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Patricia Crone’s Claim Regarding Shi‘i Gnosticism and Its

Analysis and Critique
Abstract

Many Orientalists have put forward various theories concerning the Shi‘i school of
thought and its characteristics. One of those who has a distinctive perspective in this
regard is Patricia Crone. Her views are significant because she challenges the Shi‘i
school-on the grounds of'its belief'in the existence of infallible Imams (peace be upon
them) after the Noble Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him and his family) and
the necessity of following them to attain salvation-and considers it, from its incep-
tion to the contemporary era, a clear and concrete manifestation of Gnostic thought
and a promoter of it. From her perspective, Shi‘is, like the Gnostics, felt alienated from
their surrounding environment and therefore relied on a sacred lineage which, in Shi‘i

thought, were the bearers of a “transcendent, salvific knowledge.”

The present study, organized through a descriptive-analytical method, presents
and critiques Crone’s views and demonstrates that the Shi‘i school has never been
a disseminator or manifestation of Gnostic thought; rather, it differs from it funda-
mentally and even stands in opposition to it. This is because Gnostic thought posits
partners for God and accepts the existence of multiple divine principles in the cre-
ation of the world, whereas the Shi‘i school emphasizes the oneness of God in all
respects and regards the Imams and divine saints merely as intermediaries of grace
and blessings between God and His servants. Thus, the most fundamental contrasts
between the two can be identified as: “monotheism versus dualism,” “a positive
view of the world versus a negative view,” and “commitment to the Sharia versus

indifference toward it.”

Keywords: “Patricia Crone,” “Shi‘a,” “Gnosticism,” “Gnostic thought,” “Mono-

theism.”
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