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The representation and sacralization of ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas in ‘Abbasid
historiography constituted part of the political and religious legitimation
strategy of the ‘Abbasid caliphs in their confrontation with the ‘Alids. The
central question of this article is how the ‘Abbasids, by distancing themselves
from the model of testamentary succession (wasaya) associated with Abu
Hashim ibn Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya, sought—through constructing
analogies between ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas and the Prophet—to consolidate the
genealogical and epistemic legitimacy of their caliphate via their own ancestry,
while simultaneously dissociating themselves from the ‘Alid roots of their
uprising. In this context, a set of narratives concerning his birth, his alleged
vision of Gabriel, the Prophet’s supplication granting him knowledge of
esoteric interpretation (ta’wil), his blindness in the final years of his life, and
even the manner in which his physical appearance was depicted, were
transformed into instruments for fashioning a quasi-prophetic image of him.
The research method is based on historical and narrative discourse analysis
employing Jan Assmann’s approach to cultural memory (Assmann, 2011). On
this basis, narratives found in ‘Abbasid-era texts are examined not as objective
reports but as mechanisms of collective memory aimed at reconstructing the
past and stabilizing the political identity of the ‘Abbasid family. The findings
indicate that the ‘Abbasids reconstructed ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas as a sacralized
model and intermediary between prophethood and caliphate—an archetype
through which, by sacralizing virtues, manipulating his age, and attributing
narrative miracles to him, he was portrayed as the spiritual and epistemic
forefather of the ‘Abbasid caliphs. These representations formed part of the
broader ‘Abbasid project of transforming history into a political and
legitimizing memory.

Keywords: Prophet; Early Islamic Historiography, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas;
‘Abbasid Legitimacy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study investigates the narrative construction of ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas as a quasi-prophetic
figure within ‘Abbasid historiography and argues that his sacralized portrayal formed a central component
of the broader political theology of ‘Abbasid legitimacy. In the formative period of their rule, the
‘Abbasids initially grounded their claim to authority in the doctrine of succession (wasaya) transmitted
through Abt Hashim ibn Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya, thereby positioning themselves within an Alid-
centered paradigm (Crone, 1389SH; Ansari, 1376SH; Lindstedt, 2017). However, amid escalating rivalry
with Alid claimants—most dramatically during the rebellion of Muhammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyya in 762
CE—the ‘Abbasids reformulated their genealogical and symbolic capital by shifting emphasis from Abi
Hashim to al-‘Abbas ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, the Prophet’s uncle, and by extension to his son ‘Abd Allah
ibn ‘Abbas (Tabar1, 1387AH; Elad, 2016; Baladhurt, 1417AH). This transition entailed the development
of what may be termed a theory of avuncular inheritance, whereby proximity to the Prophet through the
paternal uncle was reframed as a valid channel of political and spiritual transmission. Such a reframing
was reinforced by symbolic gestures—such as the public display of the Prophet’s mantle and staff by
‘Abbasid caliphs—which visually inscribed continuity between prophetic and caliphal authority (lbn
Kathtr, 1417AH; Al-Hibri, 2017). Within this matrix, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas emerged as a pivotal
intermediary: a Companion renowned for Qur’anic exegesis, yet repositioned in ‘Abbasid narratives as
more than a transmitter of knowledge—namely, as a sacralized ancestor whose persona bridged
prophethood and caliphate.

The first layer of sacralization appears in narratives of his birth and infancy. Reports that the
Prophet foretold his birth to his mother, Umm al-Fadl, and personally performed the tahnik ritual, rubbing
dates on the newborn’s palate, imbue his infancy with prophetic intimacy (Akhbar al-Dawla al-* Abbasiya,
1391AH; Baladhuri, 1417AH; Ibn Sa‘d, 1414AH). Such motifs parallel archetypal patterns identified in
comparative mythography, where the hero’s birth is prefigured by divine signs and ritual consecration
(Rank, 1403SH). In Islamic tradition, tahnik by the Prophet signals spiritual transmission; its selective
attribution to certain infants underscores symbolic preference, as illustrated by contrasting reports
regarding the Prophet’s refusal to perform the ritual for the son of Marwan (Ibn ‘Asakir, 1415AH).
Through these narrative devices, Ibn ‘Abbas is positioned within a sacred continuum from the moment of
birth, rendering his later scholarly prominence a fulfillment of divinely ordained potential. The
ritualization of infancy thus becomes an instrument of dynastic memory: by narratively embedding Ibn
‘Abbas in prophetic proximity, ‘Abbasid historiography retroactively authorizes the spiritual pedigree of
the ruling house.

A second and more striking layer involves the attribution to Ibn ‘Abbas of visionary and quasi-
prophetic experiences. Reports that he beheld the angel Gabriel—a privilege typically reserved for
prophets—constitute a profound elevation of status (Baladhuri, 1417AH; Ibn Sa‘d, 1414AH). In Imami
discourse, the category of muhaddath denotes one addressed by angels, a designation applied to certain
Imams (Madelung, 1402SH). By analogically attributing angelic encounter to Ibn ‘Abbas, ‘Abbasid
narratives effectively countered Shi‘i claims of exclusive charismatic transmission. Even more explicit is
the report that, had prophethood continued after Muhammad, Ibn ‘Abbas would have resembled the next
prophet (Ibn ‘Iraq, 2009). Though historically implausible, such a hadith operates discursively to position
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him at the threshold between nubuwwa and khilafa. This threshold status is reinforced by the celebrated
supplication, “O God, grant him understanding of religion and teach him interpretation (ta'wil),” which
casts Ibn ‘Abbas as bearer of esoteric insight (Baladhuri, 1417AH; Ibn Sa‘d, 1414AH). The intertextual
resonance of Qur’anic phrasing in these accounts has been noted as a deliberate strategy of sacral
alignment (Izadi & Sadeqi, 1400SH). By monopolizing ta’wil-—knowledge of inner meanings—he
becomes the epistemic ancestor of a dynasty claiming not merely bloodline but interpretive sovereignty.

The motif of blindness in his later life further exemplifies narrative reconfiguration. While
ostensibly a biographical fact, his blindness is reframed through multiple symbolic explanations: divine
testing, spiritual illumination, grief for ‘Alf and his sons, or consequences of visionary excess (Mas ‘1di,
1409AH; Sadusi, 1396AH). In Islamic hagiographic logic, physical impairment frequently signals inner
elevation; thus, blindness becomes metaphorical insight. The multiplicity of explanations indicates
flexible appropriation by diverse audiences, yet within ‘Abbasid memory it reinforces the paradox of
outward deprivation and inward charisma. Another tension concerns chronology: Ibn ‘Abbas was
approximately thirteen at the Prophet’s death, yet later sources inflate his age to legitimize extensive direct
transmission (Mas ‘Gid1, 1409AH; Dhahabi, 1409AH). Such chronological manipulation exemplifies what
may be termed narrative calibration—adjusting temporal data to sustain authority. The hierarchical model
attributed to him—appeal to the Qur’an, then Prophetic Sunna, then Abii Bakr and ‘Umar, and finally
personal reasoning—simultaneously situates him within Sunni orthodoxy while bypassing contentious
figures such as ‘Uthman and ‘Ali (Ibn Sa‘'d, 1414AH; Berg, 2011). Through these recalibrations, his
biography becomes a scaffold for doctrinal positioning.

Finally, the visual and titular construction of Ibn ‘Abbas consolidates his symbolic centrality.
Reports that he emulated the Prophet’s dress and demeanor transpose prophetic embodiment onto his
physical presence (Ibn Sa‘d, 1414AH). The epithet Abu al-Khulafa’ (“Father of the Caliphs”) explicitly
inscribes him as progenitor of legitimate rule (lbn Tiqtaqa, 1418AH; Dhahabi, 1409AH). Prophetic
predictions foretelling the rise of al-Saffah, al-Manstr, and al-Mahdi from his lineage further naturalize
‘Abbasid sovereignty as divinely scripted (Akhbar al-Dawla al-*Abbasiya, 1391 AH; Baladhuri, 1417AH).
Parallels with biblical covenantal promises—where kingship is guaranteed to Abrahamic or Davidic
descendants—suggest the adaptation of broader Near Eastern tropes of dynastic destiny (Elad, 2016).
Through such narrative layering, Ibn ‘Abbas is transformed into a transhistorical conduit: at once
Companion, exegete, visionary, and patriarch. The cumulative effect is the conversion of biography into
political theology, whereby history itself becomes a vehicle of sacral legitimation and Ibn ‘Abbas stands
as the living bridge between revelation and rule.
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