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ABU SAHL NAWBAKTI

ABU SAHL ESMA'IL B. ‘ALI B. ESHAQ B. ABI SAHL NAWBAKT]I, also called
EBN NAWBAKT (b. 237/851-52 in Baghdad, d. 311/924), a prominent member of
the Nawbakti family and noted Imamite leader and scholar. Nothing is known
about his father or about his own upbringing and early career. His
philosophical interests brought him into contact with the Sabian philosopher,
logician, and mathematician, Tabet b. Qorra (d. 288/834); he published his
debates with him as Majales Tabet b. Qorra. The Mu'‘tazilite theologian Abu’l-
Hosayn Salehi participated in disputations in his house (Hakem al-Jo$ami, Sarh
oyun al-masa’el 1, ms. Leiden Or. 2584a, fol. 101a). Abu Sahl patronized the
Shi‘ite poet Ebn al-Rami (d. 283/896), who eulogized the Bant Nawbakt. The
poet’s avidity and greed seem to have ruffled their friendly ties at times;
according to Masad1 (Moruj VIII, p. 233), there were anecdotes about this
aspect of their relationship. His relations with the poet Bohtori, who also
panegyrized the Bant Nawbakt, do not appear to have been as close. A poem
in Bohtor?’s Divan (ed. H. K. al-Sayrafi, Cairo, 1973-74, pp. 1838-41), in which he
had been thought to eulogize Abu Sahl, is definitely addressed to the latter’s
uncle, Eshaq b. Esma‘l b. Abi Sahl; and Bohtorl expressed himself negatively
about the quality of Abu Sahl’s poetry (Agant' XVIII, p. 170). During much of
his life he seems to have held high secretarial positions. It is likely that he is
the Abu Sahl who lampooned the secretary Ahmad b. Mohammad b. Tawaba
(d. 277/890-91) in a poem addressed to ‘Obaydallah b. Solayman, then chief
secretary to Mowaffaq, the powerful brother of the caliph Mo‘tamed (Yaqut,
Odaba’ 11, p. 44). There may have been more to his hostility toward Ebn
Tawaba than professional rivalry; after the death of Imam Hasan al-‘Askarl in
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260/874, Ebn Tawaba’s son Mohammad, a Shi‘ite like Abu Sahl, seems to have
furthered the pretensions of Hasan’s brother Ja'far to the imamite, while Aba
Sahl supported the belief in the existence of a son of the Imam entitled to the
succession. According to Marzobani (Mojam al-So‘ara’, ed. F. Krenkow, Cairo,
1354/1935, p. 461), Abu Sahl himself was denounced and imprisoned under the
vizierate of ‘Obaydallah b. Solayman’s son Qasem (288-91/901-04), no doubt in
connection with the vizier’s efforts to purge the government of Shi‘ite officials.
His influence thereafter rose under the vizierate of the Shi‘ite Banu’l-Forat. He
was now generally recognized as the leader of the Imamite community in
Baghdad. Supporting the regular line of safirs of the hidden Twelfth Imam, he
became involved in the opposition to the Sufi Hallaj in his claim to represent
the Imam. After his arrival in Baghdad, Hallaj is reported to have addressed
letters to him trying to gain his support, but Abt Sahl silenced him by
ridiculing his alleged miraculous powers. Another incident in which Abta Sahl
is reported to have uncovered the speciousness of the miracles of Hallaj
evidently took place in or near Ahvaz. This encounter has been dated by L.
Massignon ca. 280/893 and by ‘A. Egbal between 298/910 and 301/913. That
Abu Sahl stayed for some time in Ahvaz is confirmed by the fact that he
debated there with the Mu'tazilite theologian Abu ‘All Jobba' (d. 303/916). The
reports on his dealings with Hallaj were widely publicized, evidently with the
aim of discrediting the latter. According to Ebn al-Nadim, Abt Sahl in a similar
manner disgraced the extremist Shi‘ite Salmagani (d. 322/944), but this account
seems to be based on a confusion with Hallaj. It has been assumed that Aba
Sahl actively furthered the trial and condemnation of Hallaj in 308-09/921-22
under the anti-Shi‘ite vizier, Hamed b. al-‘Abbas. This is not unlikely, though
there is no positive information about his role in the sources. After the fall of
Hamed, the vizier Ebn al-Forat sent Aba Sahl and another official to Waset in
Rab1' II, 311/August, 923 to confiscate Hamed’s illegal property. Abu Sahl, in
contrast to his colleague, is reported to have treated the disgraced vizier most
leniently, perhaps, as has been suggested, because they had cooperated in the
persecution of Hallaj. Half a year later, in Sawwal, 311/January-February, 924,
Abu Sahl died. His grave is said to be in the sanctuary of Kazemayn in
Baghdad.

As a scholar and author, Abu Sahl, supported by his nephew (sister’s son)
Hasan b. Misa and his brother Aba Ja‘far Mohammad, was the founder of the
doctrinal school of the Bant Nawbakt within the Emamiya. Since none of the
doctrinal works of Abu Sahl and his school are extant, his views are known
only summarily from the titles of his books and statements of later authors.
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Abu Sahl supported Mu'tazilite doctrine concerning the attributes and justice
of God, denying the beatific vision of God and upholding human free will. On
the other hand, he held, against the common Mu'tazilite view, that the reality
of man consists in an unspatial, live soul governing the dead body. In
agreement with general Imamite doctrine, he rejected the Mu'tazilite thesis of
the unconditional punishment (wad) of the unrepentant sinner, affirming the
effective intercession of the Prophet and the Imams for the sinners among
their followers. He generally upheld the Imamite doctrine about the imamate
and participated in the early formulation of the doctrine concerning the
occultation (gayba) of the Twelfth Imam. Ebn al-Nadim’s statement that he
held that the Twelfth Imam had died in occultation and had been succeeded
by his son does not appear reliable. It is likely, however, that he did not
definitely affirm that the Twelfth Imam was both the last Imam and the
Mahd]i, leaving open the possibility that the imamate would continue after
him. A fragment of his Ketab al-tanbth about the imamate and the occultation
is quoted by Ebn Babuya in his Kamal al-din (ed. ‘A. A. al-Gaffari, Tehran, 1395
S./1975, pp. 88-94). A report about his seeing the later Twelfth Imam as a child
in the presence of his father, quoted by Shaikh Tusi (al-Gayba, Najaf,
1385/1965, pp. 164f.), may be taken from his Ketab al-anwar fi tawarik al-
aemma. Abu Sahl wrote refutations of several works by the arch-heretic Ebn
Rawandi. In legal methodology he supported the common Imamite position of
his time, rejecting individual reasoning (ejtehad) and analogy (qias), and
composing a refutation of the Resala of Safel. He appears occasionally as a
transmitter of reports about the poets Abt Nowas and Bohtorl.
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