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ABSTRACT

The Zaydi sect has witnessed the emergence of various
intellectual and political movements throughout its history. The
interactions and confrontations among these movements—
particularly between the Mukhtari‘ah and the Mutrafiyyah—
played a decisive role in shaping the intellectual and historical
developments of Yemeni Zaydism.The Mutrafiyyah was a
theological-political movement within Yemeni Zaydism during
the 5th and 6th centuries AH, known for its extreme rationalist
tendencies and certain views that contradicted fundamental
Zaydi principles. In contrast, the Mukhtari‘ah was the term
applied to Zaydi scholars who defended tradition and opposed
intellectual deviations. The aim of this study is to examine the
methods and measures adopted by the leaders of Yemeni
Zaydism in confronting the Mutrafiyyah movement. The main
question of the research is: what approaches and strategies did
the Zaydi Imams of Yemen employ to counter the Mutrafiyyah,
and what effects and consequences did this confrontation have
on the movement? The data for this study were collected
through library and documentary research, utilizing classical
theological and historical Zaydi sources as well as modern
scholarly studies. The findings indicate that the Mutrafiyyah’s
two-century effort to propagate its ideas in Yemen was met with
firm resistance from the Zaydi Imams. Ultimately, the leading
figures of the Mukhtari‘ah, through various cultural and
political means, succeeded in suppressing and eliminating this
deviant movement. This confrontation reflects the intellectual
dynamism and evolution of Yemeni Zaydism, as well as its
leaders’ steadfast commitment to the principles and teachings of
the sect.

Introduction

Throughout the history of Zaydism in Yemen, the interaction
between competing intellectual and political currents has
profoundly shaped the sect's evolution. Among these currents,
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the confrontation between the Mukhtari‘ah and the Mutrafiyyah
represents a decisive episode that combined theological debate
with socio-political struggle. The Mutrafiyyah, associated with
Mutraf ibn Shihab al-Mahttr1 (d. ca. 480 AH/1087 CE) and
centered in Sa‘da and northern Yemen, advanced an extreme
rationalist approach and offered novel readings of core Zaydi
doctrines—notably concerning divine attributes, prophethood,
the imamate, and eschatology. Their stress on the autonomy of
reason in discerning religious truth raised serious concerns
among traditionalists who feared doctrinal fragmentation.
Material & Methods

In contrast, the Mukhtari‘ah came to denote a coalition of Zaydi
imams and scholars committed to defending doctrinal
orthodoxy. Although the label was often used polemically, the
group insisted on fidelity to classical texts and the authoritative
works of earlier scholars, viewing theological innovation as a
direct threat to both religious identity and political stability. This
confrontation unfolded within a broader backdrop of political
instability, tribal rivalries, and the relative autonomy of
scholarly networks in medieval Yemen — conditions that
simultaneously enabled the spread of innovative ideas and
provoked strong institutional responses. Methodologically, this
study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach grounded in
extensive library and documentary research, drawing on
classical Zaydi theological and historical sources and on
contemporary scholarly literature.

Discussion of Results & Finding

These combined cultural and coercive tactics reveal a strategic
balance between persuasive intellectual engagement and hard
political power. The Mukhtari‘ah's success in ultimately
suppressing the Mutrafiyyah underscores the importance of
institutional capacity, networked scholarly authority, and the
willingness to deploy state resources when doctrinal challenges
were perceived as existential threats. At the same time, the
episode highlights ethical and legal tensions surrounding the use
of coercion in enforcing orthodoxy, which warrant critical
examination in light of both medieval precedents and
contemporary scholarly debates. The research demonstrates that
the Mukhtari‘ah deployed a multi-pronged strategy combining
cultural, educational, doctrinal, legal, and political measures to
neutralize the Mutrafiyyah. Concretely, their cultural and social
measures included: organizing scholarly debates, authoring
refutations and polemical tracts, establishing schools and
educational centers, regular teaching and public preaching in

Journal of Historical Researches of Iran and Islam, 2025; Vol 19(No 36): page: 60-84.



Analysis of the Cultural and Political Confrontation between the Mukhtari ‘ah and the Mutrafiyyah in Yemen| Sazandegi 62

scholarly assemblies and popular gatherings, training
committed students, and drawing on the support and expertise
of Zaydi scholars from Iran to reinforce intellectual foundations.
These initiatives aimed both to propagate orthodox doctrine and
to marginalize the Mutrafiyyah socially and intellectually.
At the political and military level, the Mukhtari‘ah and allied
imams employed more coercive instruments: forming
authoritative administrations to mobilize forces and exercise
political control, enacting strict laws and restrictive regulations
to curb Mutrafiyyah activities, and imposing economic, social,
and cultural sanctions to isolate and weaken their influence.
Additionally, they resorted to direct military confrontation to
secure decisive victories and consolidate political authority;
pursued, arrested, or exiled leaders and followers to dismantle
organizational structures; besieged Mutrafiyyah-held areas and
deported populations when necessary. Some punitive
practices—reported in the sources—also included the
confiscation or destruction of Mutrafiyyah religious, cultural,
and educational sites, and other coercive measures aimed at
undermining group cohesion and identity.

Conclusion

The confrontation between the Mukhtari‘ah and the
Mutrafiyyah offers a revealing case-study of how intellectual
traditions and political structures interact in moments of
doctrinal crisis. By combining educational outreach with
political instruments, Zaydi leaders were able to restore
doctrinal cohesion and ensure institutional continuity. This
study contributes to broader understandings of medieval Islamic
governance, the dynamics of religious reform and resistance,
and the mechanisms through which communities negotiate
innovation, authority, and identity.
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