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The Formation and Consolidation of the Link between Mahdism
and the Return (al-Raj‘a) in Imami Discourse:
A Historical-Hadith Study

Zeynab Aghagholizadeh'
Seyyed Mohammad Hadi Gerami®
Hassan Naghizadeh’

Abstract: The doctrines of Mahdism (al-mahdawiyya) and the Return (al-raj ‘a) are foundational
and intertwined components of Imami Shi‘i thought. However, the historical formation and evolution
of the connection between them remain a complex subject requiring detailed investigation. Adopting
the approach of conceptual history and analyzing hadith, exegetical, theological, and heresiographical
sources, this study traces the trajectory of the link’s formation and consolidation from the first to the
fifth Islamic centuries. The findings demonstrate that this connection developed gradually through
three distinct phases. In the formative stage (1st-2nd centuries AH), the earliest practical paradigm
linking a leader’s Mahdism with his Return (raj ‘a) emerged amid leadership crises, shaped by sects
such as the Kaysaniyya and the Wagifiyya. During the expansive stage (late 2nd—early 3rd centuries
AH), alongside the crystallization of the identity of the Qa’im of the Family of Muhammad, the
concept of raj ‘a evolved into a framework for articulating the worldview of the Mahdr'’s dominion. It
came to encompass the return of both believers and disbelievers—a development promoted by ghulat
(extremist) and Wagqifi movements, as indicated by textual evidence. Finally, in the consolidation
stage (4th-5th centuries AH), theologians of the Baghdad School systematized this doctrine through
rational and transmitted arguments, thereby establishing the link between the appearance of the Qa’im
(‘aj) and the occurrence of rgj ‘a as a core tenet of Imami belief. By outlining this complete trajectory,
the study offers a new understanding of how early, fluid ideas were transformed into a structured
theological doctrine.

Keywords: Mahdism, Raj‘a (Return), Ghayba (Occultation), Conceptual History, Ghulat
(Extremists), Kaysaniyya, Theology, Heresiography.
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