahlalbaitism’ (reverence of the
‘house/family of the prophet Muhammad’)* or ‘Ali-veneration, not neces-
sarily in a specifically Shiite context. During the at times forceful introduc-
tion of hegemonic forms of ‘orthodox’ Islam by the Ottoman (Sunni) and
Safawid (Twelver Shiite) empires and their successor states, these groups
either adapted to a standardised form of Shiism or became first persecuted,
and then marginalised ‘sectarian’ groups in Anatolia, the Levant, Mesopo-
tamia, and Iran. Until the twentieth century, most of them have remained
in rural areas and were detached from the mainstream Muslim literate tra-
ditions, and therefore from mainstream $ari‘a and figh, both Sunni and Shii.
As we can see in very recent studies on the Ahl-i Haqq, people from these
traditions are only now beginning to reflect on the notions of guliw as an
Orientalist concept and beginning to criticise this categorisation.”

46  Ahl al-bait; ‘people of the house’, i.e. the family of the prophet Muhammad and his off-
spring; usually his daughter Fatima, her husband and his cousin ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, and
their sons al-Hasan and al-Husain, but also including the Imams (recognised by the
respective Shia groups), usually the progeny of al-Husain. In the widest sense, all off-
spring of these are sometimes considered as ahl al-bait, too. Ahlalbaitism is a neologism
denoting the general reverence for the ahl al-bait, not necessarily in a Shiite, but also in
a ‘Sunni’ (or meta-confessional) context.

47 Asheghali 2015, [without page number]: “Abstract: This thesis explores the impact of
certain terms, categories and approaches, such as orthodox, heterodox, ghulat (Shi’i
extremists), and syncretism, on the field of Islamic Studies and maintains that these clas-
sifications result in normative and exclusive understandings of Islam that greatly limit
the scope of academic inquiry. Specifically, this study examines the work of the Kurdish
mystic and philosopher, Nur ‘Ali Elahi (Ostad Elahi) [1895-1974] and aims to demon-
strate that Ostad Elahi’s text Ma’refat ol-Ruh (Knowing the Spirit), an elucidation of the
Ahl-e Haqq belief in sayr-e takamol, has been largely ignored in the field of Islamic Stud-
ies as a result of the existing parameters. The study makes the case that Ma’refat ol-Ruh is
a text that is simultaneously Muslim and Ahl-e Haqq and should be examined by scholars
of Islamic Studies as a work on Islamic eschatology.”
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Asheghali 2015, 16: “In the Shi’i milieu, accusations of pantheism, belief in incarnation
and metempsychosis, and antinomianism are reserved for a category of people called
the ghulat. In his survey text titled, Shi’ism [2nd ed, trans. Janet Watson and Marian Hill
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 154], Heinz Halm writes, ‘Since its incep-
tion the Shi’a has included a trend which, although basing itself on the Imams, has been
judged as heretical and attacked as ‘exaggeration’ or ‘extremism’ (ghuliw) by the ortho-
dox Imamiyya [Shi’a]. In particular, the “extremists” are said to have committed three
acts of heresy: the claim that God takes up his abode in the bodies of the Imams (hulul),
the belief in metempsychosis (tanasukh), and the spiritual interpretation of Islamic law
which thereby loses its obligatoriness and no longer needs to be followed literally—that
is to say, open antinomianism (ibaha).”

Asheghali 2015, 17: “Halm’s use of the language of orthodoxy is interesting here. It is
rarely used, here or elsewhere, intentional or unintentional, unless it is to the detri-
ment of the group that falls outside the proposed orthodox bounds. Rather than resort
to the term heterodox, Halm uses the far more derogatory and openly dismissive cate-
gory of ghulat. On this subject, in his Doctrines of Shi’i Islam, Ayatollah Ja’far Sobhani
writes the following: The word ghulaiw in the Arabic language means going beyond the
limit. . .After the death of the Prophet, certain groups likewise went beyond the bounds
of truth in respect of the Prophet and some of the members of the ahl al-bayt, ascribing
to them degrees of eminence that are the preserve of God alone. Thus they were given
the name ghali or ghaliyan [in Persian], as they had exceeded the bounds of the truth . ..
Their outward profession of Islam is thus valueless, and the religious authorities regard
them as disbelievers. The last portion of Ayatollah Sobhani’s words is the most critical to
this study and the most demonstrative of why the category of ghulat is not appropriate
for academic use. According to this, the word kafir (disbeliever) could easily be used in
lieu of ghali. Is it even imaginable for an academic to have a section in a study on Islam
dedicated to the kafiran? The problem is that the category of ghulat is very comfortably
utilized in academic scholarship relating to Islam and particularly Shi’ism. No group that
falls within that category, whether they fully identify as Muslim or not, would refer to
themselves as ghulat. It is not a term that any group identifies itself with and yet its aca-
demic use continues. Furthermore, when a category is used that immediately identifies
a group as far beyond the ‘orthodox’ pale, it gives license to scholars to be very care-
less and unfortunately rather sloppy in the little attention that they give said group and
their beliefs” (With a footnote referring to: Ayatollah Ja’far Sobhani. 2003. Doctrines of
Shi'‘i Islam: A Compendium of Imami Beliefs and Practices. Translated and edited by Reza
Shah-Kazemi. Qom: Imam Sadeq Institute, 175-176).
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