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The Fatimid Caliphate, founded in the late 3rd century AH in the Islamic
Maghreb and relocated to Egypt in the mid-4th century AH, emerged as a
prominent politico-religious power in the Islamic world. Among its various
periods, the reign of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (375-411 AH) stands out as
one of the most controversial phases, playing a pivotal role in the structural
transformations and delegitimization of the Fatimid Caliphate. This study
aims to critically analyze the religious, social, and political dimensions of
al-Hakim’s caliphate and to assess the consequences of his policies on the
Isma‘1li authority structure. Using a descriptive—analytical approach and
drawing upon primary historical sources as well as contemporary research,
the study seeks to reconstruct and evaluate the developments during al-
Hakim’s rule. The findings reveal that his reign was marked by significant
ideological and political fluctuations. Initially characterized by religious
tolerance and support for knowledge, his policies gradually shifted toward
social restrictions, doctrinal rigidity, and tolerance toward extremist
movements such as the Druze movement. These discursive shifts weakened
the strategic coherence of the caliphate and eroded the symbolic capital of
the Imam—Caliph, paving the way for ideological fragmentation and
political crises. The study concludes that the caliphate of al-Hakim bi-Amr
Allah represents a striking example of the tension between charismatic
authority and institutional stability in medieval Shi‘1 caliphates. Analyzing
this period contributes to a deeper understanding of the mechanisms of
legitimacy, divergence, and religious authority within caliphal structures.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The Fatimid Caliphate represents one of the most significant examples of a religio-political
state in the medieval Islamic world. It emerged on the basis of the Isma‘ili da‘wa, the doctrine
of the Imamate, and the claim to an alternative legitimacy in opposition to the Abbasid
Caliphate. Within this historical context, the reign of al Hakim bi Amr Allah (386411 AH /
996-1021 CE) occupies a distinctive yet controversial position in political, religious, and
intellectual history. During this period, alongside the continuation of certain scholarly and
institutional policies of the Fatimids, a series of contradictory and at times stringent decisions
in religious and social spheres were implemented. These policies had profound consequences
for the legitimacy of the Fatimid caliphate, the social cohesion of Egyptian society, and the
internal structure of the Isma‘ili da‘wa. Therefore, examining this period is essential for
understanding the relationship between religious thought and political authority in Islamic
history.

The main objective of this study is to provide a critical analysis of the relationship between the
religio-political policies of al Hakim bi Amr Allah and the transformations in the legitimacy of
the Fatimid caliphate. The article seeks to demonstrate how al Hakim’s policies toward Sunnis,
the dhimmi communities, religious institutions, and his fluctuating public conduct gradually
created a gap between the “ideal Imamate” in Isma‘ili thought and the “lived Imamate” in the
historical experience of the caliphate. The central research question is: What impact did the
religio-political policies and approaches of al Hakim have on the legitimacy, social cohesion,
and authority of the Fatimid caliphate? In addition, several subsidiary questions are addressed:
How did al Hakim’s religious policies toward Sunnis and dhimmis evolve, and what
consequences did these changes have for Egyptian society and the political relations of the
caliphate? What relationship existed between al Hakim’s political behavior and the emergence
of extremist movements, particularly the Druze movement? And how did Isma‘ili thinkers—
especially Hamid al Din al Kirmani—respond to this intellectual and political crisis? Although
numerous studies have examined Fatimid history and Isma‘ili thought, a comprehensive
analysis that simultaneously investigates the intersection of politics, theology, and the crisis of
legitimacy in this period remains limited.

Material & Methods

This research adopts a historical analytical approach based on a descriptive critical method. The
data are drawn from two main categories of sources. The first includes primary historical and
theological sources, such as the works of classical historians including al Maqrizi, Ibn al Athir,
Ibn Khaldain, Ibn Taghribirdi, Ibn Hajar al ‘Asqalani, Ibn Dugmagq, and Ibn ‘Idhari, as well as
Isma‘ili theological and philosophical writings, particularly the treatises of Hamid al Din al
Kirmani. The second category consists of modern scholarly studies in Persian, Arabic, and
Western languages that address Fatimid history, the Isma‘ili da‘wa, and the reign of al Hakim
bi Amr Allah. Data collection was conducted through library research, and the analysis was
carried out through comparison of historical accounts, evaluation of the reliability of sources,
and examination of textual contradictions.

In this study, a distinction is made between accounts produced by opponents of the Fatimids
and reports originating from within the Isma‘ili tradition in order to avoid a one-sided
representation of al Hakim’s reign. The theoretical framework of the research draws upon a
combination of Max Weber’s concept of charismatic legitimacy, Emile Durkheim’s theory of
social cohesion and normative disruption, and the analysis of religio-political authority within
the structure of a Shi‘i caliphate. This framework makes it possible to analyze al Hakim’s
caliphate not merely as a series of political events but as a complex process characterized by
fluctuating authority, crisis of legitimacy, and social tension.
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Results and discussion

The findings of this study indicate that the caliphate of al Hakim bi Amr Allah can be
understood on two interconnected levels of political and religious action. On the first level,
during the early years of his reign, al Hakim supported scholarly and cultural activities, most
notably through the establishment of the Dar al Hikma (House of Wisdom) in 395 AH (1005
CE). The Dar al Hikma functioned not only as a center for learning and manuscript production
but also as one of the principal institutions for reproducing Isma‘ili discourse and reinforcing
Fatimid legitimacy. In this intellectual environment, scholars such as Hamid al Din al Kirmani
played a significant role in the rational reconstruction of the doctrine of the Imamate and in
providing a theoretical defense of the authority of the Imam Caliph.

On the second level, from around 400 AH onward, al-Hakim’s policies underwent a noticeable
transformation. Restrictions imposed on certain Sunni rituals, pressure placed upon dhimmi
communities, the weakening of some non-Muslim religious institutions, and the issuance of
strict social and moral regulations reflected this shift in policy. Although some of these
measures may be interpreted as responses to political crises or concerns for maintaining public
order, overall, they contributed to declining social satisfaction, increasing sectarian tensions,
and the erosion of the symbolic capital of the caliphate. Within the pluralistic society of Egypt,
these developments weakened social solidarity and intensified religious divisions.

Another significant finding of this research is the relationship between al Hakim’s
unconventional and fluctuating behavior and the emergence and spread of the Druze movement.
In a context where the caliph’s discourse and political conduct were characterized by ambiguity
and inconsistency, figures such as Hamza b. ‘Ali and Nashtakin al Darazi exploited the situation
to advance extremist interpretations, developing doctrines concerning the manifestation or
divinity of al-Hakim. Although historical sources contain evidence that al-Hakim himself
rejected such forms of extremism and that thinkers like Hamid al Din al Kirmani strongly
opposed these ideas, the absence of a decisive and coherent stance by the central authority
contributed to the persistence of this doctrinal and institutional crisis.

From a theoretical perspective, this period reveals a significant gap between the “ideal
Imamate” articulated within the Isma‘ili intellectual tradition and the “lived Imamate”
experienced in the historical practice of the caliphate. The contradictory policies and
unpredictable decisions of al-Hakim weakened the foundations of the charismatic legitimacy
upon which the Fatimid caliphate relied. Consequently, the religio-political authority of the
Fatimids gradually experienced internal erosion. At the same time, policies of differentiation
and restriction disrupted rather than strengthened social cohesion.

Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that the caliphate of al-Hakim bi Amr Allah represents a
striking example of the tension between interpretive religious rationality, political authority,
and the crisis of legitimacy in medieval Islamic history. On the one hand, this period witnessed
the continuation of intellectual traditions, the establishment of cultural institutions, and
sustained efforts to reinforce the doctrine of the Imamate. On the other hand, strict policies,
fluctuating decision-making, and ambiguity in political conduct created conditions conducive
to intellectual and social crises. Therefore, al-Hakim cannot be adequately explained through
simplistic characterizations such as “mad,” “tyrannical,” or “reformist.” Rather, his reign must
be understood within the broader context of structural tensions within the Fatimid state,
sectarian competition, and internal challenges to legitimacy.

In conclusion, the reign of al-Hakim represents a turning point in Fatimid history, as it exposed
the widening gap between the sacred authority of the Imam and the political realities of
governance. This gap not only affected the social cohesion of Egyptian society but also
intensified sectarian fragmentation within the Isma‘ili da‘wa. From this perspective, studying
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this period contributes significantly to understanding the mechanisms of political legitimacy,
the relationship between religion and power, and the processes through which religious crises
emerge in Islamic history.
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