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Abstract

Shi‘ite Higher Learning and the Role of the Madrasa-yi Sultant
in Late Safavid Iran

Maryam Moazzen
PhD Thesis 2011
Department of Near and Middle Eastern Civilizations
University of Toronto

This dissertation explores the ways in which religious knowledge was produced and transmitted
in Safavid madrasas, particularly in Isfahan, during the later Safavid period—from the reign of
Shah Abbas II (1642—66) to the end of Shah Sultan Husayn’s reign (1694—1722). It argues that
Safavid madrasas functioned as multifaceted cultural centres that disseminated religious
knowledge, preserved the Shi‘ite intellectual heritage, and played an important role in
reconstructing, re-articulating, and contextualizing or contemporizing the past. Safavid
madrasas, which were established thanks largely to the largesse and piety of the Safavid shahs,
very often acted on behalf of the established political power. However, due to the flexible,
inclusive, and personal character of Islamic pedagogy, Shi‘ite learning, like that of the wider
Muslim community, could occur in a wide variety of places, from the houses of scholars to any
mosque or shrine.

After surveying Shi‘ite scholarship and its institutions from the early decades of Islamic
history until the mid-seventeenth century, this study contextualizes the Madrasa-yi Sultani, or
Royal Madrasa, of late Safavid Isfahan within its political, social, and religious setting. This
particular madrasa exemplifies the ways in which religious knowledge was transmitted in early

modern Iran. By analyzing the deeds of endowment (wagfiyyas) of the Madrasa-yi Sultant and
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other madrasa-mosque institutions built by Shah Sultan Husayn and members of the Safavid
elite, this study sheds light on the organizing mechanisms and structures for such educational
and charitable foundations. Based on the large number of extant ijazas that were issued by
Safavid scholars, and other primary sources, including wagfiyyas and autobiographies, this
study reconstructs the curriculum of the Safavid madrasa and describes the pedagogical
methods that Safavid scholars employed to transmit religious knowledge to their students. It
also discusses the major problems facing Shi‘ite higher learning by examining the critiques of
such scholars as Mulla Sadra (d. 1635 or 1640), the Safavid philosopher, Muhsin-i Fayd
Kashani (d. 1679), a renowned traditionalist, and Muhammad Baqir Khurasani, known as
Muhaqqiq-i Sabzawari (d. 1679), the Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan and a prominent mujtahid.
Finally it examines the life and career of Sayyid Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi (d. 1715),
the first Safavid mulla-bashi (head of religious scholars) and the first rector and professor of

the Madrasa-yi Sultani.
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Introduction

The period of the rule of the Safavid dynasty (1501-1722) is one of the most important epochs
in the religio-political history of Iran as well as in the history of Shi‘ite higher learning. It was
during the Safavid period that Twelver Shi‘ism gradually emerged from being a minority sect
into Iran’s official religion.’ This transformation was facilitated by the evolution of Shi‘ite
pedagogical practices. Not only did Twelver Shi‘ite religious scholars have the opportunity to
spread their knowledge on a wider public scale, but during Safavid rule Shi‘ite literature also
grew remarkably. Thousands of treatises were written both in Arabic and in Persian on legal,
philosophical, and theological subjects, and many compendia on various scholarly subjects
were produced. This literary corpus helped establish and sustain systems of religious authority
that persist in Iran to this day.

The Safavid dynastic era has stirred great interest among scholars, especially in the past
four decades during which a large number of studies have been published. This extensive body
of literature examines Safavid society, history, culture, and the socio-political roles played by
Safavid ‘ulama (religious scholars).? Scholars interested in Shi‘ite intellectual history in general
and Safavid intellectual history in particular tend to concentrate on the socio-political functions
of religious scholars and their doctrinal positions. This may be due to the role that the Shi‘ite
‘ulama have played and still play in socio-political events such as the 1979 Islamic Revolution
in Iran that had an enormous impact on the politics of neighbouring countries such as Lebanon
and Iraq. Little attention has been paid, however, to the institutions of higher learning, that is,
the madrasas, where Shi‘ite doctrinal training was developed. Questions about what happened

in madrasas, and in particular, the ways in which religious knowledge was produced and



transmitted, have generally been neglected by scholars interested in Safavid intellectual history.
Although we have a relatively good understanding of the socio-political and religious functions
of the Safavid ‘ulama, we lack a coherent picture of what they taught and how they contributed
to the advancement of Shi‘ite scholarship. Furthermore, the relationship between Safavid rulers
and education has largely been overlooked. At best, our current state of knowledge provides a
general description of Safavid educational practices, but unfortunately this is of little use in
understanding the richness and complexity of everyday life in Safavid educational institutions.
This study seeks to fill these lacunae by exploring the ways in which religious knowledge was
produced, legitimized, and transmitted in the later Safavid period—from the reign of Shah
Abbas II (1642-1666) to the end of that of Shah Sultan Husayn (1694-1722). The study also
examines the relationship between learning institutions and the Safavid court. It attempts to
shed light on the manner in which Safavid madrasas facilitated intellectual discourse while
serving as sites in which socio-religious groups, political ideologies, and the dominant Safavid
power structures came together, allowing the madrasa to function as a powerful locus of Shi‘ite
religious culture.

The Safavids were active builders of madrasas, mosques, and other religious
institutions, particularly in the later decades of their rule. A large number of madrasas were
constructed during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, although their exact number
is disputed. Jean Chardin, the French traveller and jeweller (d. 1713) reported that Isfahan, the
Safavid capital from 1597 to 1722, had 162 mosques, 48 madrasas, and 1,802 caravansaries
within its walls, while JabirT Ansari, the author of Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, believes the
number of madrasas and mosques in Isfahan was greater than reported by Chardin and the
number of caravansaries was less.? In order to explore the nature of the madrasa’s dominance

as an ideological and cultural institution, I will contextualize the Madrasa-yi Sultani, the largest



educational institution founded in Isfahan in the late Safavid period, in its cultural, political,
social, and religious setting. This particular madrasa, which was founded and endowed by the
Safavid shah, will serve as an example of the ways in which religious knowledge was
formulated and transmitted in the late Safavid period.

This study is organized into seven chapters and a conclusion. Each chapter explores a
particular aspect of the Safavid educational system, but collectively it illustrates the academic
life of Safavid Iran in the early modern era. The Madrasa-yi Sultani as an institution articulates
the relation among politics, cultural practices, and the transmission and production of religious
knowledge. Its various functions also reveal the complicated relationship that existed between
political elites and religious authorities. Although this study focuses primarily on educational
practices, it also includes an examination of the socio-political motivations of Safavid elites in
establishing madrasas and of their roles in shaping intellectual discourse. More precisely, I
examine the Safavid shahs’ religious policies and their patronage of educational institutions and
those religious scholars who were put in charge of developing a Shi‘ite legal system. Because
wagqifs (donors), who were mainly members of the political elite, defined and shaped the
direction of intellectual debates and designed the orientation of the madrasa curriculum, it
makes sense to discuss their attitudes towards pedagogy before delving into the curriculum and
the methods of instruction. Therefore after outlining the historical foundations of the Shi‘ite
madrasa as an institution of religious higher learning in the first chapter, in chapters two and
three I examine the tradition of madrasa building by Shah Sultan Husayn and other powerful
and wealthy individuals of his reign. The content of the next three chapters is based on the
information and analysis presented in the first three. In order to gain a deeper understanding of
the academic life and conditions of the Shi‘ite ‘ulama in early modern Iran, I examine the life

and career of Sayyid Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattinabadi (d. 1715), the first professor and



rector of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, linking him to the institutions and ideas that he represented
and the socio-political roles he played in the politically and socially troubled milieu of early
eighteenth-century Iran.

In chapter one, I survey Shi‘ite scholarship and its associated institutions from the early
decades of Islamic history until the mid-seventeenth century. I argue that, thanks to the flexible,
inclusive, and personal character of Islamic pedagogy, Shi‘ite learning, like that of the wider
Muslim community, could occur in a variety of places, from the houses of scholars to mosques
and madrasas. Although Twelver Shi‘ites in the pre-Safavid era were generally bereft of the
patronage of the ruling dynasties, they managed to establish their own Houses of Knowledge
(dar al- ‘ilm) and madrasas to promote their religious denomination. ‘Abd al-Jalil Qazwint (d.
after 1189), the author of Kitab al-naqd, states that many madrasas were built by Shi‘ites in
various cities. He lists nine Shi‘ite madrasas in Rayy, where he himself taught, and the same
number in Qum, including one associated with the shrine of Fatima al-Ma‘stima, four in
Kashan, and two each in Ava and Varamin. There were also a number of Shi‘ite madrasas in
cities such as Bayhaq/Sabzavar.? Isma‘il I (fl. 1487-1524), the first Safavid shah, and his
immediate descendants not only made use of the various and complex socio-political and
religious organizations and institutions such as mosques, madrasas, and awgaf (pious
endowments) available to them, but also renovated and built new learning and religious
institutions all over their realm in order to achieve their socio-political and religious agendas.® I
argue that, as part of their religious policies, the Safavid monarchs, particularly from the time
of ‘Abbas the Great (r. 1587-1628), established educational institutions for leading religious
scholars in order to direct and systemize religious higher learning and promote a Shi‘ite ethos
among the masses. Moreover, the Safavids looked to the ‘ulama to support their major policy

decisions in the hope of keeping the masses in check. They also needed the support of religious



scholars to restrain the revolutionary views of extremists who were threatening the interests of
both the religious and the political establishment.

The second chapter examines the tradition of madrasa building by Shah Sultan Husayn,
the last effective Safavid ruler, and by powerful and wealthy individuals living during his reign.
By analyzing the endowment of madrasas and mosques built by Shah Sultan Husayn and
members of the Safavid royal household, I shed light on the mechanisms and structures for
organizing Shi‘ite educational and charitable foundations, the motivations expressed and
implied in their establishment, the branches of knowledge transmitted, the kinds of religious
activities supported, and the beneficiaries selected—all of which indicate the founders’
attitudes toward learning, religion, and the role of the religious elites. Because members of the
political establishment were typically founders of new madrasas, political ends were inevitably
fused with religious values in the resulting endowed foundations. This chapter, therefore, aims
to explain the complex motivations that Shah Sultan Husayn and other Safavid elites had in
founding madrasas and other religious and cultural establishments. Certain developments
during the reigns of his predecessors will also be noted, because the religious policies and
initiatives of previous Safavid rulers continued to have major bearing on religious trends during
the last decade of the seventeenth century and early years of the eighteenth century. I also
examine the administrative structure of the Madrasa-yi Sultani and describe the duties of its
personnel, as well as the living conditions of the students residing in it. To achieve this
objective, I rely mainly on the Madrasa-yi Sultani’s wagfiyyas (deeds of endowment). Shah
Sultan Husayn endowed properties to his madrasa from 1706 to 1714, and a number of deeds of
endowment pertaining to the Madrasa-yi Sultant have been preserved in ‘Abd al-Husayn

Sipinta’s collection of the awgaf (pious endowments) of Isfahan.



In chapter three, “Madrasa-yi Sultani: Framing the Collective Memory of the Shi‘ites,”
I explain how the Madrasa-yi Sultani, like many other Safavid madrasas, was more than a
centre of disseminating religious knowledge and preserving the Shi‘ite intellectual heritage.
The Madrasa-yi Sultani functioned as a multifaceted institution that served much wider goals.
This madrasa not only acted as an agent in the social construction of collective memory but
also played an important role in retrieving, reconstructing, re-articulating, and contextualizing
or contemporizing the past to suit Safavid needs. During Safavid rule, Shi‘ite cultural memory
was constantly being reconstructed and re-read in the light of current circumstances,
perceptions, and cultural memory. For instance, through public memorializing, the deaths of the
Imams came to serve as a symbolic and moral resource for organizing and interpreting the
Shi‘ite community’s new experiences and for mobilizing it to face new crises. These
commemorative experiences, along with active memorializing, helped Safavid society to
mediate between events of the past and the present and to find direction for future actions.”

Like his predecessors, Shah Sultan Husayn made use of a wide array of means available
to him to reinforce a common past, to create a common present, and to guarantee a common
future. The madrasa’s deeds of endowment reveal how he, as the wagif, or donor, paid equal
attention to commemorating constitutive events in Shi‘ite history and celebrating holy days in
the Islamic calendar. Annual festivals of collective remembering, in which the entire population
took part, were regarded as being as important as transmitting religious knowledge. Based on
the madrasa’s deeds of endowment, I explain what was remembered or evoked in the Madrasa-
yi Sultant and other madrasa-mosque complexes of Safavid Isfahan, and describe the modes of
action, kinds of images, ideas, and ideals that were encouraged. More specifically, I examine
how Shi‘ite cultural memory was embodied in commemorative festivals, collective narratives,

and rituals, as well as in Safavid architecture.



After discussing the concept of ‘ilm (knowledge) as defined by Muhammad Amin
Astarabadi (d. 1626) and Sadr al-Din Muhammad Shirazi, known as Mulla Sadra (d. 1640),
chapter four examines the curriculum of the Safavid madrasas. Safavid cultural and religious
institutions helped establish the domination of certain ideas and practices in addition to
constructing the religious laws and, in so doing, they defined and spread a particular brand of
political “orthodoxy.” The curriculum of an educational institution, therefore, not only reflects
the intellectual choices that accord with the values and beliefs within the dominant discourse,
but also reveals the complicated connections between knowledge and power in education. In
the sixteenth century, the Ustl1l mujtahids (jurisconsults) monopolized higher learning and
played an active role in directing cultural and religious institutions. The revival of Akhbarism
(traditionalism), which had a substantial influence on cultural and intellectual affairs, curtailed
only part of the mujtahids’ influence. The Safavid court needed a group of ‘ulama to actively
develop a method or program for organizing the judicial and cultural affairs of the realm. The
Usilt mujtahids, who regarded Islamic law as an evolving, responsive, and assimilating sphere
of activity, showed more interest in cooperating with the political establishment and in
developing new religious rulings to meet the exigencies of the time.

Chapter five sets out to describe the pedagogical methods that Safavid scholars
employed to transmit religious knowledge to their students. Despite the fact that various Shi‘ite
intellectual schools of thought had differing theories of knowledge, and regardless of what
Safavid mujtahids, Akhbart muhaddiths (traditionalists), and philosophically-minded scholars
considered as sources of knowledge and the varied ways they interpreted them, they used a
number of technical terms in the ijazas (licenses to transmit) they issued to their students,
which indicate the manner in which an act of learning and transmission occurred. Students

either heard (sama ‘a) a text or a number of texts from the teacher, or they read (gara‘a ‘ald)



them aloud to the teacher. Sometimes the teacher related (haddatha) or (akhbara) reported
back to them. Generally a student read to his teacher such authoritative texts as the four great
hadith collections (al-kutub al-arba ‘a), namely: Kafi by Abu Ya‘qib al-Kulayni (d. 941); Man
la yahdarahu al-fagih by Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Miisa b. Babtiya known as Shaykh al-Sadiiq (d.
991); and Tahdhib and al- Istibsar, by Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-TasT, known as al-Shaykh al-
Ta’ifa (d. 1067),® or a number of legal texts written by the most eminent jurists or widely
recognized sharhs (commentaries) written about any of these genres. Based on the large
number of extant ijazas issued by Safavid scholars over a period of two centuries, recitation
and narration (riwaya), which had been the foundation of Islamic pedagogy in both literal and
general methodological senses, continued to be widely used in Safavid learning circles. The
lengths to which late seventeenth-century scholars went to cultivate networks of intellectual
contacts with their counterparts are also discussed in this chapter. Safavid scholars continued to
make use of a range of social and cultural means to maintain their privileged positions. For
example, intermarriage among the members of scholarly families was quite prevalent. This
secured not only highly coveted positions in academia and judicial offices, but also in
charitable and religious institutions such as wagfs, mosques, and holy shrines.

In chapter six, the major problems that faced the Shi‘ite higher learning are discussed.
More precisely, this chapter examines the critiques by such scholars as Mulla Sadra, (d. 1640),
the famed Safavid philosopher, Muhsin Fayd Kashani (d. 1679), a renowned traditionalist,
Muhammad Bagir Khurasani, known as Muhaqqiq Sabzawari (d. 1679), the shaykh al-Islam of
Isfahan and a prominent mujtahid, and Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi, (fl. early eighteenth
century), an eminent Safavid pedagogue. Although these scholars had different intellectual

perspectives, there is a great deal of commonality in their critiques. All of them depict the



intellectual attitudes of early modern Iran and criticize what they referred to as the literalist
(zahiri) religious authorities. All of them thought that the formal religious sciences taught in
madrasas, as well as theological and philosophical speculation, fell short of what education
should be. Mulla Sadra and Muhsin Fayd in particular strove to determine the approaches that
they deemed would lead to what they referred to as “epistemic certitude” (yagin).

Chapter seven examines the life and career of Sayyid Mir Muhammad Bagqir
Khatiinabadi (d. 1715), the first mulla-bashi (head of religious scholars) of the Safavids and the
first rector and professor of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, who gained unrivalled prominence at the
court of Shah Sultan Husayn. I examine Khattinabadi’s educational and intellectual formation,
his works, and socio-relgious role. I argue that the office of mulla-bashi did not give Safavid
clergy more power. Only the occasional individual religious scholar, based on his personal
ambitions, exerted more socio-political power. Clearly the first mulla-bashi was not as
powerful as depicted in the works of Vladimir Minorsky and Said Amir Arjomand.’
Khattinabadi, like other religious scholars who chose to cooperate with the Safavid court in one
way or another, supported Safavid rule. He was entrusted with the training of students as well
as the supervision of religious rituals in the Madrasa-yi Sultani. As the mulla-bashi,
Khattinabadi had a privileged seat next to the Safavid monarch and he was in charge of
soliciting stipends for students and religious scholars.

A historical and analytical examination of religious higher learning in the late Safavid
period in its socio-political, economic, and cultural contexts leads to a number of conclusions.
First, higher learning was supported mostly in response to internal demands of Safavid society.
Higher education was an integral part of the Safavids’ political agendas and religious policies.
Establishing mosques and madrasas played a part in each Safavid ruler’s cultural programs.

Shahs with special interests in intellectual concerns generously offered patronage to learning in



10

anticipation of a certain level of loyalty from the religious authorities. They fully expected that
Shi‘ite jurists trained in madrasas would help them create social and spiritual cohesion among

their subjects.

Research Methodology and Sources

In my attempt to describe various aspects of Shi‘ite higher learning and to analyze the religious
and political relations and structures in Safavid Isfahan’s educational institutions, I make use of
both constructive and analytical approaches. I draw on a range of theories advanced by Safavid
scholars and educators, including Muhammad Bagir Khurasani, known as Muhaqqiq-i
Sabzawari, Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’iri, and Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi (d. fl. 18" century).
Although they do not articulate coherent educational theories, these scholars do discuss
education and the place of the learned in society. Sabzawari’s Rawdat al-anwar ‘Abbasi,
written in the genre of advice literature, offers a more interesting philosophical approach to
learning. In pre-modern times, advice literature was a powerful instrument for the perpetuation
of political and cultural ideas that were strongly influenced by ancient Iranian wisdom
literature. A chapter devoted to the ‘ulama is a standard feature in the advice literature. The
authors of this kind of literature encouraged positive relations between rulers and scholars, and
tried to formulate the correct relationship between them. The authors asserted both the divine
origin of kingship and the independent authority of the ‘ulama when it came to interpreting and
implementing the law. Both al-Jaza’irT and Tabrizi recapitulate the classic Islamic ethos on
education. Al-Jaza’ir in particular discusses various teaching methods and the decorum
pertinent to teaching and learning.'°

In my analyses of Safavid pedagogical practices, I draw on a broad range of primary

sources. I have tried to classify the varied sources in a convenient way. However sometimes a
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category is relative to or dependant upon certain contexts, so in many cases the functions of
these sources overlap and it is difficult to assign a precise category to a particular source. What
follows is an annotated list of the most important works composed in various genres mainly

during the final decades of the seventeenth century.'!

Primary Sources
a. Biographical Dictionaries, Autobiographies, and Bibliographies
Although biographical dictionaries often provide little information about the lives and
vocations of scholars, and their information is at times repetitive, contradictory, and even
inaccurate, they are one of the key sources for the study of educational practices. As recent
scholarship has shown, the authors of these biographical dictionaries were mainly concerned
with showing the continuity of scholarship in certain branches of knowledge.'? In other words,
the biographers were not initially concerned with a scholar’s life, the madrasa or madrasas
where he acquired his training, the amount of salary he received, and so forth. Rather,
biographers were interested in showing a scholar’s contribution to a certain field of scholarship
and how he became one of the authoritative transmitters of religious knowledge. Among the
most important biographical dictionaries composed in the later years of Safavid rule and in the
post-Safavid periods are the following: Amal al-amil fi dhikr ‘ulama’ Jabal ‘Amil by
Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Hurr al-‘Amili (d. 1693)—entries in this source are rather short and
condensed except for more prominent scholars. A number of scholars wrote istidrakat
(additions and emendations) to this work, the most important of which was by Mirza ‘Abdullah
Afandt under the title of Istidrakat al-Amal or Ta ‘ligat al-Amal. ‘Abd al-Nabt al-Qazwini wrote
a supplement entitled Tatmim on ‘Amili’s work in 1777. He included information on the

contemporaries of Muhammad al-Hurr. Riyad al- ‘ulama’ wa al-hiyad al fudala’ by Mirza
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‘Abdullah b. ‘Isa Beg Tabrizi Isfahani known as Afandi (d. 1717), a student of Muhammad
Baqir Majlisi, is the most important biographical dictionary written in the final years of Safavid
rule. Afandi included hundreds of licenses (ijdzas) issued by various hadith transmitters whose
lives were discussed in the source. The book is divided into two parts, the first on Shi‘ite
scholars and the second on Sunni scholars. Although five of the ten parts of the book are
missing, this work is an essential tool for studying Safavid learned culture.”> Muhammad ‘Alf
Kashmiri’s Nujium al-sama’ fi tardjim al- ‘ulamd’ is another important source. In it Kashmirt
provides narratives about the lives of scholars who lived during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Lu lu’at al-Bahrayn fi ijazat wa tarajim rijal al-hadith by Yusuf b. Ahmad al-
Bahrani (d. 1772) is another important biographical dictionary. Although this source is
originally al-Bahrani’s ijazas for his two nephews, Khalf b. ‘Abd ‘Ali b. Ahmad (d. 1793) and
Husayn b. Muhammad b. Ahmad (d. 1801), it does include short accounts of the lives of a
number of scholars. Muhammad Bagqir Khvansari (d. 1895) is the author of another important
biographical dictionary, Rawdat al-jannat fi ahwal al- ‘ulama’ wa al-sadat, which I have used
extensively. He usually quotes earlier sources with considerable adaptation and reformulation.
Tadhkira-yi Nasrabadr (written in 1672) and Atashkada-yi Azar written by Lutf-‘Ali Beg Azar
(d. 1780) are two important literary sources that describe the learned society of Isfahan in the
seventeenth century.

The autobiographies of some leading Safavid scholars, such as Muhsin Fayd Kashant,
Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’ir1, and Baha’ al-Din Isfahani, known as Fadil Hindi (d. 1724), are
also important sources for the study of educational practices in early modern Iran. They usually
refer to textbooks and different branches of knowledge the authors studied in their formative

years. al-Dhari ‘a ila tasanif al-Shi‘a written by the greatest Shi‘ite bibliographer, Aqa Buzurg
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Tihrani (d. 1970), is a mine of information and an invaluable tool for the study of Shi‘ite
intellectual history. al-Dhari ‘a contains the list of some 24,440 books, treatises, and ijazas
written by Shi‘ite scholars from the early days of Islam to the contemporary era. Tabaqat al-
a‘lam al-Shi‘a: al-kawakib al-muntashara is Tihran1’s other encyclopedic work spanning
twenty volumes. As is evident from the title, it deals with the biographical accounts and works
of Shi‘ite ‘ulama. In passing I should mention Qisas al- ‘ulama by the Qajar scholar
Muhammad Tunkabuni, which contains interesting anecdotes about Safavid scholars, and
Tara’iq al-haqa’iq written by Ma‘sim-All Shah Shirazi (d. 1926), another Qajar scholar, who

considered all prominent Safavid scholars as Sufis.

b. ljazas

Licenses to transmit are not only one of the most essential tools for studying the intellectual
culture and curricula of religious higher learning, but also crucial for the authentication process
of the transmitted religious sciences.'” Even though Jjazas tend to be formulaic, they contain
valuable information about who studied with whom and when. More importantly, they reveal
the range of subjects and disciplines—both religious and rational—and particularly the various
texts, which the licensee (mujaz) was permitted to transmit. /jazas also contain important
biographical and bibliographical data about scholars and thus are essential to reconstruct entire
scholarly traditions and networks. The most valuable source for a range of ijazat is the Kitab
al-Tjazat of Muhammad Bagir Majlisi, published in volumes 104 to 107 of his Bihar al-anwar.
Majlist assembled the ijazas from the early period up to his own time. Under the entry ijaza in

his al-Dhari ‘a, Tihrani also lists 806 [jazas issued by the Shi‘ite “‘ulama.

c. Deeds of Endowment (waqfiyyas)
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The deeds of endowment (wagfiyyas) of madrasas contain invaluable information about the
curriculum and the textbooks taught. The passages on the academic and moral obligations of
the teachers, students, and other personnel of such endowed pious institutions are a welcome
antidote to the cursory reports on academic life in Safavid historical and biographical literature.
Several wagfiyyas of the Madrasa-yi Sultant and other madrasas exist in manuscript form and
are kept in various libraries. Among them are: the wagfiyya of Parizad Khanum and the wagf-
nama of Shah Sultan Husayn.'® ‘Abd al-Husayn Sipinta published the wagfiyyas of a number of

madrasas built during Safavid rule."”

d. Chronicles and Historical Sources

Although the authors of Safavid historical chronicles are mainly concerned with reporting the
lives and times of the Safavid shahs, military commanders, wars, natural disasters, epidemics,
and other notable affairs, they also contain materials pertaining to the social, religious, and
intellectual life of the Safavid period. The Safavid historians describe the religious concerns
and policies of the Safavid shahs and particularly their relationship with and patronage of the
‘ulama. These works are also repositories of the attitudes and opinions of the religious scholars
active during the Safavid era, as they trace developments in the gradual evolution of the
position of Shi‘ite scholars at the Safavid court. Dastiir-i shahriyaran by Muhammad Ibrahim
Nasir1 and Wagqayi ‘ al-sinin wa al-a ‘wam by Sayyid ‘Abd al-Husayn Husayni Khattinabadi are
two important Persian chronicles from the late Safavid period. There are also a large number of
chronicles written after the fall of the Safavids. For example, Zubdat al-tawarikh by
Muhammad Muhsin Mustawfi, written in 1738, is a universal history in which the author gives
a detailed first-hand account of Shah Sultan Husayn’s reign. In Majma * al-tawarikh, which is a

short history on the events after the Afghans’ riot from 1708 to 1792, Muhammad Khalil
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Mar‘ashi-i Safaw1 gives a detailed account of the events that happened during the long reign of

Sultan Husayn, the patron of Madrasa-yi Sultani.

e. European Travellers’ Accounts

European travellers’ accounts provide useful information about the Safavid socio-political,
economic, and religious institutions, but the authors’ biases need to be examined more closely.
A number of earlier scholars of the Safavid period based their research on the observations of
European travellers and merchants, especially Voyages du chevalier Chardin en Perse, et
autres lieux de I'Orient. Chardin’s travel account has been translated in part into English and
twice into Persian.'® Jean Chardin (d. 1713), a French merchant who spent more than ten years
in Iran, five of which he lived in Isfahan during the 1660s and 1670s, could read and speak
Persian. He left us a good amount of information about the capital city of Isfahan—its
population, libraries, mosques, and madrasas—in addition to a description of Safavid state
policies, military organization and strength, various diwans (administrative offices), economic
institutions, finance, the justice system, and so on. Willem Floor’s The Afghan Occupation of
Safavid Persia, 1721-1729 is another important source for studying the late Safavid period. In it
Floor translated selected sections of the archives of the Dutch East Indies Company (VOC) in
summary form. Although much of the information contained in the VOC archives is
commercial in nature, there are exceptions. Floor’s unabridged translation of the diary of the
siege of Isfahan, and the eyewitness accounts of the political and military situation in Iran

between 1715 and 1730, are very important for this study.

J- Anthologies and Polemics
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Muhammad Baqir MajlisT starts his collection of prophetic and Imami traditions, Bihar al-
anwar (Oceans of light), with a chapter entitled Kitab al- ‘aql wa al- ilm wa al-jahl, wherein he
quotes Qur’anic verses and prophetic hadiths on the intellect (‘aq/), knowledge ( ilm), and
ignorance (jahl). This relatively lengthy book is followed by another book entitled Kitab al-
‘ilm, which is on knowledge and its standards, categories, and rules. In the thirty-five chapters
of this book Majlist includes not only all hadiths already narrated in al-kutub al-arba ‘a, but
also many other Aadiths and points. In his al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya, Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-
Jaza’ir1, Majlis1’s student, discusses a wide range of subjects, from the nature of paradise and
hell and the states of kings and rulers to the conditions of teachers and students. In the
autobiographical section at the end of his anthology, al-Jaza’ir1 describes his own educational
training in a detailed manner.

Polemics written by scholars such as Mulla Muhammad Tahir Qummi (d. 1689), the
shaykh al-Islam of Qum, who was extremely opposed to the Sufis and philosophers, are also
important. Muhammad Tahir produced a number of polemcs, including al-Fawa'id al-diniyya fi
al-radd ‘ald al-hukama wa al-siifiyya. Shaykh ‘Ali b. Muhammad ‘Amili, (d. 1691), an
immigrant scholar, criticized Fayd-i Kashani and Muhammad Bagqir-i Sabzawari (d. 1679) for
their mystical and philosophical inclinations. Muhammad b. Hasan al-Hurr al-‘Amilt (d. 1694),
another immigrant jurist who was the shaykh al-Islam of Mashhad and author of Wasa'il al-
Shi‘a ila tahsil masa’il al-shari‘a, used his specialty to adduce one thousand traditions against
the Sufis.

In view of the little literature we have that specifically discusses educational and
cultural institutions, the Fara’id al-fawa 'id fi ahwal-i masajid wa madaris, written during the

final years of Safavid rule by Muhammad Zaman b. Kalb ‘Ali Tabrizi, is another important
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source for the current research. Although Tabr1z1 is more concerned with recapitulating the
classic Islamic ethos on education and does not provide a detailed description of the conditions
in educational and cultural institutions, still his book supplies some unique information about a

number of madrasas in the late Safavid period.

g. Administrative Manuals and Chancery Literature

Although administrative manuals are generally concerned with the administrative organization
of the state, they do supply information about official posts, some of which were held by
religious scholars. Two Safavid administrative manuals were composed around the beginning
of the eighteenth century under the titles Tadhkirat al-mulitk and Dastir al-mulitk. Tadhkirat
al-muliik consists of five chapters and a conclusion. The first chapter is on religious offices, in
which the author describes the duties of mulla-bashi,"’ sadr-i khassa wa ‘amma,” qadr, and
gadi ‘askar.” This chapter is very short, but its brevity is remedied by information given by
Mirza Rafi‘a in his Dastir al-muliik. Information offered in other chapters of the manual on the
system of fees, salaries, revenues, and expenditures assigned to incumbents of various positions
is of great value for understanding the administrative system and the social and economic
conditions of Safavid Iran. There is also a document under the title Risala-yi algab wa ‘anawin-
i dawra-yi safawi in which the author provides valuable information about various official titles
and fees paid to the Safavid military and administrative officials, including wazir-i halal,

mustawfi chahardah ma ‘sim, and mustawfi-i mawqifat-i mamalik-i mahriisa.

h. Works by the Safavid ‘ulama
The books and tracts composed by prominent Safavid scholars, whose ideas and academic

careers are examined in the current research, provide firsthand information about their positions
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on various socio-religious and intellectual topics and issues. For example, in a treatise entitled
Su’al wa jawab (Questions and answers), Muhammad Bagir Majlisi explains his points of view
about Sufis, philosophers, and religious scholars, including the Akhbaris (traditionists) and
Usilis (jurists relying on analogical and independent reasoning in deducing judicial rulings).”
From time to time, the scholars provide short accounts of their lives in their own books. For
example, in his Kashf al-litham ‘an gawai’d al-ahkam, Muhammad b. T3j al-Din Hasan b.
Muhammad Isfahani, known as Fadil-i Hindi, gives a detailed account of his educational
formation and academic career. In several of his works, Mulla Sadra blames the shari ‘a-minded
and literalist scholars for their shallow and superficial understanding of Islamic religious texts.
For example, in his al-Hikamat al-muta ‘aliyya fi al-asfar al- ‘aqliyya al-arba‘a, Mulla Sadra
harshly criticizes the literalist and purely dogmatic disputationists (ahl al-jadal).”> Mulla Sadra
devoted his only known Persian book, Risala-yi sih asl, mainly to criticism of what he terms
literalist or formalist scholars ( ‘ulama-yi gishri). In a number of his epistles, Muhsin Fayd
Kashani, who like his teacher and father-in-law, Mulla Sadra, was a keen observer of the
intellectual and spiritual conditions of his time, also criticizes the dominance of literalist
scholars and pseudo-Sufis. In his autobiography, Risala-yi sharh-i sadr, and other epistles,
including Risala-yi raf*-i fitna, he reviews the intellectual, academic, and spiritual

circumstances of his time.**

i. Miscellaneous Compendia
Although many of the jungs and majmii ‘as, or compendia, written during the Safavid period
are yet to be edited and published, they are one of the most important sources for research on

Safavid intellectual history. I refer to a number of these in this thesis. Muhammad Ibrahim
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Nasiri, the author of Tarikh-i shahriyaran, has a jung which consists of twenty-three risalas
and contains Nasiri’s notes on a variety of topics, including the coronation of Shah Sultan
Husayn and the death of Muhammad Bagqir Majlisi.”> Ahmad Ghulam, one of the courtiers of
Shah Sultan Husayn, in his jung describes the events that occurred in the final years of Shah

Sultan Husayn’s rule and the Afghan invasion and capture of the capital city of Isfahan.”

Secondary Sources
Many important works on Shi‘ite intellectual history and the period of the Safavid rule have
been published during the last three decades. For the study of Shi‘ism and its intellectual
history, I have profited in particular from the excellent studies by Wilferd Madelung, Heinz
Halm, Etan Kohlberg, Hossein Modarressi, and Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, while for the
role of the Safavid scholars and the socio-political careers of the prominent and influential
religious scholars of ‘Amil background, the works of Said Amir Arjomand, Devin J. Stewart,
Rula Jurdi Abisaab, and Andrew J. Newman constitute the foundation for my own research. In
the area of Safavid cultural history, I have consulted the works of Jean Calmard and Kathryn
Babayan. Although Babayan does not discuss the role of the madrasa as a very important
institution for reconstructing Shi‘ite cultural memory, her narrative about the “cultural
landscape of early modern Iran,” as well as the way she shifts the emphasis from so-called
orthodox narratives to heterodox experiences in understanding Safavid society, provide an
important fresh perspective. I have also profited from the works of Andrew Newman, Todd
Lawson, and Robert Gleave, who offer detailed discussions about Safavid intellectual debates
in general and on the Akhbar (traditionalist) and Usiilt (rationalist) schools of thought in
particular. For economic history and the institution of wagf, I relied on the studies of Ann K. S.

Lambton, Robert D. McChesney, Maria E. Subtelny, and Rudi Matthee, while for Safavid art,



architecture, and urban culture I have made use of the works of M. Haneda, Robert

Hillenbrand, and Stephen P. Blake, among others.

20



21

! The conversion of Iranians to Shi‘ism was slow. Iran did not become predominantly Shi‘ite
until the Qajar period in the nineteenth century. According to A. Bausani, “The effective
conversion of the mass of the Persian people to Shi‘ism probably occurred in the eighteenth
century.” Alessandro Bausani, The Persians, from the Earliest Days to the Twentieth Century,
trans. J. B. Donne (London: Elek, 1971), 139. In the process of this transformation, which
inevitably legalized and formalized Shi‘i learning, Twelver Shi‘ism’s essentially esoteric and
gnostic character was relegated to the periphery and forced underground. For more information
on this see Hamid Algar, Religion and State in Iran, 1785-1906: The Role of the Ulama in the
Qajar Period (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1969), 5.

? Just to give a few examples here, I mention the works by Said Amir Arjomand who has
discussed the socio-political roles played by the ‘ulama. See in particular his “The Clerical
Estate and the Emergence of a Shiite Hierocracy in Safavid Iran: A Study in Historical
Sociology,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 28, no. 2 (1985): 169-
219; Arjomand, “The Law, Agency, and Policy in Medieval Islamic Society: Development of
the Institutions of Learning from the Tenth to the Fifteenth Century,” Comparative Studies in
Society and History 41, no. 2 (1999): 263-93; Arjomand, “The Office of Mulla-Bashi in Shi‘ite
Iran,” Studia Islamica, no. 57 (1983): 135-46. See also Arjomand, “The Mujtahid of the Age
and the Mulla-bashi: An Intermediate Stage in the Institutionalization of Religious Authority in
Shi‘ite Iran,” in Arjomand, Authority and Political Culture in Shi ‘ism, 80-97; Arjomand,
“Ideological Revolution in Shi‘ism,” in Arjomand, Authority and Political Culture in Shi‘ism,
178-212. See also N. R. Keddie, “The Roots of the Ulama’s Power in Modern Iran,” in
Scholars, Saints, and Sufis: Muslim Institutions since 1500, ed. N. R. Keddie (Berkeley and Los

Angeles: University of California Press, 1972), 211-29.
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’ Hasan b. ‘All b. Mahmud JabirT Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy wa hama-yi jahan, ed.
Husayn ‘Imadzada (Isfahan, 1943), 32. The number of mosques and madrasas listed by Rafi‘1-i
Mihrabadi are much more than what Chardin reports. He lists 79 madrasas of Isfahan, most of
which were either built or renovated extensively during the Safavid rule. He reports 28 of them
are currently functioning. See Abulqasim Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i millt Isfahan (Tehran:
Anjuman-i Athar-i Milli, 1352/1974), 28-47, 431-510. Chardin introduces some of Isfahan’s
madrasas including Sadr, Safawi, Mirza Khan, and a number of madrasa-mosque complexes.
Safarnama-yi Chardin, trans. Muhammad AbbasT (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1345/1966), 7: 124-
28, 136, 195, 199, 207, 218, 280; 8: 52, ff. In his Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi-i Isfahan (Tehran:
Chapkhana-yi Z1ba, 1971), Lutfullah Hunarfar introduces some of these madrasas. See pages
302-10, 317-20, 329-33, passim; in their Der Bazar von Isfahan (Wiesbaden: Ludwig Reichert,
1978), Heinz Gaube and Eugene Wirth include information about Isfahan’s madrasas as well.
Stephen P. Blake gives a brief description of seventeen madrasas of Safavid Isfahan. See Blake,
Half the World: The Social Architecture of Safavid Isfahan, 1590-1722 (Costa Mesa, CA:
Mazda, 1999), 158-69. Dhabihullah Safa reports there are currently 30 madrasas and 180
mosques in Isfahan, the majority of which were built during the Safavid period and underwent
extensive renovation during the Qajar and Pahlavi periods. Safa, Tarikh-i adabiyyat-i Iran
(Tehran: Intisharat-i Firdaws, 1370/1989), vol. 5, first pt.: 236-39. For a description of
Isfahan’s mosques see Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 510-741, 47-56.

*In his Kitab al-naqd, ‘Abd al-Jalil Qazwini reports that all the largest and more beautiful
madrasas and mosques were built mainly in Iranian cities by the Shi‘ites, including Madrasa-yi
Muhammad-Wazan built by Majd al-Mulk and Zayn al-Mulk and also Madrasa-yi Safi al-Din

and Majd al-Din. See ‘Abd al-Jalil Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, ed. Jalal al-Din Husayni Urmaw1
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(Tehran: Sipihr, 1371/1992), 473. Elsewhere in his book, Qazwint states that there are
thousands of mosques and madrasas in which Shi‘ite scholars have their teaching circles.
Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 12, 47; J. Calmard, “Le chiisme imamite en Iran a I’époque
seldjoukide, d’apres le Kitab al-Naqd,” Le monde iranien et [’islam 4 (1971): 60-61.
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Chapter 1

Shi‘ite Educational Institutions from Early Islamic History to the

Mid-Seventeenth Century

This chapter surveys Shi‘ite learning practices and their associated institutions in pre- and early
Safavid Iran. During the early centuries of Shi‘ite history, most education took place in the
houses of scholars, particularly in mosques. Students attended the teaching circles (halgas) of
eminent scholars to hear and record hadiths (prophetic traditions) and khabars (the sayings of
the Shi‘ite Imams) and to discuss the issues these texts addressed. With the emergence of the
madrasa as the institution of higher learning par excellence, high-ranking and wealthy Shi‘ites,
like their Sunni counterparts, founded a number of madrasas and mosques in Rayy, Qum,
Kashan and a number of other Iranian cities to promote their own religious denomination.' But
in the absence of Shi‘ite dynasties, Shi‘ite learning remained precarious. In effect, the history
of Shi‘ite educational institutions in Iran properly begins with the rule of the Safavids when
Isma‘1l (d.1524), the founder of the Safavid dynasty, declared Twelver Shi‘ism the official
religion of Iran upon his capture of Tabriz in 1501.% In time, this development created a long-
waited opportunity for the Twelver Shi‘ite ‘ulama to spread their knowledge on a wider public
scale. The early Safavid rulers were active in building and renovating the existing madrasas and
mosques, but madrasas built in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries were larger

institutions in both number and size.

Shi‘ite Learning during Its Formative Period
During the first three centuries of Islamic history, the Imam1 community had the benefit

of their Imams’ instruction. According to Shi‘ite doctrine, these Imams were considered
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infallible and authoritative interpreters of Islamic revelation.> The Imams knew not only the
literal meanings of the Qur’an and hadiths, but also their hidden and esoteric connotations.
Based on hadiths preserved in the early sources such as Basai v al-darajat by Saffar al-Qumm1
(d. 903), the Imams possessed an initiatory, sacred, and supernatural knowledge that could be
transmitted to only their very closest associates. This allegedly limitless and esoteric
knowledge was hereditary.*

According to the Shi‘ite traditions, ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib (d. 661), the first Imam, was one of
the most learned associates of the Prophet Muhammad and is reported to have written a number
of books including Nahj al-balagha, which is a collection of sermons, letters, and axioms
ascribed to him.> Shi‘ite s believe that ‘Alf transcribed and collected the Qur’an as it was
revealed to Muhammad and included exegetical notes and interpretations by the Prophet, as
well as the Prophet’s clarifications about which verses of the Qur’an had abrogated others,
which were to be understood as clear, and which were to be seen as ambiguous. Shi‘ite sources
report that ‘Alf presented this codex to the third Rightly Guided caliph, ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan
(d.656), who had commissioned a number of the Prophet’s companions to produce a canonical
text of the Qur’an. They rejected ‘Ali’s recension.®

‘All reportedly wrote two other books entitled Kitab al- ‘Ali and Kitab al-diyat, both of
which were esoteric in nature. They listed all permitted (halal) and forbidden (haram) things
and also contained apocalyptical prophecies.” Kitdb al- ‘Alf is said to have been in the
possession of the fourth Imam, ‘AlT b. Husayn al- Zayn al-‘Abidin (d. 711 or 714), who gave it
to his son and successor Muhammad al-Bagqir (d. 737). He gave it to the sixth Imam, al-Ja‘far
al-Sadiq, (d. 765), who reportedly buried it so that it would not fall into the hands of the

government or uninitiated.® ‘AlT’s wife Fatima, daughter of the Prophet, reportedly had two
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books with the titles of Mushaf al-Fatima and Musnad al-Fatima, which apparently were
revealed to her after the Prophet’s death by the angel Gabriel. ‘Alf transcribed them for her.
Both texts had esoteric associations and contained information about the conditions of
Muhammad in his final days and about Fatima’s descendants, the Imams.’

‘AlT’s two sons from Fatima, Hasan (d.669) and Husayn (d. 680), played important roles
in the politics of their time; but the progeny of the third Imam refrained from political activities
and concerned themselves mainly with scholarly activities. They were quiescent when the
Islamic world was being rent by major political and military upheavals — in the relative
seclusion of Medina, they were developing the Shi‘ite doctrine. ‘Al b. Husayn, whose famous
supplications known as al-Sahifia al-Sajjadiyya,'® became the subject of a large number of

commentaries in the Safavid period, lived a very pious and secluded life.'*

a. The Teaching Circles of the Imams al-Bagqir and al-Sadiq

The fifth and the sixth Imams, Muhammad al-Bagqir (d. 732 or 735) and al-Ja‘far al-
Sadiq (from 735 or 743 to 765), occupied themselves with elaborating ideas that later became
the main principles of Imami or Twelver Shi‘ism.'? During al-Bagir’s imamate of some twenty
years, an increasing number of his followers turned to him as the most learned member of the
family of the Prophet Muhammad to resolve disputed legal and other religious questions. It
was, however, during the long Imamate of al-Baqir’s son and successor, al-Ja‘far al-Sadiq that
the Imam1 community emerged as a religious community with a distinct doctrinal and legal
identity.’® Al-Sadiq was considered as the foremost scholar and teacher of the Imam1
community. He was well known for his deep knowledge of religious sciences, including

Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir), Prophetic traditions (hadith), and Islamic jurisprudence (figh), as
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well as for his knowledge of esoteric and occult sciences. The Sunnis also regarded him and his
father, al-Bagir, as erudite jurists and highly reliable transmitters of hadith.'*

Under the leadership of al-Baqir and al-Sadiq, Shi‘ite scholarship flourished and the
number of transmitters and compilers of hadith increased, so much so that al-Hasan b. ‘Al al-
Washsha’, a companion of the eighth Imam, claimed he had met nine hundred hadith
transmitters in the mosque of Kiuifa relating sadiths on the authority of the fifth and sixth
Imams."> According to Muhammad b. al-Nu‘man, known as Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022) four
thousand transmitters related hadith from al-Sadiq alone.'® Seventy five percent of the
traditions recorded in Man la yahdurahu al-fagih, one of the four canonical books of Shi‘ite
hadith, by Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Miisa b. Babiiya known as Shaykh al-Sadiiq (d. 991) are
traced to al-Bagir and especially to al-Sadiq.'”

The disciples of the fifth and sixth Imams spread their teaching in Medina, Kiifa, and
Qum. The great majority of al-Ja‘far’s followers were Kiifans.'® These associates were
carefully selected for their knowledge and loyalty. Among al-$adiq’s numerous Kufan
disciples, Muhammad b. Muslim al-Thaqafi al-Kufi (d. 767), and the controversial disciple,
Zurara b. A‘yan were the most trusted and prominent. Al-Sadiq reportedly said: “Had it not
been for them, the Prophetic traditions would have been disrupted and obliterated.”*® These
disciples played a significant role in spreading the teachings of the Imams in the form of
hadith.*® Al-Thaqafi, who spent four years in Medina in the company of al-Bagir, is reported to
have heard more than thirty thousand traditions from al-Bagir.?! Jabir al-Ju‘fi had reportedly
heard over seventy thousand traditions from the same Imam. Al-Thaqaf1’s status as a hadith
transmitter and Shi‘ite jurist was recognized even by Abili Hanifa, the founder of the Sunni

Hanafi School of law (d. 767). According to Shi‘ite sources, Abii Hanifa dared not challenge al-
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Thaqaf1’s legal opinions, which were based on the sayings of the Imams al-Bagqir and al-

sadiq.?

b. Qum, the Earliest Centre of Shi‘ite Scholarship in Iran

Imami Shi‘ism spread to Qum, its earliest home in Iran, during the lifetime of al-
sadiq.”® By the end of the eighth century, Qum had become a stronghold of Shi‘ism. Ahmad b.
‘Al1 Al-Najashi, the famous biographer of early Shi‘ite scholars (d.1058) reports that Abu “Al1
Muhammad b. ‘Isa b. ‘Abdullah b. Sa‘d was the chief (shaykh) of the Shi‘ite s of Qum. He
visited Imam ‘Ali b. Musa, known as al-Rida (d. 818) and was in contact with Imam
Muhammad b. ‘Alf, known as al-Taqi and al-Jawad (d. 835).2* His son Abii Ja‘far Ahmad
succeeded him. According to al-Najashi, he was Qum’s undisputed jurist, as well as the ra’is
(the chief of the city). Abu Ja‘far Ahmad visited Imams al-Rida, al-Jawad and ‘Ali b.
Muhammad, known as al-Hadi (d. 868).>> He expelled Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Khalid al-
Barqi (d. 886), a companion of both the ninth and the tenth Imams and the author of Kitab al-
mahasin, from Qum because he related hadith from weak transmitters. Later, however, Abi
Ja‘far Ahmad allowed him to return and apologized for his banishment.?®

In the ninth century, Qum became the locus of Imamt scholarship and continued to
maintain its status as an important Shi‘ite learning centre from medieval times to the present. It
was here that the Imam traditions first transmitted in Medina and Kiifa and elsewhere were
collected. Scholars residing in Qum — including al-Barqi and Muhammad b. Hasan al-Saffar
al-Qummi (d. 903), a disciple of the eleventh Imam, al-Hasan al-‘Askart and a student of al-
Barqi — produced a large number of Shi‘ite texts in the period between the two Occultations,

that is, al-ghayba al-sughra, or the Minor Occultation in 874, and al-ghayba al-kubra, or
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Greater Occultation that started in 941 which would continue until the return of the mahdr at
the end of time.

Abt Ya‘qub al-Kulayni (d. 940), and Abt Ja‘far Muhammad b. Qiba al-Razi (d.
sometime before 931) were outstanding scholars who came from Rayy.?” Al-Kulayni resided in
Qum and finally moved to Baghdad where he spent the last twenty years of his life, during
which he wrote his most celebrated book, Kafi fi ‘ilm al-din.*® Aside from Qum, Rayy,
Nishapiir, and Tus were also important sites of Shi‘ite learning. Fadl b. Shadan (d.874) was a
prominent Shi‘ite scholar from Nishapur. His numerous books and his teaching were
transmitted by his disciple ‘Alf b. Muhammad b. Qutayba al-Nishabiiri.?> Among his teachings
was Kitab al-ghayba in which he addressed messianic ideas.?® The rijal books written by Abi
‘Amr Muhammad b. ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Kashshi (d.978), Ahmad b. ‘Alf al-Najashi
(d.1058), and Shaykh al-Ta’ifa al-Tiist (d.1067) give short accounts of the lives of prominent

Shi‘ite scholars from diverse places such as Balkh, Kashan, Qazwin, Gurgan, and Amul.

c. Shi‘ites in Baghdad
The beginning of the Greater Occultation (941), which coincided with the rule of the

pro-Twelver Shi‘ite Buyid rulers, marks a new phase in the socio-religious as well as the
intellectual history of Twelver Shi‘ism. During Buyid rule (947-1055), prominent Shi‘ite
scholars moved to Baghdad. Perhaps the Shi‘ite and pro-Shi‘ite dynasties, including the
Fatimids (969-1171), the Buyids and other Shi‘ite dynasties that controlled central parts of the
Islamic world, were responsible in large measure for the burst of intellectual activities of tenth
and eleventh centuries.>* Abii Sulayman al-Sijistani (d. between 985-90) praises the Buyid

‘Adud al-Dawla as someone:
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who had invigorated them [people of the learning], enhanced their enterprise,
and has given free rein to their tongues to promulgate what each of their sects
professes, without dissimulation (faqiyya), so that they might reveal what their
teachings claim and proclaim what they believe. And that they may discriminate
the true from the false, secure that one will not assail another with the tongue of
religious fanaticism.*

Among the Twelver scholars who resided in Baghdad were Abt Ja‘far Muhammad b.
Ya‘qub al-Kulaynit al-Razi (d. 940) who spent the last twenty years of his life in Baghdad,
Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Miisa b. Babiiya known as Shaykh al-Saduq (d. 991-92), and Muhammad
b. al-Hasan al-Tts1, known as al-Shaykh al-Ta’ifa (d. 1067). These scholars are the authors of
the “Four Books,” or Kutub al-arba ‘a, namely, Kafi fi ‘ilm al-din, Man la yahdarahu al-faqih,
Tahdhib al-ahkam, and al- Istibsar, authoritative Shi‘ite collections of hadith that form the
basis of Imami law to the present day.* Ibn Babiiya visited Baghdad once in 962 and again in
965. He had a number of students in Baghdad attending his teaching circles to hear hadiths
from him, the most important being al-Shaykh al-Mufid.** Al- Mufid in his turn, trained a
number of scholars whose lasting influence significantly shaped and directed the course of
Shi‘ite scholarship.>®> Among them was Shaykh Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tiisi, who according

to Amir-Moezzi created a certain balance between “Rationalism” and “Traditionalism.”3®

Sayyid Murtada ‘Alam al-Huda known as al-Sharif al-Murtada (d. 1044) and his brother
Sayyid al-Radi (d. 1015) also benefitted from al-Mufid’s teachings.?” They and, in particular,
al-Shaykh al-Tisi, are said to have created the foundation of Shi‘ite legal and theological
systems. Al-Sharif al-Murtada and al-Shaykh al-TtisT trained a host of scholars specializing in
various branches of Islamic learning who contributed to the flourishing of intellectual activity
amongst the Shi‘ites. Taqi al-Din b. al-Najm al-Halabi (d. 1055),>® Hamza b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz,

known as Sallar al-Daylami (d. 1056 or 1070),?° Qadi ‘Abd al-* Aziz Ibn Nahrir, known as Ibn
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al-Barraj, (d. 1088), ‘Ali b. ‘Uthman al-Karajiki (d.1057),*° and Ahmad b. ‘Ali b. Ahmad al-
Najashi (d. 1058) are among the scholars who were trained in the teaching circles of al-Shaykh
al-Mufid and al-Shaykh al-Tiist. The golden age of Imam1 Shi‘ism in Baghdad came to an end
in 1055 when the Buyids were ousted by the Saljugs (1040-1194), a Turkic Sunni dynasty
whose most powerful vizier, Nizam al-Mulk al-Tiist (d. 1092), founded a number of madrasas
in several cities, including Baghdad, Tis, Nishapiir, and Isfahan in order to define
systematically an “orthodox” version of Islam and combat “heretical” innovations that issued
from various Shi‘ite groups.*! Some scholars believe the emergence of the madrasa reflected in
part the Sunni-Shi‘ite rivalry for political and intellectual supremacy during the tenth and

eleventh centuries.*?

d. Shi‘ite Houses of Knowledge and Libraries

Shi‘ite scholars living in different parts of the Islamic world had started to collect the
sayings of the Prophet and the Imams as early as the time of the sixth Imam. The process of
authenticating the hadith was undertaken, however, by scholars living in Baghdad who had
inherited a colossal corpus of complex and multifaceted literature compiled by several
generations of the Imams’ disciples. They sifted through a large number of hadith, selecting
those with the most reliable chain of transmitters. Although this process meant that early
collections in their original form gradually lost their pre-eminent position, at the same time, it is
through the major modifying and editing effort of these scholars that the corpus of Shi‘ite
hadith received its definitive and lasting form. These works were kept in two libraries in
Baghdad controlled by the Buyids.** These libraries, called Houses of Knowledge (dar al- ‘ilm),
were apparently intended more for the spread of Twelver Shi‘ism than teaching purposes. One

of them was the personal library of Abti Ahmad al-Musawi who was appointed by Baha’ al-
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Dawla, the Buyid ruler, as emir of the pilgrimage in 1004. Abt Ahmad also was in charge of
the court of grievance (mazalim), and was the head of the Shi‘ites. He was the father of two
great scholars of the time, al-Sharif al-Radi (d. 1016), the compiler of the Nahj al-balagha
(‘AlT’s speeches), and al-Sharif al-Murtada ‘Alam al-Huda (d. 1044). His library allegedly
contained over eighty thousands works. The other library was the Dar al- ‘Ilm established by
Shapir b. Ardashir (d. 1025), the vizier of the Buyid Baha’ al-Dawla. It reportedly contained
more than ten thousand volumes (according to some even 100,000 to 140,000). This library
was destroyed by fire in 1059.** The Fihrist of al-Shaykh al-TiisT and al-Najashi’s Rijal contain
an almost complete list of the Shi‘ite works that were known in Baghdad and include the
information that could be regarded as the sum of knowledge about the most prominent Shi‘ite
religious scholars who wrote extensively on diverse theological, jurisprudential, and historical
issues. During anti-Shi‘ite uprisings in Baghdad, both the library of Abt Ahmad al-Masawi
and al-shaykh al-Tiis1 ’s home and books were burned. Al-Tiist seeing the danger of remaining
in Baghdad, moved to Najaf in 1056 where he established the first Shi‘i madrasa. Some three
hundred students attended his teaching circle there.*> He was succeeded by his son al-Hasan,
who was known as al-Mufid al-Thani, and was himself an outstanding scholar.*® Roy
Mottahedeh states that contemporary Shi‘ite scholars of the madrasas of Najaf consider
themselves the successors of al-TiisT through a continuous line of teachers stretching from the
eleventh to the twentieth century.*’

The library of Radi al-Din Abu al-Qasim ‘Ali b. Miisa b. Ja‘far Ibn Tawas (d. 1266),
who was born in Hilla, is another important Shi‘ite library.*® Ibn Tawiis a student of
Muhammad b. Ja‘far b. Hibatulllah b. Nama (d. 1248), Muhy1 al-Din Muhammad b. ‘Abdullah

b. ‘Ali b. Zuhra al-Halabi and the Sunni scholar, Muhammad b, Mahmiid Ibn Najjar (d. 1245),
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was a significant bibliophile.” In his private library, there were about fifteen hundred books on
various religious sciences, including the principles of religion, prophecy and the Imamate,
Islamic jurisprudence, history, Qur’an exegesis, supplications, genealogy, medicine, grammar,
poetry, alchemy, talismans, geomancy, and astrology. According to Etan Kohlberg, two thirds
of the books in Ibn Tawis’s library that survived the Mongol destruction at Baghdad were
Shi‘ite and one-third Sunni sources. In Ibn Tawis’s library, books on Prophetic traditions,
Qur’anic exegesis, astronomy, and literature were larger in number whereas there were fewer
books on history, Islamic jurisprudence, theology, philosophy, and ethics.”

In addition to these libraries, apparently there were many other private and public
Shi‘ite libraries. In his Kitab al-nagd, Qazwini states that many Shi‘ites have their own private
libraries and one can also easily find Shi‘ite books in such libraries as the Sahbi Library, that is,
the library of the vizier of Buyid Rukn al-Dawla, Abii al-Qasim Isma‘l b. ‘Abbad, known as
Sahib b. ‘Abbad (d. 995) in Rayy,” the large library of Isfahan, the library of Abt Tahir
Khavatiini in Savah, and many other libraries across Iraq and Khurasan.” There was also the
library of Mu’ayyad al-Din Muhammad b. Ahmad Ibn al-Alqami (d. 1258), the vizier of the
last Abbasid caliph al-Mu‘tasim, who had Shi‘ite sympathies. His collection, which was

established in 1247, contained probably more than 7,500 volumes.”’

Shi‘ite Madrasas in Pre-Safavid Iran
From the early history of Shi‘ism, many Iranian cities including Rayy, Qum, Kashan,
and Sabzavar not only became the strongholds of Twelver Shi‘ism throughout the medieval
period but also important learning centres. ‘Abd al-Jalil Qazwini briefly describes some

madrasas of Rayy, his hometown, which had a large number. He names the following ones:



37

Madrasa-yi Sayyid Taj al-Din Muhammad, a large madrasa that was built in the final decades
of the eleventh century and the madrasas built during the reigns of the two Saljuq rulers, Malik
Shah (d. 1092) and Muhammad (d. 1118), which are: Madrasa-yi Shams al-Islam, a Madrasa,
attributed to the ascetic Abu al-Futiih, located near the Iron gate [of Ray]; Madrasa-yi ‘Al
Jasti, located in the Isfahanian locality; Madrasa-yi Khvaja ‘Abd al-Jabbar Mufid which had
four hundred students who came from all over the world; Madrasa-yi Kiiy-i Firziiza; Madrasa-
yi Khvaja Imam Rashid Razi, near the Jariib-Bandan gate (it had a library and more than two
hundred students study there); Madrasa-yi Shaykh Haydar; and a Madrasa located between
Madrasa-yi Sayyid T3j al-Din Muhammad and Madrasa-yi Shams al-Islam which is called the
Khanghah-i Riyan where a group of ascetics live.”

Qazwini also lists the names of nine madrasas of Qum: Madrasa-yi Sa‘d Salat; Madrasa-
yi Athir al-Mulk; Madrasa-yi Sayyid Sa‘id ‘Izz al-Din Murtada; Madrasa-yi Sayyid Imam Zayn
al-Din Amir Sharaf Shah al-Hasan1; Madrasa-yi Zahir al-Din ‘Abd al-‘Aziz; Madrasa-yi Ustad
Abi al-Hasan Kumayj; Madrasa-yi Shams al-Din Murtada; and one associated with the shrine
of Fatima al-Ma‘stima.” He also lists the name of four madrasas of Kashan including
Safawiyya, Majdiyya, Sharafiyya; and ‘Izziyya madrasas, in which teachers such as Diya“ al-
Din Abu al-Rida, Fadlullah b. ¢Alf al-Husayni teach. The small city of Abeh (Ava)’® had two
congregational mosques as well as the ‘Izz al-Mulki and ‘ Arabshahi madrasas in which
teachers such as Sayyid Abt ‘Abdullah and Sayyid Zayn al-Din Abu al-Fath Husayni teach.”
Qazwini also lists two madrasas of Varamin, which in his time was a little village. Its madrasas
are Madrasa-yi Radawiyya and Madrasa-yi Fathiyya. In cities such as Bayhaq /Sabzavar, there

were a number of Shi‘ite madrasas as well.*®
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‘Allama al-Hilli and the Madrasa-yi Sayyara

Hasan b. Yusuf b. al-Mutahhar al-Hill1 (d. 1325), a student of Ibn Tawiis and Abu al-
Qasim Ja‘far b. Hasan b. Yahya al-Hilli (d. 1277), known as Muhaqqiq al-Hilli, had close
relations with the Ilkhanid ruler, Uljaytu Khudabandah, (r. 1305-16), who adopted the Twelver
Shi‘ite belief for a time. The Ilkhan consulted ‘Allama al-Hillt on religious issues and appointed
him as a teacher in Madrasa-yi Sayyara.” According to Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi (d. fl. early
18" century), Madrasa-yi Sayyara had about one hundred students.® Apart from Jamal al-Din
Mutahhar al-Hill1, Nizam al-Din ‘Abd al-Malik al-Maraght (d. 1316), Mulla Badr al-Din
Shiishtari, Mulla ‘Izz al-Din al-Hayy, Nar al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Hakim al-Tustari, Burhan
al-Din al-‘Ibri (d. 1343), and ‘Adud al-Din al-Iji (d. 756/1355) taught in Madrasa-yi Sayyara.”*
Taking along a full-scale madrasa staffed with a team of the most prominent Shi‘ite ‘ulama was
perhaps a well-calculated plan to spread the faith that Uljaytu had recently adopted among the
Persians. Or perhaps Iranians already had shown an interest in Shi‘ism, and because of their
inclination to Shi‘ism Uljatiyou converted to it and took along with himself a host of Shi’ite
scholars to answer people’s religious questions. Tabrizi also reports another madrasa was built
by Sultan Muhammad Khudabandah in Sultaniyya where two hundred students benefitted from
the teaching circles of sixteen teachers.®’Al-Hill1 trained a host of students including his son,
Fakhr al-Muhaqqin (d, 1369), who accompanied him everywhere until the father’s death in
1325. ‘Amid al-Din (d. 1282) and Diya’ al-Din al-A‘rajt al-Husayni (d. 1284) were trained by
al-Hilli, probably in Madrasa-yi Sayyara.”

From ‘Allama al-Hill1’s teaching permits, which he issued later to some of his students,
it is possible to reconstruct al-Hilli’s educational formation and outline the contents of his

studies. According to an jjaza issued to one of his students, Abu al-Hasan ‘Al b. Abii Ibrahim
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Muhammad b. Abt ‘Al al-Hasan b. Abi Zuhra, which is commonly known as al-ijaza al-
kabira,” he began his studies in his hometown of al-Hilla, where he first studied under the
guidance of his father and Najm al-Din Ja‘far b. Muhammad al-Hilli and Muhaqqiq-i Hilli who
was his maternal uncle. In Baghdad he studied with such Sunni scholars as Shams al-Din
Muhammad b. Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Kishi (d. 1296), who may have taught al-Hilli Ibn
‘Arab1’s books, and Burhan al-Din Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Nasafi (d. 1288), with whom
al-Hill1 studied disputation.”® According to this ijaza, al- Hilli studied the four Shi‘ite canonical
books of hadith together with the Sunnite canonical collections of hadith, namely, the
Muwatta’ by Malik b. Anas, the Sahih by al-Bukhari, the Musnad of Ibn Hanbal and the Sunan
of Abii Dawtd.*® He was a student of Nasir al-Din Tiist (d. 1274), who taught him Ibn Stna’s
Kitab al-shifa’.”” Katib al-Qazwini (d. 1277), who was one of the four co-founders of the
observatory invited to Maragha by Hulagi at the request of Nasir al-Din Tusi, taught al-Hillt
philosophy and logic. Al-Hilli also studied with him the works of Fakhr al-Din al-Raz1 (d.
1209) and the texts of Muhammad b. Namawar al-Khunji (d. 1248). Later he wrote
commentaries on both al-Katib1’s works, the Risala-yi shamsiyya, which is on logic and the
Hikmat al-‘ayn (on metaphysics and natural sciences). As al-Hillt mentions, this teacher also
introduced him to the works of earlier philosophers, including Athir al-Din Mufaddal b. ‘Umar
al-AbharT (d. 1264), the author of Hidayat al-hikma.*® Al-Hilli mentions that he benefitted from

the teaching circles of Radi al-Din Ibn Tawis and a number of other scholars.®

Higher Learning in the Early Safavid Period
The rise of the Safavid dynasty at the turn of the sixteenth century was the result of a

religious and spiritual process that had its root in earlier centuries, especially the fifteenth
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century, which featured a burst of religious and spiritual creativity. Various religious
movements whose leaders had new and different interpretations of Islamic tenets appeared.
Sufi orders gained considerable importance and influence, and Twelver Shi‘ism gained in
momentum. Millenarian sentiments flourished among the masses thanks to would-be messiahs
and mahdis. These messiahs, who took their ideas from the most diverse sources and gave them
a new life, created a situation of mass disorientation and anxiety in which ancient beliefs about
a messianic kingdom came to serve as vehicles for social change. There was also the complex
process of hybridization of Arabic, Persian, and Turkish cultural elements. Conflicts between
Turkish tribes and agricultural societies now became missionary crusades for the
transformation of civilizations. The period produced a fluid mix of religious practices involving
Sufism, extreme Shi‘ism, and Sunni Islam, which resulted in a cultural-political reconstruction
and transformation. Thus, there developed a new type of civilizational dynamics.”

Isma‘il (r.1488-1524), the founder of the Safavid dynasty, assumed power after his
successful integration of messianic and millenarian sentiments that were prevalent mainly
among the Turkish tribes living in Anatolia.” But he neither intended to legitimize his rule in
tribal-Turkish terms nor liked to assume the role of a mahdi. Shah Isma‘1l would have rather
placed himself in the lineage of Shi‘ite Imams.”” Isma‘il was the first ruler in the history of Iran
who declared Twelver Shi‘ism as the official religion of Iran upon the capture of Tabriz in
1501.” He thereby created a specific religious identity for Iranians. His main concern was to
consolidate his rule and dominance and fulfill his promise of establishing a new order. In so
doing, Isma‘1l made use of the various and complex socio-political and religious organizations
and institutions such as mosques, madrasas, awqdf, and the office of sadr that already were
available to him.” In his Habib al-siyar, Khvandamir lists the names of a number of important

madrasas, including Ghiyathiya, Sultaniya, Ikhlasiya, Madrasa-yi Sultani, and Madrasa-yi
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Gowhar-Shad, built by the Timurid rulers in Herat, Khvaf, and other places.”” These madrasas
continued to function as educational centres during the Safavid rule. Isma‘il also ordered the
restoration of the mosque-madrasa complexes including the mosque-madrasa complex of ‘Al
in Isfahan, which before its restoration was known as Madrasa-yi Sanjariyya, and another
madrasa located next to this complex, Madrasa-yi Sultan Muhammad Saljuqi, which came to
be known as Madrasa-yi Hajj Hasan after its renovation.”® A small madrasa adjacent to the
mausoleum of Hartin-i Wilayat was restored as well.” Husayn b. ‘Abd al-Samad al-‘ Amil1 (d.
1576), the father of Shaykh Baha’1, must have taught in some of these madrasas. Upon his
arrival in Iran in 1552, Husayn b. ‘Abd al-Samad started teaching the religious sciences in
Isfahan before joining the court of Tahmasb in 1556. Unfortunately our sources do not give
more information about the madrasa(s) where he taught. The Shah appointed him as the first
Shaykh al-Islam of the Safavid capital, Qazwin. He held the position for seven years before the
shah conferred it upon Mir Husayn al-Karaki, grandson of the famed Muhaqqiq al-Karaki who
died in 1592. Later Husayn b. ‘Abd al-Samad moved to Mashhad and simultaneously held the
posts of Shaykh al-Islam and the Friday prayer leader in Mashhad for five years. Since the
majority of the people of Herat did not know much about Shi‘ism, the shah asked him to go
there and propagate Shi‘ism. In Herat many students attended his teaching circle.”® After
performing the Aqgjj and visiting the tomb of the Prophet, Husayn b. Abd al-Samad left for
Bahrain.”

Isma‘1l also invited jurists and religious scholars who could direct and accelerate the
propagation of the Shi‘ite faith in a traditionally Sunni territory to elaborate a body of dogma
that could be used in the kind of governmental system that Safavids intended to create and also

to distinguish Iran from its Sunni neighbors.*’Although association with secular rulers was
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traditionally discouraged by the Imams and had been one of the subjects of polemics among
religious scholars,® a number of Shi‘ite Arab émigré scholars, who had expert knowledge in
jurisprudence, accepted Isma‘il’s invitation and joined his court.*”” Shaykh ‘Al b. ‘Abd al-‘Ali,
Muhaqqiq al-Karaki (d. 1533) was the most famous Arab scholar to accept Isma‘il’s invitation.
Al- Karaki justified his close ties with the Safavid court by referring to great scholars such as
Sayyid Murtada, Sayyid Radi, Nasir al-Din Ttsi, and ‘Allama al-Hilli who also had maintained
close relationships with their contemporaneous rulers and accepted high-ranking positions,
substantial gifts, and large parcels of land offered to them.”
Isma‘1l supported the “‘ulama generously. In his Rawdat al-jannat, Khvansari says that

Shah Isma‘il was sending the sum of seventy thousands dindars to Muhaqqiq al-Karaki so that
he would spend the sum on his madrasa and students.* Muhaqqiq al-Karaki, who had accepted
the Isma‘1l’s invitation to migrate to Iran, settled in Iraq, and paid intermittent visits to the
Safavid court, took upon himself the supervision of Iranians’ conversion to Shi‘ism under
Tahmasb (d. 1576), Isma‘il’s son and successor, a mission that continued until al-Karak1’s
death in 1533.%° He saw the Safavids as a political force who could establish Twelver Shi‘ism
as an assertive and normative faith rather than a marginal one, which consequently would result
in improving the position of the Shi‘ite religious scholars. In his own words:

Every pragmatic scholar knows scholars can reach a high rank with the

patronage and support of strong and powerful rulers, who also attained their

power with the help of scholars. The ‘ulama’s lack of association with the

powerful and their reluctance to guide and direct rulers has caused not only the

decline of the “ulama’s position but also the fall of educational institutions into
:.. 86
ruin.

However, a number of scholars, including Ghiyath al-Din Mansiir Shirazi Dashtaki (d.

1542), an accomplished philosopher, Mir N¢imatullah al-Hilli,”” and Shaykh Ibrahim b.
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Sulayman Qatifi (d. after 1539), challenged al-Karaki’s position on several issues like the
Friday Prayer, land-tax (khardj), and accepting gifts from monarchs.*® The animosity among al-
Karaki, Dashtaki, and Mir N‘imatullah al-Hilli, who had been sadr jointly with Mir Ghiyath al-
Din Dashtakt Shirazi, grew to the degree that Shah Tahmasb released them both from their
official positions and sent al-Hilli into exile.*” Shah Tahmasb issued a farman, in which he
confirmed al-Karaki’s position.” Copies of the decree were dispatched to all major towns and
cities of the kingdom and people were enjoined to follow the rulings of al-Karaki or face
punishment.”

Tahmasb along with his courtiers built and restored several public buildings, mostly
mosques, all over Persia. Masjid-i Qutbiyya was renovated extensively by Amir Qutb al-Din-i
Bab al-Dashti in 1543 who also established a wagf'to support this mosque located in Isfahan.”
In the same year, Shaykh Muhammad al-Safi built a mosque-madrasa complex in Isfahan and
named it Dhulfaqar, after the sword of ‘AlL.”> A Persian inscription framing the gibla aiwan of
the Isfahan Jami‘ which dates to the rule of Shah Tahmasb mentions the beautification and
repair of the mosque by Tahmasb. Female members of the Safavid dynasty also contributed to
the enrichment of cultural activities in mid-sixteenth-century Persia. Pari-Khan Khanum (d.
1576), the daughter of Shah Tahmasb, and Zaynab Begum (d. 1642), the unmarried aunt of

‘Abbas the Great, built two madrasas in Isfahan.”

Educational Institutions of Safavid Isfahan
Isfahan, once the capital of Iran during the Saljuqid period from the eleventh to the
thirteenth centuries, again became the centre of power and learning when Shah ‘Abbas I (d.

1629) transferred the capital from Qazvin to Isfahan after his victory over the Uzbeks in
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1017/1598.” The establishment of centres for religious higher learning had a long history in
Isfahan. Members of pre-Safavid dynasties, including the Saljugs, Ilkhanids, and Aq-qoyunlu,
had built numerous madrasas and mosques over the centuries in Isfahan, some of which were
still functioning at the time of the Safavids’ advent.”® Among them were: Madrasa-yi Baba
Qasim, which is now known as Madrasa-yi Imamiyya,” Madrasa-yi Dardasht,”® Madrasa-yi
Nasrabad,” Madrasa-yi Sayyid Rukn al-Din Yazdi,'” Madrasa-yi Khvaja Malik-i Mustawfi,
Madrasa-yi Fakhriyya,'”' Madrasa-yi Khvaja Sadr al-Din ‘Ali Tayyib,'” and Madrasa-yi
Ja‘fariyya.'” Some of the mosques built in pre-Safavid periods could accommodate live-in
students. For example, Masjid-i Jami‘-i ‘Abbasabad had a number of rooms— Shaykh ‘Imad
al-Din, son of Mirza Ibrahim-i Khush-niwis, (calligrapher) with the pen name of Arfa‘ lived as
a boarder there."” Over time many of these madrasas and mosques were replaced by new

1% A few old madrasas, such as

madrasas, converted to mosques, or else illegally confiscated.
Madrasa-yi Baba Qasim and Madrasa-yi Turkha, reconstructed during Safavid rule and in later
periods, have continued to function until today. '* Masjid-i Jami‘-i Isfahan is, however, the
most important and the oldest architectural monument that has survived in Iran. The
congregational mosque of Isfahan remained a centre of learning and worship from the time of
its construction in early Islamic history.'”” This magnificent historical monument was modified
by repairs and additions after its reconstruction, which was overseen by Nizam al-Mulk Tiist
(d.1092), the vizier of the Saljuq ruler, Malik-Shah (d. 1092), up until the end of the twentieth
century by various dynasties including the Saljugs, Ilkhanids, Muzzafarids, Timurids, and

Safavids. There are a number of inscriptions and royal decrees issued by rulers including

Malik-Shah,"® Uzun Hasan b. ‘Ali (d. 1457) and some by Safavid rulers on various aiwans of
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the mosque. Muhammad Taqi Majlisi (d. 1070/1659) and Muhammad Bagir Majlisi (d. 1699),
who held their teaching circles there, are buried in this mosque.

Although Shah Abbas stayed in Isfahan less than two months a year on average
throughout his reign, he built mosques and madrasas in the new Safavid capital. Masjid-i Shah
and Masjid-i Shaykh Lutfullah are among the architectural masterpieces financed by Shah
‘Abbas.'” There must have been legal documents and deeds of endowment to ensure service on
and maintenance of the public buildings built by ‘Abbas I. Unfortunately, currently we have
access to only some summaries, copies, and cited documents relating to these pious foundations
in historical sources and in the form of inscriptions.''® Historical sources and biographical
accounts attest to ‘Abbas’s respect for the leading scholars of his time, including Baha’1 al-Din
al-‘Amilt (d. 1621), the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, """ Sayyid Muhammad Bagqir b. Mir Shams-
al-Din Muhammad Husayni Astarabadi, known as Mir Damad (d. 1631), who was later dubbed
mu ‘allim-i thalith (the third teacher) for his contributions to philosophy, and Sadr al-Din
Muhammad b. Ibrahim Shirazi, known as Mulla Sadra and Sadr al-Muta’llihin (d. 1640). Mir
Damad had a close relationship with the Safavid court during the reigns of both ‘Abbas I and
Shah Saft (1629-42). Shah ‘Abbas consulted with him on religious matters.'”” Both Shaykh
Baha’1 and Mir Damad were accomplished jurists and philosophers and at times experienced
some sharp criticism from rival scholars."” It is surprising that ‘Abbas I did not build madrasas
in honour of jurist-philosophers such as Mir Damad and Shaykh Baha’1. Instead the shah
founded madrasas and mosques with extensive charitable endowments for jurists such as the
Mulla ‘Abdullah and Shaykh Lutfullah Mays1 which are on the famous Naqsh-i Jahan Square.

Mulla ‘Abdullah Shushtar attended Muqaddas-i Ardabili’s (d. 1585) teaching circle in

Najaf before moving to Isfahan. Apparently he had some problem with Shah ‘Abbas so he left
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Isfahan for Mashhad. According to Khvansari, the author of Rawdat al-jannat, when Shah
‘Abbas visited Mashhad they met and Mulla ‘Abdullah suggested that the shah should endow
his properties. The shah accepted his advice and established his famous wagfs known as
Chardah Ma‘sim."* Mulla ‘ Abdullah returned to Isfahan and the shah built him a madrasa,
which, according to Chardin, was the largest and richest madrasa in Isfahan."” Reportedly one
thousand students were studying at the Madrasa-yi Mulla ‘Abdullah. Shah Sulayman repaired
this madrasa in 1677. In recent decades the madrasa has been repaired again.'"® This madrasa
has remained one of the most important learning centres of Isfahan and eminent scholars
continue to teach there."”’

Shaykh Lutfullah al-Mayst (d. 1622) was another prominent jurist who was invited to
Isfahan by Shah ‘Abbas 1. He appointed al-Maysi as the Friday prayer leader and the head
teacher at the Madrasa-yi Khvaja Malik-i Mustawf1, which later came to be known as Madrasa-
yi Shaykh Lutfullah. The Shaykh had moved to the holy city of Mashhad from Jabal ‘Amil in
his childhood along with his family.""® After receiving his educational training which was
centred on religious sciences, especially figh, he started teaching in Mashhad. He also held an
administrative position at the Shrine of Imam Rida for which he received a stipend from the
revenues of its endowments. "' When Shaykh Lutfullah was the Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, he
encountered a number of challenges to his legal rulings.'® A certain Isfahani guildsman and his
friends challenged Lutfullah’s “clerical authority and accused Lutfullah of abrogating the
sacred law by committing an innovation and fabricating sources in a number of religious
practices.””! Shah ‘Abbas built him a mosque that later came to be known as Masjid-i Shaykh
Lutfullah. The inscriptions indicate the date of building and name the participants: the major

foundation inscription on the portal dates the beginning of construction to 1603; a second
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inscription at the base of the dome’s interior gives a date for the decoration 1616. And a third
inscription on the mihrab gives the date of completion as 1618.'%

During the reign of ‘Abbas I, powerful amirs and wealthy individuals erected madrasas
and mosques, among them, the Madrasa-yi Isfandiyar Beg which fell into ruin over time.'”
Khvaja Malik MustawfT built a madrasa across from the famed Naqgsh-i Jahan. (Aqa Husayn
KhvansarT studied there for awhile.) This madrasa was also called Madrasa-yi Shaykh
Lutfullah because he was teaching there for a time before he started teaching in the mosque that
‘Abbas the Great built for him.'**

The successors of ‘Abbas I and their courtiers actively repaired or constructed religious
establishments including shrines, mosques, and madrasas. For example, a number of madrasas
and mosques were built during the reign of Shah Sulayman: Mirza Husayn b. Mirza ‘Ali Rida
b. Mirza Mahdi built a madrasa in the Baydabad neighborhood in 1612. This madrasa
accommodated a number of students.'” Madrasa-yi NasirT (called NasirT because Nasir al-Din
Shah, the Qajarid ruler renovated it) is located on the south east side of the Shah Mosque. On
its eastern side this madrasa had a number of rooms for students.'”® Mirza Nir al-Din
Muhammad Jabiri also built a madrasa, known as Madrasa-yi Niriyya during this time. In
addition to a number of students of religious sciences, artists such as Muhammad ‘Al
Mudhahhib and Mirza Aqa Jan Partaw were living in the Niiriyya Madrasa for a while."”” Amir
Mahdi Hakim al-Mulk Ardastant built Madrasa-yi Kasa Garan in the last year of Shah
Suleyman’s reign in 1105/1693-94 under the supervision of Muhammad Mu’min and
Muhammad Ibrahim in Isfahan in Kasa Garan neighborhood. This madrasa, which at the time
of its construction was known as Madrasa-yi Shamsiyya (because it replaced the madrasa built

by Shams al-Din Muhammad Yazdi) and Madrasa-yi Hakimiyya accommodated a number of



48

students. Hakim al-Mulk had established a relatively large endowment for his madrasa. He
assigned the sum of fifteen tumans for the teacher of the madrasa who, in addition to teaching,
would also supervise the running of the madrasa. He also arranged the salaries for one muezzin
and two janitors, along with one lamp-man and one water-carrier.'”®

Wealthy individuals also contributed to the enrichment of cultural and intellectual life
of the later Safavid period. Hakim al-Mulk and his wife Zinat Begum founded two madrasas:
Madrasa-yi Kasa Garan and Madrasa-yi Nimavard. Madrasa-yi Kasa Garan was built in the last
year of Shah Suleyman’s reign in 1693 under the supervision of Muhammad Mu’min and
Muhammad Ibrahim in Isfahan. Zinat Begum established her madrasa in 1693 in Nimaward
neighborhood, which was famed for its tiles."”” Eminent Safavid scholars including Hajj Shaykh
Rafi‘ and Mulla Hasan Na’ini, Mulla Mirza Qumayshi’T were teaching in her madrasa.'
According to ‘Ata’ullah Jadali (d. 1921), son of Mirza Muhammad-i Mutawalli (d. 1895), and
also according to the wagf-nama (deed of endowment) of the madrasa dated 1699, Aqa Jamal
Khvansari was appointed as the executive and the supervisor of the mawgifat (pious

! The madrasa is a two-storey building with two aiwans: one for praying and

endowments).
another for teaching. The madrasa has seventy-eight rooms for student residence. The
mutawalli provides the fee of one teacher. Rafi‘1 Mihrabadi published the deed of endowment
of this madrasa."’

Mirza ‘Abdullah Afandi Jirani Isfahani, the author of Riyad al- ‘ulama’ wa hiyad al-
fudala, built a madrasa next to his home, which was known as Madrasa-yi Afandi. Madrasa-yi
Mirza Husayn in Baydabad neighborhood was built in 1687-88 by ‘Izzat al-Nisa’ Khanum,

daughter of Mirza Khana Tajir of Qum and wife of Mirza Muhammad Mahdi. She dedicated

properties to her madrasa in 1104/1692-93, 1106/1694-95, and 1107/1695-96."** Aqa Mirza
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Muhammad Mahdi, son of Muhammad Taqi Tajir-i ‘Abbasabadi, a wealthy merchant of the
‘Abbasabad suburb, built a madrasa in the Shamsabad suburb in 1125/1713-14."**

These madrasa-mosque complexes that were built in Isfahan during the seventeenth and
carly eighteenth centuries are larger institutions in both number and size.”® They were often
located beside or within a mosque. The close functional correspondence between mosque and
madrasa favoured composite foundations or the use of one building for several purposes.'
Usually larger mosques like the Friday mosques contained madrasas, which had rooms for non-
local students, and many large madrasas such as Madrasa-yi Shaykh Lutfullah were indeed
madrasa-mosque complexes. Sometimes madrasas were added to established mosques.
Madrasa functions also were discharged in buildings such as imamzadas, which due to their
form and function, could be put to use as learning centres. Many imamzada throughout Iran and
Isfahan carried out the functions of mosques and madrasas in early modern times.

It was through these religious cultural institutions that Shi‘ite authorities explicitly
developed a long-lasting relationship with political elites. Safavid rulers needed the support of
religious scholars to consolidate or implement their rule and agendas and more importantly
establish social order and cohesion. Therefore, the patronage of Shi‘ite scholars constituted a
major part of Safavid religious policies and as I explain in the next chapter, building
magnificent mosque-madrasa complexes was one of the major socio-cultural and religious

policies of the Safavid shahs.
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! Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 12,47, 473. See also Calmard, “Le chiisme Imamite en Iran a
I’époque seldjoukide, d’apres le Kitab al-Naqd,” Le monde iranien et I’Islam 4 (1971): 60-65.
2 Khvandamir, Habib al-siyar 3: 467-8; Ramlu, Ahsan al-tawarikh 1: 61.

3 Some of the disciples of the Imams, however, contested the Imams’ leadership and authority.
Differences between the Imams and their disciples had emerged by the time of al-Baqir as
some of his associates challenged his legal and theological opinions. Etan Kohlberg, “Bard’a in
Shi‘i Doctrine, ” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 7 (1986): 159. At times some of the
disciples deemed themselves superior to the Imam of their time. For example, al-Baqir was
reported to have said: “O God, have mercy on the disciples of my father, for I know that some
of them consider me inferior in rank.” Hossein Modarressi Tabataba’i, Crisis and
Consolidation in the Formative Period of Shi‘ite Islam: Abu Ja ‘far Ibn Qiba al-Razi and His
Contribution to Imamite Shi ‘ite Thought (Princeton NJ: Darwin, 1993), 54. Sometimes
disciples had different opinions about legal issues because they were attending the teaching
circles of two or even three Imams, and found themselves in the sensitive position of having to
unify their opinion with the current Imam. For example, Zurara who, like al-Sadiq, was a
disciple of al-Bagqir, reported different versions of opinions of the fifth Imam from time to time
and sometimes was even in direct opposition to the views expressed by al-Sadiq. Aba ‘Amr
Muhammad b. ‘Umar Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal (Mashhad: Chapkhana-yi Danishgah-i
Mashhad, 1969), 138-39/221.

* Abii Ja‘far Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. Farriikh “Saffar” al-Qummi, Kitab Basa 'ir al-darajat
al-kubra fi fadail Al-i Muhammad (Tabriz, n.d.), 114-16, 118-21, 468-70. For a detailed study
of the sources of the Imams’ initiatory knowledge, and its nature and modes of transmission see

Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi‘ism: The Sources of Esotericism
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in Islam, trans. David Streight (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 69-91. It
should be noted that the Imams and the majority of the Shi‘ite scholars had always distanced
themselves from extremist beliefs and all seventeen books that refute the ghulat (al-radd ‘ala
al-ghulat) were written by members of the Shi‘ite ‘ulama. For more information see Wadad al-
Qadi, “The Development of the Term Ghulat in Muslim Literature with Special Reference to
the Kaysaniyya,” in Shi ‘ism, ed. Etan Kohlberg (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, Variorum, 2003),
169-93.

> The book was collected by Muhammad b. Husayn al-Miisaw1, known as al-Sharif al-Radi (d.
1016) and has been the subject of many commentaries.

® For more detail on ‘Ali’s recension of the Qur’an see Modarressi, Tradition and Survival: A
Bibliographical Survey of Early Shi ‘ite Literature (Oxford: Oneworld, 2003), 2-4.

7 Saffar Qumm describes the shapes and contents of these books. See Qummi, Basa 'ir al-
darajat, 163, 155, 159.

8 Qummi, Basa’ir al-darajat, 166-67.

® For more on her books see Modarressi, Tradition and Survival, 17-22; Amir-Moezzi, The
Divine Guide, T4.

19 The text has been attributed to both ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib and ‘Ali b. Husayn. Carl
Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur (Leiden, 1943—49) 1:39. William C.
Chittick translated the book under the title of The Psalms of Islam (London: Muhammadi Trust
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 1988).

' Among the scholars who commented on this text attributed to the fourth Imam are: Shaykh
‘Al1 al-Karaki. Muhammad Muhsin Aqa Buzurg Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a ila tasanif al-shi‘a, 25

vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Adwa, 1983), 13: 353. Shaykh Baha’1 also wrote a commentary on this
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text but only his comments on the supplication for the new crescent of Ramadan have been
published. Baha’1, al-Hadiqa al-hilaliyya, ed. Sayyid ‘Ali Musaw1 Khurasant (Qum:
Mu’assasat Al al-Bayt li-Ihya’ al-Turath, 1410/1989); Mir Damad, Fayd Kashani, Aqa Husayn
Khvansari and many others wrote commentaries on this text. For more information see Tihrani,
al-Dhart‘a 13:353, 351; 15:21.

12 There were also a large number of Shi‘ite scholars contemporaneous with the Imams who
were very active in reading the Imams’ teaching and developing Shi‘ite jurisprudence and other
scholarly subjects.

13 The period of the imamate of al-Sadiq spanned over three decades.

1 See for example, Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Mizan al-i ‘tidal fi nagd al-rijal, ed. ‘Ali
Muhammad al-Bajaw1 (Cairo: ‘Isa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1963-1964), 1:414-15; Shihab al-Din Abi
al-Fadl Ahmad b. ‘Ali b. Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Tahdhib al-Tahdhib (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘[lmiyya, 1994), 2:92-94.

5 Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 1: 17.

16 Shaykh al-Mufid, Kitab al-irshad, trans. 1. K. A. Howard (Horsham: Balagha Books in
conjunction with the Muhammadi Trust, 1981), 408.

" R. Buckley, “Ja‘far al-Sadiq as a Source of Shi‘i Traditions,” Islamic Quarterly 43, no. 1
(1999): 37-58.

'® From the early days of Islamic history, Kiifa was an important centre of Shi‘ite learning. For
more information on Kiifa see H. Djait, “al- Kiifa”, EI, 2" ed.

' Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal, 170, 280. Kashshi counts eighteen prominent disciples of
the Imams who formed the ashab al-ijma‘. For more on them see: Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat

al-rijal, 238/431, 373/705.
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? Later on in the third/tenth century, growing Abbasid persecution meant that the tenth and
eleventh Imams, al-Hadi and Abti Muhammad Hasan b. Ali, known as al- AskarT (d. 874),
could not direct the affairs of their followers fully due to the geographical expansion of
Shi‘ism. They entrusted many of their responsibilities to their most learned and loyal disciples.
See Kohlberg, “Imam and Community in the Pre-Ghayba Period,” in Arjomand, Authority and
Political Culture, 37-39.

! Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal, 163.

*2 Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal, 162-63/275.

2 For more information on Qum see Calmard, “Kum,” EI, 2™ ed.

* Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal, 261.

* Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal, 64-55.

** Hasan b. Yiisuf b. ‘AlT b. Mutahhar al-Hilli, Rijal al- ‘allama al-Hilli, ed. Muhammad Sadiq
al-Bahr al-‘Ulim (Najaf: al-Matba‘a al-Haydariyya, 1381/1961), 14-15. Muhammad b. al-
Hasan Tiis1, Rijal, ed. Muhammad Sadiq Al Bahr al-‘Uliim (Najaf, al-Maktabah wa al-Matba‘a
al-Haydariyyah, 1380/1961), 398; Muhammad b. Ishaq Ibn Nadim, Kitab al-fihrist, trans. M.
Rida Mazandarani (Tehran: Ibn-i Sina, 1344/1965), 276-77; Kashshi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal,
76-7. For an analysis of al-Barqi’s Kitab al-mahasin see Newman, The Formative Period, 52-
61.

*” Modarressi examined Ibn Qiba al-Razi’s contribution to Imami Shi‘ism in his Crisis and
Consolidation, wherein he explains the ideological tension that existed within Imami Shi‘ism in
the period between the two Occultations. He shows that from its onset Imami Twelver Shi‘ism

had conflicts concerning various aspects of Imami doctrine such as the subject content of the
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Imams’ knowledge, their supernatural characteristics, the Prophet’s inheritance, the Qur’an,
and the prophetic traditions.

? For an examination of this Shi‘ite hadith compilation see Newman, The Formative Period of
Shi ‘ism, 94-109.

? Ahmad b. ‘Al b. ‘Abbas Najashi, Kitab al-rijal (Qum: Maktabat al-Dawari, 1976), 255-56,
197.

*® Arjomand, “The Crisis of the Imamate and the Institution of Occultation in Twelver Shi‘ism:
A Socio-historical Perspective,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 28, no. 4 (1996):
500.

*! Other Shi‘ite dynasties held sway in various parts of the Islamic world. Hamdanids and the
Idrisids ruled Morocco from 172 to 375/ 789 to 985. The Hamdanids’ successors, the
‘Uqaylids, ruled in northern Syria and central Iraq from 380 -564 / 990-1169 and Mazyadids
held power in central Iraq from 350-545/ 961-1150. The Qaramita ruled from 273 to 470/ 886
to 1078 in central Syria and parts of Iraq and later extended their rule to eastern Arabia. The
cities of Abbasid Iraq became the arenas for significant doctrinal developments in Twelver
Shi‘ism. Shi‘ite influence could also be felt in the east of the Islamic Empire. The Samanid
rulers of greater Khurasan had pro-Shi‘ite attitudes.

%2 Joel L. Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam: The Cultural Revival during the
Buyid Age (Leiden: Brill, 1986), 288.

* For the historical development of the kutub al-arba ‘a see Abdulaziz Abdulhussein, The Just
Ruler (al-sultan al-‘adil) in Shi’ite Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 65-80. For
an analytical and comparative examination of a/-Kafi see Newman, The Formative Period, 94-

200.
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* In the year 965, he received an authorization (ijaza) from Ibn Babiiya to transmit traditions.
He also attended the teaching circle of Ibn al-Junayd al-Iskafi (d. 991) who, according to al-
Najashi, was the leader of the Imam1 Shi‘ites to whom the khums (the fifth) that belonged to the
Twelfth Imam was entrusted. Najashi, Kitab al-rijal, 5-6.

* See the following sources on al-Mufid’s teachers, students, and works: Muhammad Bagqir
Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 110 vols. (Tehran: Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyya, 1376-92/1956-72), I:
74-77; Muhammad Ali Mudarris Tabrizi, Rayhanat al-adab (Tehran: Kitabfurtishi khayyam,
1967), 4: 59; Muhammad Bagqir Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat fi ahwal al- ulama wa al-sadat
(Tehran: Kitabfarushi-i Islamiyya, 1367), 562-563; Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 2: 125-9; Shaykh
‘Abbas al-Qummi, Kuna wa al-algab (Najaf: al-Matba‘a al-Haydariyya, 1376/1956), 3: 171-
2; Martin J. McDermott, The Theology of al-Shaikh al-Mufid (Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1978).
* Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi ‘ism, 19.

*7 Shaykh al-Mufid and al-Murtada are considered two personalities responsible for
guaranteeing the survival of the Imam1 doctrine and also transforming the “esoteric non-
rational Imamism” to a “rational,” more “orthodox,” and conventional branch of Islam. For
more information on this view see Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early Shi ‘ism, 18-22.
*®* Muhammad b. Hasan Abi Ja‘far Tusi, Ikhtiyar ma ‘rifat al-rijal, 457.

** For more on him see Najashi, Kitab al-rijal, 206; al-Qummi, Kuna wa al-algab 2: 228.

“* For more on him see al-Qummi, Kuna wa al-algab 1: 224.

! Arjomand, “Philanthropy, the Law and Public Policy in the Islamic World before the Modern
Era,” in Philanthropy in the World’s Traditions, eds. Warren Frederick Ilchman et al.

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 116.
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*? For example, see Arthur Stanley Tritton, Materials on Muslim Education in the Middle Ages
(London: Luzac, 1957), 103; John Pederson, “Some Aspects of the History of the Madrasa,”
Islamic Culture, no. 3 (1929): 530-32, 35; A. L. Tibawi, “Muslim Education in the Golden Age
of the Caliphate,” Islamic Culture, no. 28 (1954), 429-35; 437.

* Ibn al-Kathir, al-Bidaya wa al-nihaya fi al-tarikh (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Sa‘ada, 1932-39), 1:
309-12. For a detailed periodization of the early Imamiyya in direct relation to the development
of its doctrine see Modarressi, An Introduction to Shi’i Law: A Bibliographical Study (London:
Ithaca Press, 1984), 26-50.

* Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 55.

* Ja‘far Khalili, Mawsii ‘at al-‘atabat al-mugaddasa (Baghdad: Dar al-Ta'aruf, 1965-70), 2; 28-
35.

* For more information on Shaykh al-TasT’s life see Husayn Bahr al-‘Ulum’s introduction to
al-Tusi’s Talkhis al-Shafi (Najaf: Maktabat al-‘alamayn al-TtisT wa Bahr al ‘Ultim, 1963-1964),
1-45.

* Roy Mottahedeh, The mantle of the Prophet: Religion and Politics in Iran (New York, NY:
Simon and Schuster, 1985), 91-92.

*® Hilla was founded in 495/1102 midway between Kiifa and Baghdad near the ruins of ancient
Babilin. It become the main centre of Shi‘ite scholarship during the sixth/twelfth century, and
remained so during and beyond the Mongol period. According to Abdulaziz A. Sachedina,
“The Hilla scholars mark a new chapter in the history of Imamate figh. They mark the
development of a new methodology in deducing laws.” Sachedina, The Just Ruler, 14.

* According to Etan Kohlberg like an Akhbari scholar he was not interested in figh as such and

believed Prophetic and Imamf traditions are the main source of religious knowledge. Therefore,
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he avoided writing on kalam and his intellectual approaches were in contrast to the conciliatory
attitude of leading scholars of Baghdad, including al-Sharif al-Murtada and Shaykh al-Tasi. For
more on Ibn Tawiis’s life and work see Etan Kohlberg, 4 Medieval Muslim Scholar at Work:
Ibn Tawus and His Library (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 3-67.

*® For more information on Ibn Tawis’s library see E. Kohlberg, 4 Medieval Scholar at Work,
71-81.

*! For more information on Sahib b. ‘Abbad see C. Cahen, “Ibn ‘Abbad, Abu al-Kasim Isma‘il b.
‘Abbad b. al-‘Abbas b. ‘Abbad b. Ahmad b. Idris,” EZ, 2™ ed.

*? Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 12.

* Kohlberg, 4 Medieval Scholar at Work, 80.

** Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 47-48.

** Qazwini, Kitab al-nagd, 163-64. For more information on these madrasas and their deeds of
endowment see Modarressi, Turbat-i pakan: Athar wa banaha-yi gadim-i mahdiidah-yi kuniini-
i dar al-Mu 'minin-i Qum (Qum: Chapkhanah-yi Mihr, 1976), 1:31, 2: 218- 43. A number of
madrasas were built during Safavid rule in Qum including Qiyathiyya, Radawiyya, Jani Khan,
and Faydiyya. For more information on these learning institutions see Modarresi, Turbat-i
pakan 2: 127-139.

% For more information on this place, see R.N. Frye, “Awa (Avah, Aveh),” EI, 2™ ed.

*7 Qazwini, Kitab al-nagd, 170.

*® Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 171-73. Qazwini also provides a comprehensive list of the eminent
Shi‘i scholars, exegetes, theologians, philologists, rulers, viziers, governors, sayyids, and poets
living in the tenth and eleventh centuries of early Islamic history. See Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd,

178-254,
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*> Muhammad Baqir Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat fi ahwal al- ‘ulama wa sadat, 8 vols.
(Tehran: Kitabfuriishi-i Islamiyya, 1976-81), 2: 282.

® Muhammad Zaman b. Kalb ‘Ali Tabrizi, Fara id al-fawaid dar ahwal-i madaris wa masdjid,
ed. Rasil Ja‘fariyan (Tehran: Daftar-i Nashr-i Mirath-i Maktiib, 1995), 287.

*t Khvandamir, Habib al-siyar 3:197.

*2 Tabrizi, Fard'id al-fawa’id, 2877.

* For a list of al-HillT’s ijazas for these students see Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 1: 178, no. 909.

* For a copy of this ijaza see Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107: 60-137. ‘Allama al-HillT also issued
two ijazas for his student Muhanna b. Sinan al-‘ Alaw1 al- Husayni authorizing him to teach his
works. The first was issued in 717/1317 in Hilla, and the second in 720/1320 by which he was
given permission to transmit a large number of books written on various subjects including
figh, hadith and rijal, usil al-figh, usil al-din, nahw and books on rational sciences. See this
ijaza in Bihar al-anwar, 107: 146. For a list of al-Hilli ’s students see Sabine Schmidtke, The
Theology of al- ‘Allama al-Hillt (Berlin: Klause Schwarz, 1991), 35-40. Al-Hill1’s son Fakhr al-
Din also issued to Muhanna an ijaza, thereby, permitting Muhanna to transmit his books, his
father’s works, and all the books of Nasir al-Din TasT and those of Fakhr al-Din Razi. Majlisi,
Bihar al-anwar 104: 150-51

% Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 104: 62-95. For a list of his teachers see Schmidtke, The Theology of
al- ‘Allama al-Hilli, 12-22. Besides al-Hilli, many Shi‘ites scholars including Fadl b. Shadan al-
NishabiirT (d. 873) and Baha’ al-Din al-‘Amili “ Shaykh Baha’1” (d. 1621) attended the
teaching circles of Sunni scholars and even taught in taught in Sunni madrasas. For more

information about these scholars see D. J. Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodoxy: Twelver Shiite
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Response to the Sunni Legal System (Salt Lake City, UT: The University of Utah Press, 1998),
63-97.

* Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107: 62-95.

” Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107: 62.

*® Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107:66-68.

* Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107:67-68.

’® For more information and analysis on the religious situation of Iran in the fifteenth century
see the following: B.S. Amoretti, “Religion under the Timurids and the Safavids,” in The
Cambridge History of Iran, eds., Peter Jackson and Laurence Lockhart (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press 1968) 6: 610-56; S. H. Nasr, “Religion in Safavid Persia,” [ranian Studies 7
(1974): 271-86; Shahzad Bashir, Messianic Hopes and Mystical Visions: The Nurbakhshiya
between Medieval and Modern Islam (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press),
2003; Bashir, “The Imam’s Return: Messianic Leadership in Late Medieval Shi‘ism,” in The
Most Learned of the Shi‘a, ed. Linda S. Walbridge (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001),
21-33; Jean Aubin, “L’avénement des safavides reconsidéré (Etudes safavides I1I),” Moyen
Orient et Océan Indien 5 (1988): 1-130; Michel Mazzaoui, The Origins of the Safavids:
Shi’ism, Sufism and the Gulat (Wiesbadan: F. Steiner, 1972).

' Michel M. Mazzaoui, The Origins of the Safavids: Shi’ism, 66-67.

V. Minorsky, “The Poetry of Shah Isma‘il 1,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies 10, no. 4 (1942): 1006a-1053a, esp. 1042a, 1043a. Although Shah Isma‘il calls himself
a Husayni, such references are absent in the farman issued in 911/1505, four years after

Tabriz’s capture. Although no specifically Shi‘T claims were made and there are no allusions to
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the descent of the Imams, Isma‘1l was described as the successor of the age, the spreader of
justice and beneficence, and the just leader. See Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 86-8.

”* Khvandamir, Habib al-siyar 3: 467-8; Rumli, A hsan al-tawarikh 1: 61. Rumlu reports, “In
the beginning of his reign, Isma‘1l ordered that the preachers of provinces must read the names
of the Twelve Imams, in the sermon (khutba) and say: I bear witness that ‘Alt is God’s friend
(wali)... And this had not been done in the cities of Islam for five hundred and twenty-eight
years.”

™ For a complete list of military and socio-administrative organizations of the Safavid society
see Minorsky, ed. and trans, Tadhkirat al-Mulitk: A Manual of Safavid Administration (Circa
1137/1725). Marcinkowski, Christoph (Muhammad Isma‘il), ed. and trans, Mirza Rafi‘a’s
Dastur al-muluk: A Manual of Later Safavid Administration (Kuala Lumpur, 2002). Both
sources give the blueprint for the Safavid society’s administrative structure.

” For more about these educational institutions, see Khvandamir, Habib al-siyar 3: 111,116,
338, 340, 343; Ramli, 4 Asan al-tawarikh 1: 60. For a detailed examination of the Ikhlasiyya
Complex see M. E. Subtelny, “A Timurid Educational and Charitable Foundation: The
Ikhlasiyya Complex of ‘Ali Shir Nava’1 in 15th-Century Herat and Its Endowment," Journal of
the American Oriental Society 111, no. 1 (1991): 38-61.

’® Shaykh ‘Ali Minshar al-Karaki was the mutawalli of the water of the aforementioned the ‘Ali
complex. Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 713. He thinks the madrasa acquired its new
name after ‘All Minshar. For more on the ‘All complex see Jabir1 Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa
Rayy, 219- 22; Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 369-79; Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli
Isfahan 712-17; Khvandamir, Habib al-siyar 4: 595-98. Madrasa-yi Hajj Hasan at least until

1308/1929 was still functioning. See Rafi‘T-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 469.
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”” For more on this shrine complex see Khvandamir, Habib al-siyar 4:500; Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi
athar-i tarikhi, 360-69; ‘Abd al-Karim Jazi, Tadhkirat al-qubiir ya danishmandan wa
buzurgan-i Isfahan, ed. Muslih al-Din Mahdaw1 (Isfahan, 1348/1969), 192; Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi,
Athar-i milli Isfahan, 777-85, 508-10.

’® Muhsin al-Amin, A4 ‘yan al-shi‘a, ed. Hasan al-Amin (Beirut: Matba“at al-Insaf, 1960),

6: 58

“Finally, after eight years he moved to Qazwin and asked Tahmasb to allow him and his son,
Baha’ al-Din Muhammad, known as Shaykh Baha’i (d. 1621), to go on the hajj. Tahmasb gave
him permission to leave for Mecca, but refused to allow Shaykh Baha’1 to accompany his
father. Instead he asked him to stay in Herat and continue teaching and spreading Shi‘ism there.
After performing the hajj and visiting the tomb of the Prophet, Husayn b. ‘Abd al-Samad left
for Bahrain. al-Amin, 4 ‘yan al-Shi‘a 6: 58; Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama’2: 120-21. For more on
his life see Devin Stewart, “The First Shaykh al-Islam of the Safavid Capital Qazvin,” Journal
of the American Oriental Society, 116, no. 3 (1996): 387-405.

% Jean Aubin, “Sah Isma‘il et les notables de 1’Iraq Persan (Etudes safavides I),” Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient 2, no. 1 (1959): 43.

* Muhammad Abt Ya‘qiib al-Kulayni quotes the Prophet Muhammad who said: “Jurists
(fugaha) are the authorized representatives of the prophets on the stipulation that they do not
follow a ruler. If they did that, avoid them to secure your religion.” al-Kulayni, Usil-i kafi 1:
58. Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’irT in this regard writes: “A scholar should avoid seeking the
proximity of kings and the wealthy, and if he can he should even run away from them to protect
knowledge. If a scholar seeks the proximity of the powerful, he betrays the deposit [i.e.

knowledge] entrusted to him.” Then he quotes the hadith but quickly adds that if religious
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scholars made themselves close to a ruler in order to ““ elevate the word of God, to promote the
religion, to eradicate heretics, to command right and forbid wrong, this is one of the best things
that they can achieve.” al-Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 341.

* Apparently Isma‘il’s descision angered Persian scholars and caused Iranian nobles’
opposition. For more on this see Arjomand, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam:
Religion, Political Order, and Societal Change in Shi'ite Iran from the Beginning to 1890
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 135. According to some primary sources and
secondary scholarships Isma‘il’s had to resort to non-Persian scholars due to the shortage of the
Shi‘ite religious scholars and books in Iran. Riimli reports: “In those days men knew not of the
Ja‘fart madhhab and the principles and laws of the madhhab of the twelve Imams because there
were not any works on Imami figh. The first volume of the book Qawa ‘id-i Islam (i.e., Qawa ‘id
al-ahkam fi Ma ‘rifat al-halal wa haram), one of the works by the prince of erudite scholars,
shaykh Jamal al-Din Mutahhar al-Hilli, which was in the possession of Qadi Nasrullah Zaytiini,
served as the main textbook for the teaching and learning of religious issues until the time when
the sun of the true Twelver madhhab rose and illuminated the horizon of research.” Riimla,
Ahsan al-tawartkh 1: 61. A number of scholars examined the migration of Shi‘ite ‘ulama from
the Arabic-speaking regions to Iran. To name a few: Hans Robert Roemer, Persien auf dem
Weg in die Neuzeit: Iransiche Geschichte von 1350-1750 (Beirut: Orient-Institut der Deutschen
Morgenléndischen Gesellschaft, 1989), 406; Arjomand, The Shadow of God, 122-59; Moojan
Momen, An Introduction to Shi ‘i Islam: The History and Doctrines of Twelver Shi ‘ism (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1985), 107-12; Rasiil Ja‘fariyan, “The Immigrant
Manuscripts: A Study of the Migration of Shi‘Tt Works from Arab Regions to Iran in the Early

Safavid Era,” in Society and Culture in the Early Modern Middle East, ed. Newman (Leiden:
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Brill, 2003), 351-69; A. J. Newman, “The Myth of the Clerical Migration to Safavid Iran: Arab
Shi‘ite Opposition to Ali al-Karaki and Safawid Shi‘ism,” Welt der Islams 33 (1993): 66-112;
Jean Aubin, “Sah Isma‘l et les notables de 1’Iraq Persan (Etudes safavides I),” Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient 2, no. 1 (1959): 37-81; Aubin, “La politique
religieuse des safavides,” in Le shi ‘ism imamite, ed. T. Fahd (Paris: Presses Universitaires de
France, 1970) 239. In his “Notes on the Migration of ‘Amili scholars to Safavid Iran,” Journal
of Near Eastern Studies 55, no. 2 (1996): 81-103, D. Stewart reviews A. J. Newman’s and al-
Muhajir’s views on migration of ‘Amili scholars. In her Converting Persia: Religion and
Power in the Safavid Empire (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2004), Abisaab examines the co-operation
of ‘Amili scholars with the Safavid rulers. All these scholars have based their study on primary
sources including biographical dictionaries and historical sources but have made different
conclusions from the same sources. The issue of migration of religious scholars is still an
unresolved subject as long as our knowledge of socio-political and religious conditions of the
early decades of Safavid rule is as limited as it is now.

* Abisaab claims that “As a temporal ruler and builder of a state, Shah Tahmasp increasingly
turned to stable sources of religious legitimacy, ones that could be harnessed by him or which
lend themselves to state control.” She also asserts that Tahmasb boosted the position of the
Persian aristocrats to weaken the hold of the Qizilbash, and ¢ Amili scholars, including Husayn
b. ‘Abd al-Samad had a significant position in Tahmasb’s court. Abisaab, Converting Persia,
32.

* Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 5:170.

® For more on al-Karaki and his descendants see Rasul Ja‘fariyan, Kawushha-yi taza dar bab-i

riizgar-i safawi (Tehran: Nashr-i Adyan, 1384/2005), 79-152.
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* ‘Ali b. al-Husayn al-Karaki, al-Khardjiyyat (Qum: Mu’assasat al-Nashr al-Islami, 1413/1992),
40-41.

¥ For a short while he studied under al-Karaki but left his teaching circle. He was appointed as
the sadr in 935/1528. Al-Hillt was not quite pleased with Al-Karaki’s influence in court
decisions. Romli, Ahsan al-tawarikh 1: 253-4.

% According to Shah Tahmasb, “At this time scholarly controversy arose between the Mujtahid
of the Age (i.e. al-Karaki), and Mir Ghiyath al-Din Mansiir, the sadr. Even though the mujtahid
of the age was triumphant, they did not acknowledge his ijtihdd, and were bent on hostility. We
(i.e. Tahmasb) took note of the side of the truth, and affirmed him in ijtihdd.” Tahmasb b.
Isma‘l, Tadhkira-i Shah Tahmdsb, ed. Amrullah Safart (Tehran: Intisharat-i Sharq, 1363/1984),
14. For more on their arguments see the following: Rumla, 4 hsan al-tawarikh 1: 254-56;
Ahmad b. Sharaf al-Din al-Husayn al-Husayni al-Qummi, Khulasat al-tawarikh, ed. Thsan
Ishraqi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Danishgah-i Tihran, 1980-1984), 237-39; Hurr al-‘Amili, Amal al-
amil fi ‘ulama’ Jabal ‘Amil (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Andalus, 1965), 2: 8. ‘Abdullah Afandi
quotes MajlisT who had said: Qatift was not very knowledgeable and he was not eligible to
challenge Shaykh ‘Al al-Karaki. Afandi adds: “The other day I heard him saying Qatift was
inferior to al-Karaki. Majlist denied Qatif1’s religiosity.” ‘Abdullah b. ‘Isa Afandi Isfahani,
Riyad al-‘ulama’ wa hiyad al-fudala, ed. Ahmad al-Husayni (Qum: Matba‘at al-Khayyam,
1401/1981), 1: 55.

* For more on Ghiyath al-Din see Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 8: 18-19. Ramla, who reports,
“At last his (Hillr’s) feud with the Seal of the Mujtahids (i. e. al-KarakT) led to his being
expelled and he was made to go to Baghdad. Muhammad Khan Takallg, the governor of

Baghdad, was ordered to prevent Hillt from meeting with Shaykh Ibrahim QatifT and al-
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Karak1’s other enemies.” Rumlt, 4 Asan al-tawarikh 1: 255. Ahmad Qummi recorded the royal
decree to the Governor of Baghdad in this regard. See Qummi, Khulasat al-tawarikh, 237-38.
** Ahmad Qummi, Khulasat al-tawarikh, 238. ‘Abdullah Afandi recorded a copy of the farman
in his Riyad al- ‘ulama 3: 455-60; in his Rawdat al-jannat, Khvansari recorded an abridgement
of this very important royal decree. See Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 5: 169. Colin Turner
maintains that Tahmasb’s farman was of immense historical significance, since it marks the
beginning of what is loosely termed the Twelver Shi‘ite “‘ulama as an autonomous centre of
power. Colin Turner, Islam without Allah? The Rise of Religious Externalism in Safavid Iran
(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), 89.

' Qummi, Khulasat al-tawarikh, 238. Turner also claims that during the reign of Shah Isma‘il,
both political and religious authority had been vested in the personage of the Shah, with the
advent of Tahmasb, however, religious authority was stripped from the ruler and devolved
upon the mujtahid. Turner, Islam without Allah?, 89.

*2 Hunarfar published a synopsis of the wagfinscribed in one of the walls. See Ganjina-yi
athar-i tarikhi, 380-81. See also, Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 720-22; Jabirl
Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 247-48.

 For more on this building and its waqf see Hunrfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 384-86; Rafi‘i-
i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 470-71, 615-17.

** Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 29. For more on Par1 Khan Khanum see Iskandar
Beg Turkman, Tarikh-i ‘alam-ara-yi ‘Abbasi, ed. Iraj Afshar (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1350/1971),
1:201, 219-20, 223, passim; Qummi, Khuldasat al-tawarikh, 622, 660, 662; Maria Szuppe, “La
participation des femmes de la famille royale a 1’exercice du pouvoir en Iran safavide au XVI

siecle,” Pt. 2, “L’entourage des princesses et leurs activités politiques,” Studia Iranica 24, no. 1
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(1995): 72-76, 78-89; Szuppe, “The ‘Jewels of Wonder’: Learned Ladies and Princess
Politicians in the Provinces of Early Safavid Iran,” in Women in the Medieval Islamic World:
Power, Patronage, and Piety, ed. Gavin Hambly (New York: St Martin’s, 1998), 344; S.
Golsorkhi, “Pari Khan Khanum: A Masterful Safavid Princess,” Iranian Studies 28 (1995):
143-56. For Zaynab Begum see: D. Fairchild Ruggles, Women, Patronage, and Self-
representation in Islamic Societies (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000) 128;
Kathryn Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern
Iran (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 359; Szuppe, “Status, Knowledge, and
Politics: Women in Sixteenth-Century Safavid Iran,” in Women in Iran from the Rise of Islam
to 1800, eds. Guity Nashat and Lois Beck (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003), 168.

* Iskandar Beg Turkman reports that the royal household moved to Isfahan and Shah ‘ Abbas
proclaimed the city as his magarr-i dawlat (capital) in 1006/1597-98. At the same time, he
gave orders for the erection of “magnificent” buildings. See Iskandar Beg, History of Shah
‘Abbas the Great: Tarikh-i ‘alamard-yi ‘Abbasi Tarikh-i ‘alam-ara, trans. Roger Savory
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1978-1986), 724. Most scholars in fact consider this year as the
time of the Safavid capital’s transfer from Qazwin to Isfahan. However, it has been argued that
Isfahan gradually acquired the status of capital of the Safavids. Isfahan in the course of time
gained more of a central focus as later Safavid rulers lost their enthusiasm for battles. On this
view see Rosemarie Quiring-Zoche, Isfahanim 15. und 16. Jahrhundert (Freiburg: Schwarz,
1980), 105. Various scholars contemplated on why Shah ‘Abbas I transferred the Safavid
capital from Qazwin to Isfahan. See for example: Roemer, “The Safavid Period.” In The
Cambridge History of Iran 6:189-350; M. M. Mazzaoui, “From Tabriz to Qazvin to Isfahan:

Three Phases of Safavid History,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschafft,
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Supplement 3 (1977): 514-22; R. D. McChesney, “Four Sources on Shah Abbas’s Building of
Isfahan,” Mugarnas 5 (1988): 116; Stephen P. Blake, “Shah ‘Abbas and the Transfer of the
Safavid Capital from Qazvin to Isfahan,” in Society and Culture in the Early Modern Middle
East. ed. Newman (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 45-164.

% For a list of these mosques see Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i millt Isfahan, 28-56. Safavid rulers
renovated some of the mosques built by earlier rulers in Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadt’s list. His list also
includes madrasas built by Safavid rulers and their family members or wealthy and pious
individuals living during the Safavid rule.

*” Hunarfar published all historical inscriptions of this madrasa in addition to providing a brief
description of its history and size. See Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 302-13.

’® For more information on this madrasa see Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 317-21;
Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 45.

** For more on this madrasa see Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 329-33.

' This complex was built in seventh/fourteenth century. It had a dar al-hadith (centre for
learning hadith), dar al-kutub (library) and a dar al-adwiyya (hospital). Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi
published the wagfiyya of the madrasa. See Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 35-37.

! This residential madrasa was built by Fakhr al-Mulk b. Nizam al-Mulk al-TasT and was
functioning until 1098/1686. See Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 44.

2 For more on this madrasa see Mirza Muhammad Tahir Nasrabadi Isfahani, Tadhkira-yi
Nasrabadr, ed. Wahid Dastgirdi (Tehran: Armaghan, 1317/1939), 457; Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi,
Athar-i milli Isfahan, 47.

' This madrasa was functioning until the eleventh/eighteenth century. See Jabiri Ansari,

Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 190-92.
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1% Nasrabadi, Tadhkira, 404.

1% Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi introduces these madrasas briefly. See Rafi‘T-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli
Isfahan, 35-39, 44-45. In his Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 302-14, Hunarfar describes Madrasa-yi
Baba Qasim. JabirT Ansart also briefly reports on the numerous madrasas and mosques built by
the Safavids’ predecessors. See Jabirt Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 245-98.

1% Madrasa-yi Turkha, according to JabirT Ansari was built during the reign of Aq Qoyunlus
and was repaired by Muhammad Ibrahim-i T3jir during the Qajar rule. See Jabiri Ansari,
Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 245; Rafi‘T-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 440-41.

7 Hunarfar quotes Mufaddal ibn Sa‘d Mafarrakhi, the author of Kitab mahdasin Isfahan who
reported: “Before the mosque become ruined by fire, around five thousand people were
gathering in the mosque to perform group prayer. Many teaching circles were held in the
mosque. Jurists and theologians held their debate sessions there, while some religious scholars
and Sufis were praying. Across the mosque, he reports there was a library with multitude rooms
and storages, where there are many books on every branch of knowledge. The library had a
three-volume catalogue, in which books on Qur’anic commentary, hadith and literature and
mathematics and natural sciences were listed.” Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 79.

' He and his powerful wife, Tarkan Khattin are buried in a madrasa that he built next to the
mosque. Hunarfar published all the katibas of the masjid. Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi,
70-168. See also Oleg Grabar, The Great Mosque of Isfahan (New York: New York University
Press, 1990).

19 A large number of scholars have described in detail the monuments built by ‘Abbas the
Great. For example see: Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 392-514; S. Blake, who has

examined the connection between architecture, personality, and society in late-Safavid Iran,
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argues that “Shah ‘Abbas’s creation of the Maidan-i Naqgsh-i Jahan marked the establishment of
a new state. Shah Sultan Husayn’s construction of the Sultani Madrasa, on the other hand,
reflected his personal piety, his obsession with religious law.” For more information see Blake,
Half of the World, xix.

"% The author of Tarikh-i ‘Abbasi reports that as soon as the construction of the maydan was
finished, the Shah endowed the square and all shops around it on behalf of the infallibles
Imams. McChesney, “Four sources on the building of Isfahan,” Mugarnas 5 (1988): 119.
Sipinta and Iskandar Beg provide a detailed list of ‘Abbas’s wagfs that he made on behalf of
the chahardah ma ‘sim (the twelve Imams in addition to the Prophet Muhammad and his
daughter Fatima). ‘Abbas’s mawgiifat is a combination of commercial properties and extensive
agricultural lands. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqdf, 44-45, 64-72; Iskandar Beg, Tarikh-i ‘alam-
ara-yi ‘abbasi 2: 760-61. For the text of the deed of endowment, see Wali Quli Shamla, Qisas
al-Khagani, ed. Sayyid Hasan Sadat-i NasirT (Tehran: Tehran: Sazman-i chap wa Intisharat-i
Wizarat-i Farhang wa Irshad-I Islami, 1371/1993), I: 186-97; McChasney, “Wagqf and Public
Policy: The Wagqf of Shah ‘Abbas, 1011/1602-1023/1614,” Asian and African Studies 15, no. 2
(1981): 165-90. There are a number of microfilms kept in Kitabkhana-yi Markazi-i Danishgah-
i Tihran that contain detailed information concerning mawgqiifat -i Chahardah Ma ‘siim. See
microfilms nos. 6767, 7058 and 2459. Just recently Idara-yi Awqaf-i Isfahan has started to
publish all wagfiyyas related to the pious endowments of Isfahan, and most likely some of the
original documents will be published for the first time in this series.

" For more on Shaykh Baha’1 see Hurr ‘Amili, Amal al-amil 1: 155-60; Arjomand, “Religious
Extremists (Ghuluww), Siifism and Sunnism in Safavid Iran: 1501-1722,” Journal of Asian

History 15 (1981): 16, 25-27; Yusuf Bahrani, Lu lu’at al-Bahrayn, ed. Muhammad Sadiq Bahr
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al-‘Ulim (Najaf: Matba‘at al Nu‘man, 1386/1966), 16-23; Browne, 4 Literary History of
Persia (Cambridge: The University Press, 1959-64), 4: 253, 407, 426-28; Iskandar Beg, ‘Alam-
ara-yi ‘Abbast 1:155-57, 2:967-68; Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 7: 56-84; A. J. Newman,
“Towards a Reconsideration of the ‘Isfahan School of Philosophy: Shaykh Baha’1 and the Role
of the Safawid ‘ulama’,” Studia Iranica 15 (1986): 165-99. Mudarris Tabrizi, Rayhanat al-
adab 2: 382-98; al-Amin, 4 ‘yan al-shi‘a 26: 231-35, 239-44; Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 5: 62, 3:340.
"? For example, on one occasion the Shah asked Mir Damad to confirm whether fighting
against enemy [the Ottomans] is a religious duty or not. And if a believer (i.e., a Safavid
soldier) gets killed in this battle, will he be considered a martyr?”” For more on this istifta’
(seeking the advice of a mujtahid) and Mir Damad see R. Ja‘fariyan, Kawushha-yi taza dar bab
rizigar-i safawi (Qum, 1384/2005), 131-32. The original manuscript of this istifta’ is kept in
Gawhar-Shad Mosque at the back of the first folio of manuscript no. 1298.

' Thabitiyan published a letter by Mir Damad wherein he blames ‘Izz al-Din Mulla Abdullah
b. Husayn Shiishtari (d. 1612) for not comprehending subtle theosophical points and
philosophical discourses. Mir Damad calls Mulla ‘Abdullah and people like him a bunch of
bats, and writes: “Understanding my discourse is an art—it requires skill—and arguing with me
and naming it dispute is not a virtue.” He adds, “Obviously, dull-witted and ignorant people
cannot understand subtle points.” Thabitiyan, Asnad wa namahda-yi tarikhi dawra-yi safawiyya
(Tehran: Ibn Sina, 1343/1964), 360-61. See also Iskandar Beg, ‘Alam-ara-yi ‘Abbasi, 1: 244;
Fadil al-Din Muhammad b. Ishaq b. Muhammad Hamawi, 4nis al-mu minin (Tehran,
1363/1943), 136, 142-3. Hamaw1 also recorded a section of Matad in al-mujrimiyya, a book by

the student and brother-in-law of Mir Damad, Ahmad b. Zayn al-‘ Abidin al-‘ Amili (d. 1644),
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in which he explains the issues that Shaykh Baha’t and Mir Damad disagreed upon. For more
see Hamaw1, Anis al-mu’minin, 145,188-9.

" Khvansari’s statement is not supported by the historical documents. Iskandar Beg in his
report on the establishment of Chardah Ma ‘sim awqaf does not mention that Shah ‘Abbas
donated his properties on the advice of Mulla ‘Abdullah. See his report on this event in ‘Alam-
ara-yi ‘Abbasi 2: 760-62. Khvansarl maintains that as the result of Mulla ‘Abdullah’s
encouragement, that the shah also built another madrasa in Isfahan for Shaykh Lutfullah Mays.
See Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 5: 45-55

" Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 470-75; Gaube and Wirth, Der Bazar von Isfahan, 137;
Blake, Half of the World, 158. Sipinta published a wagf-nama of a certain Mirza Muhammad
who donated the revenues of a kiln, two caravanserais, shops, and houses in the nearby Gaz
Bazar to the madrasas and its residents. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 348-55.

"¢ JabirT Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 268; Rafi‘l-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan 497-
98.

"7 Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi reports that upon Mulla ‘Abdullah’s death in 1612. Muhmmad Bagir
Majlisi started teaching in this madrasa. Rafi‘T-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 496. It cannot
be accurate, because at the time of Mulla ‘Abdullah’s death Muhmmad Baqir Majlist was not
even born yet. Maybe later in his life Majlisi became a teacher in this madrasa but not right
after Mulla ‘Abdullah’s death.

"® Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 1:78; ‘Abdullah Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama’ 4:417-20.

" For more on his life see ‘Abdullah Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama’ 4: 417-20; Iskandar Beg,

‘Alam-ara-yi ‘abbast 2: 1007-08.
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' Mehdi Keyvani, Artisans and Guild Life in the Later Safavid Period (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz,
1982), 125-142-145.

2! Abisaab, Converting Persia, 83-84.

"2 Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 28.

' Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 28.

"2 Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 38, 40; N. Falsafi, Zindigani-i Shah ‘Abbas
(Tehran: Chapkhana-yi Danishgah-i Tihran 1966) 1: 289. Falsaft also mentions there was
another residential madrasa named Madrasa-yi Safawiyya, which was located in the Binigaban
(prostitute) neighborhood. See Zindigani-i Shah ‘Abbas 3: 277.

' Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 649-50; Rafi‘T-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 500-
02.

126 Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan 502-03.

7 Rida Quli Hidayat, Majma  al-fusaha (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1957-61), 5: 840; JabirT Ansari,
Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 293.

'?® Rafi‘T Mihrabadi published the madrasa’s wagfiyya. He mentions that until very recently the
trusteeship of the madrasa was in the hands of the family of the wdagif (i.e. Dr. Sayyid Arastii
‘Allgj) though now the awgaf Ministry controls it. See Rafi‘T Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan ,
487-93.

'* Gaube and Writh, Der Bazar von Isfahan , 242, 213; Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi,
652-66, 679-81; Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 349.

0 JabirT Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 307.

! Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan , 504-05.

2 Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 504-08.
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" Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 649-50; Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 349.

“* Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 684.

% Perhaps since the early seventeenth century, Safavid rulers had reached the limits of their
expansion and entered a phase that Max Weber calls “routinization of charisma.” Therefore,
they had to find new ways to legitimize their rule. They did so by building sumptuous palaces,
madrasa-mosque complexes, and other architectural monuments. Max Weber, Economy and
Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, trans. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1978), 249-51.

¢ Robert Hillenbrand, Islamic Architecture: Form, Function and Meaning (Edinburgh:

Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 179.
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Chapter 2

The Madrasa-yi Sultant and Its Administrative Structure

Shah Sultan Husayn and His Philanthropic Activities

Shah Sultan Husayn was crowned on 6 August 1694 at the age of twenty-six." Muhammad
Baqir Majlist (d. 1699) delivered the enthronement sermon, in which he advised the new
monarch to eradicate evil and activities forbidden by the divine law.” He also urged the shah to
implement justice by protecting common people, especially the peasants upon whom the
economy, and therefore the polity, depended.” According to Muhammad Ibrahim Nasiri, Sultan
Husayn’s official historian, Sultan Husayn began his reign intending to change unlawful and
corrupt practices under the direct advice and influence of Muhammad Baqir Majlis1." Nasirl
reports that as soon as Shah Sultan Husayn assumed power, he exempted the sayyids, ‘ulama,
and pious people (sulaha) from paying the sum of thirty thousand fuman, since there had been
no sadr to collect that sum.” Moreover, in order to gain the favour of the Sufis, the shah, like
his forefathers, sent twelve Tabriz1 tuman and twelve big trays of sweets to their khalifat al-
khulafa (head of Sufis) and asked them to pray for the longevity of his kingship.°

According to Safavid and post-Safavid historical sources, various ethnic and religious
groups challenged Shah Sultan Husayn’s political authority. For example, NasirT reports that
while the court was engaged with the coronation ceremony, the Baliich launched a number of
attacks in Khurasan in 1105/1694 and the following year.” Muhammad Shafi‘ Tihrani, the
author of Mir’at-i waridat—a history of the Safavids’ fall and of Malik Mahmtid Sistani’s
rule—also describes the first years of Shah Sultan Husayn’s reign, during which Turkmen

soldiers, the Kharijites of Masqat, and the LazgT tribes challenged his political authority.® Some
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scholars argue that Sunni-populated provinces were revolting against central power in reaction
to reforms taken by the central government under the influence of religious authorities,
especially Majlisi.” Shah Sultan Husayn responded to this political unrest, which had been
common and familiar during the reigns of his predecessors, by applying the pluralist approach
taken by his predecessors.'’ He also made every effort to identify himself with the faith.
Therefore, he maintained a close relationship with religious scholars and the Sufis, in the same
style his forefathers did.

To enhance his pious image and, more importantly, to show the stability of his rule and
economic might in the face of all these socio-religious and political challenges, Shah Sultan
Husayn founded Farahabad Chahar Bagh complex and Madrasa-yi Sultani (in addition to
taking military action). He also ordered the repair of Imamzada Isma‘il and Chihil Suttin
complex." In 1704-5, ten years after his accession, Shah Sultan Husayn began building the
Madrasa-yi Sultant as well as a bazaar and a three-storey caravanserai complex, located along
the eastern side of the Chahar Bagh, south of the Hasht Bihisht Palace."” Based on the accounts
given by Safavid sources, Madrasa-yi Sultani was designed to fulfill all the requirements of the
madrasa as it had functioned in earlier periods, such as the period of the Timurid rule, and in
other places like Herat and Bukhara.” In addition to creating endowments for the Madrasa-yi
Sultani, Shah Sultan Husayn either established or renovated public institutions such as
mosques, madrasas, and imamzadas."* For instance, he established endowments for the holy
shrine of Shahzada Husayn in Qazwin, and imamzadas Hamza, ‘Abdul‘azim and Isma‘il.”” In
addition to his many charitable, or public waqf (wagqf-i khayri or waqf-i ‘amm), Shah Sultan
Husayn established a number of family, or private (wagf-i awldad) endowments as well, which

were intended primarily for the benefit of his sons and their descendants.” In 1712, the Shah
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donated the income from properties in Ridwan, Fasa, Khafrak, and Marwdasht and the village
of Husaynabad, all located in the province of Fars, for the benefit of his children.” He also

created an endowment in Bihbahan and endowed the village of ‘Aliabad to his children.'®

The Madrasa-yi Sultani: The Largest Madrasa of Early Modern Iran

The construction of the Madrasa-yi Sultani began in 1704. The shah ordered eunuch
Aqa Kamal, the treasurer of the royal court (s@hib jam i khazana), to supervise its
construction.” Madrasa-yi Sultani was also known as Madrasa-yi Chahar Bagh and Madrasa-yi
Madar-i Shah. It is currently called Imam Ja‘far-i Sadiq Seminary (hawza). The name given in
the madrasa’s wagf documents is, however, Madrasa-yi Sultani.”® According to the waqgf-nama
dated 1706, Shah Sultan Husayn endowed the entire madrasa-mosque complex, its dome,
aiwan, and courtyard for the benefit of all Shi‘ites. He dedicated the chambers around its
courtyard as well as buildings, reservoirs, a well, a kitchen, and the rest of the madrasa
structure to the students of religious sciences and to the people who prayed in the mosque of
the madrasa.”

Shah Sultan Husayn’s mother built a three-storey caravanserai, which was known as
Sara-yi Fathiyya (in recent decades, Hotel ‘ Abbasi was built in its place), alongside the
madrasa and also a market named Bazar-i Buland (currently known as Bazar-i Hunar, with a
thousand two-story shops) and donated their revenues to the madrasa-mosque complex.”
Historical and biographical sources do not furnish much information about her, and in the wagf’
documents Shah Sultan Husayn is named as the sole wdagif of the madrasa. In addition to these
properties, in the course of six years from 1709 to 1714, Shah Sultan Husayn donated vast

agricultural lands and urban properties to support the madrasa’s teacher and students and to pay
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for the upkeep of the buildings and the religious activities stipulated by the terms of the wagfs.
The shah endowed buildings, including a coffeehouse (qahwa-khana), public bathhouses,
reservoirs, and especially subterranean canals. He created the post of wazir-i halal, a royal
official, whose sole responsibility was to oversee the properties dedicated to the Madrasa-yi
Sultani and other charitable endowments he had founded.”

The Madrasa-yi Sultani is about 8500 square metres. The length of its courtyard is
about sixty-five and one-half metres and its width is fifty-five and one-half metres.
Remarkably decorative, embellished with marvelously coloured geometric designs, the
madrasa inherited its architectural and decoration style from monuments built during an earlier
period. Its facade, dome, and minarets are adorned with tiled mosaics and the architectural
features and decoration of the inside are great examples of fine art and workmanship. Four
portals open off the courtyard. The dome and the greater part of the walls are covered in bright
yellow bricks. The entrance gate, decorated with gold facade and silver, and the tile-works
inside the building, are masterpieces of fine art and workmanship. Shah Sultan-Husayn ordered
‘Abd al-Latif of Tabriz, the goldsmith of the royal household, to create the door.** No expense
seems to have been spared for this later addition (1714). The doors were made of twenty mans
of silver and cost some eight hundred tumans, indicative of their enormous value; on the day of
their installment, the city was illumined with lights. Sayyid ‘Abd al-Husayn Khattinabad1
reports that the sum of eight hundred tumans was spent on the main door of the madrasa
alone.” The students’ rooms were built around the large rectangular courtyard, interrupted only
by the deep-recessed double-height aywans in the centre of each wall. The Madrasa-yi Sultani
has a hundred and fifty chambers. Some sources give different numbers for the rooms:

Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi reports that it contains 156 rooms furnished for students.”® The
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madrasa’s floor plan, however, shows only 150 chambers. A special room located north of the
portal was prepared for the personal use of Shah Sultan Husayn.”” Although Mir Muhammad
Bagqir Khattinabadi (d. 1715), the madrasa’s first teacher, began teaching there in 1706-7,
Madrasa-yi Sultani was not inaugurated until 1710.

In addition to Madrasa-yi Sultani, a few other madrasas were built in the final decades
of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, either by members of the royal family or
wealthy individuals, but none of them was as big and well-funded as the Madrasa-yi Sultani.”®
Maryam Begum, daughter of Shah Safi, built a residential madrasa that was completed in
1703.”° The inscription on its wall advises the mudarris (teacher) to admit only studious, pious,
abstinent, and chaste students and to bar the lazy, slow, and impious. Students at Madrasa-yi
Maryam Begum studied figh, hadith, and Qur’anic exegesis.’® Shahrbani, daughter of Shah
Sultan Husayn, built a two-storey residential madrasa known as Madrasa-yi Shahzadaha. She
donated the revenue from the Shahzadaha Bath to the madrasa. Until a few decades ago, the
madrasa was still functioning, but it has now been replaced by an elementary school.’* On the
whole, female members of the Safavid royal household, including Maryam Begum, Dilaram
Khanum,’” the mother of Shah Safi and Huir Khanum, ‘Abbas II’s grandmother, like all Muslim
women of royal or elite status, played a prominent role in the cultural affairs of the state as

donors and founders of madrasas and other religious and cultural institutions. **

Shah Sultan Husayn’s Objectives in Establishing the Madrasa-yi Sultani
As a polycentric system that provided socio-spiritual services, including promoting
cultural and educational activities and offering social welfare, wagf'had been an integral part of

Safavid policy and was used as a mechanism to foster social and spiritual cohesion as well as
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projecting a pious image of the shahs. >* Shah Sultan Husayn had a whole range of purposes in
establishing Madrasa-yi Sultant and other religious institutions when he commissioned their
building. Madrasa-yi Sultant’s wagfiyyas reveal religious and socio-political motives and even
foreign policies in founding this pious endowment. Almost all Persian historians and
biographers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries portray Shah Sultan Husayn as a very
gentle, peaceful, and pious person.” Perhaps his extensive wagfs could be conceived first and
foremost as pious acts inspired by his religious belief and his aspirations to get closer to God
(qurba), but they were also guaranteeing a place in Paradise, and fulfilling his obligation to
give charity.*® According to the deeds of endowment of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, the shah’s
objectives in establishing the Madrasa-yi Sultant were “to disseminate the seeds of good
words” and also for the Shi‘ites and the faithful “to benefit from this pious foundation, so that
they would pray for the survival and longevity of the shah’s rule.” In the texts of the deeds,
wagqf is emphasized as an exchange and an investment that would bear abundant fruit. This
return could be repaid either here and now or in an indefinite future in the hereafter. In the
wagqf-namas, anticipation of divine returns is expressed in frequent statements.*® Indeed,
arguments for wagf~making were directly connected with a belief that the prayers of the poor,
given in return for charities, were especially beneficial. The learned and pious beneficiaries of
his stipulations in the wagf document, included fourteen Qur’an reciters at the complex, who
were to beseech God’s favour for the shah and to be advocates for his personal quest for
salvation while performing their prayers.”” From the emphasis laid on the du ‘a for the benefit of
the founding patron, one can conclude that the du ‘@ was not some trifling detail lost among
other details in the long, pious endowment deed. It reflected the founder’s expectations for a

spiritual reward for his charity.
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Shah Sultan Husayn also had certain socio-political ambitions, which led him to create
this pious foundation. Like his forefathers, he made use of the wagf institution’s symbolic value
to create administrative links between temporal power and religious authority.*” The
establishment of a large madrasa would also be deemed a symbol of prosperity, justice, and
self-confidence. Huge architectural projects were the manifestation of the power, and wealth of
the new shah. Indeed, by establishing a charitable endowment, a wagif affirms his power as a
sovereign and shows his ability to give and to expend.* This learning centre was considered an
institution in which Shah Sultan Husayn took special and personal pride. When, on Rajab 10,
1121/1710 Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi gave the inaugural lecture, the shah summoned an
audience of military commanders, high-ranking officials, religious authorities, prayer leaders,
and students to take part in the opening ceremony of the Madrasa-yi Sultani. ** ‘Abd al-Husayn
Khatiinabadi describes in some detail the inaugural ceremony, which today gives us clues about
the method whereby the madrasa began to function as an educational institution.”

During the ceremony a number of administrative measures were taken, the most
important of which were the appointment of the head teacher and other officials of the madrasa.
The highest government officials as well as leading religious scholars of the time were present
at the ceremony: Aqa Jamal Khvansari (d. 1710)* took part along with Mir Muhammad Salih,
the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, Mulla Baha’ al-Din known as Fadil Hindi, Mulla Muhammad
Ja‘far and Mulla Muhammad Hadi, sons of Mulla Muhammad Bagqir Khurasani, Mulla
Muhammad Rida, son of Mulla Muhammad Bagqir, the shaykh al-Islam, Mulla Muhammad
Husayn, son of Shah Muhammad Tabrizi, Shaykh Zayn al-Din, the author of Sharh-i Lum‘a,

and a number of other scholars. Among the nobilities, Sayyid Mirza Bagqir, the sadr-i khassa,

and from the sayyid families, sons of Khalifa Sultan-i Mar‘asht and sons of Mirza Sayyid
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Muhammad Qadi took part in the ceremony. The grandson of Mirza Mahdi I‘timad al-Dawla
and Mirza Dawad, the mutawalli of Imam Rida’s Shrine, and amirs Muhammad Salim Khan
Ishak Agasi-bashi, Muhammad Zaman Khan Qiirchi-bashi, Miisa Khan Tufangchi- bashi,
Shahwirdi Khan Tiipchi- bashi, Mirza Rabi‘, the royal accountant (mustawfi), and other high-
ranking officials also took part in the ceremony except for the Grand wazir, Shah-Quli Khan,”
who could not take part in the ceremony due to illness, but sent fifty large trays of sweets as a
gift.*

One of the main objectives in establishing educational institutions such as Madrasa-yi
Sultant was not only to transmit Shi‘ite religious sciences and codes of laws but also to
counteract other intellectual and spiritual forces, which threatened to undermine the authority
of the mainstream religion. Thus the wagif wished all learning to be centred upon the
“orthodox” religion.” (I discuss this further in chapter 4.) Although the Afghan invasion and
the political instability it brought about resulted in intellectual and economic impoverishment in
Isfahan, Madrasa-yi Sultant kept functioning as a centre for religious studies and religious
rituals. *® Even today it serves these purposes.

As the deeds of endowment reveal, Shah Sultan Husayn, as part of his foreign policy
and perhaps to extend his power and to create a stronghold in the holy cities of Iraq and Mecca
and Medina, assigned a part of the revenues of the Madrasa-yi Sultani’s awqdf to the sayyid
families residing in those cities.” This policy initiated in the time of Shah Tahmasb continued
until the final years of Safavid rule. Shah ‘Abbas I also assigned a part of the revenues of the
Chardah Ma‘stim’s pious endowments to the sayyid families residing in Medina and near the

Shrine of ‘Ali in Najaf.*
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Madrasa-yi Sultani, like other pious endowments, also provided a steady source of
financial security for scholars who co-operated with the court.”* To obtain the lucrative posts
offered in pious endowments, some Safavid scholars competed against each other to win the
patrons’ favour to be appointed as madrasa trustees and teachers or as administrators of other
religious establishments. As I explain in chapter 6, such competition created antagonism,
bitterness and tension among the Safavid scholars. On the whole, the wagf institution continued
to act as the engine of cultural and intellectual activities in early modern Iran as it had in earlier
periods and other places. And it seems that by creating this large pious endowment Shah Sultan
Husayn did not intend to organize agricultural activity in the way Timurid shrines developed

and managed agricultural activity in Khurasan.

The Deeds of Endowment of the Madrasa-yi Sultani

Although the original wagf-namas of the Madrasa-yi Sultani are lost except for one,
there are copies of several of the madrasa’s deeds of endowment that allow us to determine the
extent of its endowed properties (mawgifat). Muhammad Nadir Nasirt Mugaddam published a
wagf-nama of the madrasa dated in 1709.” The original text of this wagf-nama is held in the
Iran-i Bastan Museum.” Muhammad Taqi Danishpazhiih, who had seen the document,
described it as follows: “Wagf-nama number 8549, held in the Ancient [ran Museum, was
written by the calligrapher Mirza Ahmad Nayrizi in 1720 on European paper and fits title is
written in gold. It is lavishly decorated with brilliant colour”. ** Abd al-Husayn Sipinta
published the deeds of endowment of Madrasa-yi Sultani based on copies of the originals.”
The current research is based on copies of the wagf-namas, kept in the Idara-yi awqaf-i

Isfahan, and Sipinta’s edition.
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The Madrasa-yi Sultani’s deeds of endowment provide a wealth of information about
the way this major religious and cultural institution was managed and about how its resources
were put to use. With regards to format, Madrasa-yi Sultant’s deeds of endowment have the
principal elements of similar documents. All wagf-namas of the Madrasa-yi Sultani include the
following elements: basmala, hamdala (Praise to God), tasliyya (the prayer upon the Prophet
Muhammad and his family), and identification of the donor.”® The wagif acknowledges that the
world is just a hospice and a bridge to the hereafter. He states that when a man dies he survives
through his pious deeds that is why he establishes this pious endowment which gives eternal
profit and acts as a memorial that survives him.”” Before enumerating and describing the
endowed properties, the document’s lawfulness is accounted for. The donor declares he has the
full right of disposal over properties which is followed by a statement of stipulations inherent in
a wagf and an admonition against changing them.”®

Wagf-namas of the madrasa then offer a general description of the properties, which
were assigned in perpetuity. The donor, however, very carefully outlines the expenses, wages,
personnel, and property management, and administration system of the madrasa itself.
Afterward, there are descriptions of the beneficiaries and pious purposes for which the income
of the wagqfis to be spent. The administrator of the endowment is named as well as who should
replace him upon his death. To safeguard his charitable foundation, Shah Sultan Husayn
encourages the managerial team to faithfully follow the stipulations that he has set down.” He
also outlines a set of guidelines for future fiduciaries. The documents close with an invocation
and the date of the deed.”

The elements do not always appear in exactly the same order in all deeds. The deeds

typically bear the names of the people who have confirmed the provenance of the endowed
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properties and Shah Sultan Husayn’s seal; a note can be seen in the margin of the wagf-nama
written in 1706. Muhammad b. Aqa Husayn known as Aqa Jamal Khvansari, Muhammad
Bagqir Khatunabadi, Muhammad Zaman Hasan1 Husayni, and Fath ‘Ali Khan Daghistani, the
Grand Wazir, signed the deed written in 1706 as witnesses.®" Other waqgf-namas were signed by
Muhammad Baqgir Khatunabadi, the mulla-bashi, Mir Muhammad Salih, the shaykh al-Islam,
Mirza Bagqir-i sadr-i khassa, Mirza Dawid, the mutawalli (the trustee) of the shrine of Imam
Rida, and Shah-Quli Zangana. This marginal note by Muhammad Baqir Khatunabadi, is typical
of the witnesses’ statement in these endowment deeds:

Praise be to God who donated the bounty of the next world to whoever cultivates the

seeds of goodness and justice in the farm of this world and waters its garden with the

charities running from the spring of good fortune! May the integrity of reason and
prayer and peace be upon the master of the school of the cosmos and the teacher of the
book of creation—the Prophet Muhammad and his family— and upon the noble Imams
undertaking the duties of teaching and guiding and may the salvation on the Day of
resurrection depend on their intercession! ... I complied with his [Shah Sultan

Husayn’s] order and carried out as his proxy His Majesty, the donor. *

Taken as a whole, the deeds of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, like many other wagf-namas, set
up more of an ethical than a legal framework for governing charitable fund management. The
copies of the wagf-namas of the Madrasa-yi Sultani do not suggest any legal measure for how
to curb possible misuse and seizure of this pious endowment. The wagif does not envisage any
legal body to supervise the execution of his pious endowment’s terms.” Legal details may be
unnecessary because of the fact that the trustee of this pious establishment was and always
would be the most powerful person in the realm, namely the ruler of each age. Trustworthiness,
piousness, and financial expertise were the main qualities expected from the men delegated to

manage the properties of the madrasa which, because they were placed in the hands of God, are

not “ownable” by men and therefore cannot be sold, bought, granted as a gift, or inherited.*
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Analysis of the Endowed Properties

According to the copies of the wagf-namas of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, the revenues of
one large caravanserai, one large bazaar with one thousand and two shops, and various other
kinds of properties (mentioned in the following tables) were all dedicated to the madrasa.”
Although the name of a village mentioned at the beginning of the document is obscured, other
properties donated to the madrasa are enumerated and briefly described, thus making it possible
to determine the extent of the Madrasa-yi Sultant’s mawgiifat. Shah Sultan Husayn donated a
mixture of agricultural lands, commercial and residential properties located mainly in the city
of Isfahan and its suburb. In addition to the thousand shop bazar, agricultural properties of
various kinds including arable fields (zamin), hamlets (mazra ‘a), gardens (bagh), and irrigation
canals and water shares constituted the majority of the endowed properties. Some of these
properties are large and some are only a few shares (sahms) in the property.® The boundaries of
the donated properties are described. Although the deeds use very concise terms, contrary to
what one might expect regarding agrarian property, they provide little detail about farms. The
scribe, while mentioning the name of a village or a garden, very often writes: “There is no need
to mention the adjacent properties because everybody knows where this certain property is.””
Water was closely associated with agricultural activity and frequently conveyed to wagf as
irrigation water, usually in the form of indivisible shares, as well as irrigation works such as
canals or wells. As for the properties in the city of Isfahan and its suburb, these consisted
almost entirely of commercial buildings such as a big bazaar, a caravanserai, public baths, and

coffee houses, which were located next to the madrasa.*®

Tablel: The Number and Kinds of Properties Endowed to Madrasa-yi Sultan
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Gardens Hamlets Bazars Subterranean Public Baths Caravanserais
Canals
33 58 1 35 2 1
Parcel of | Coffeehouse | Village Pigeon Mill Walnut tree Other trees
land tower
11 1 11 1 3 8 864

Clearly these diverse properties yielded large revenues which, after deductions for the
cost of maintenance and upkeep of the mawgiifat, was divided into ten parts.” Half of one tenth
was given to the manager (mutasaddi) who was in charge of overseeing the pious endowment.”
After deducting this fee the revenue again was divided into ten parts of which one tenth was the
trustee’s fee; the rest was used for the expenditures that will be enumerated in chapters 2 and

3'71

The Administrative Apparatus of the Madrasa-yi Sultant

The Madrasa-yi Sultani ’s deeds of endowment provide a variety of data on the
expenses, wages, personnel, property management, and administrative structure of this learning
institution. The deeds describe the qualifications and duties expected of principal staff
including the trustee (mutawalli), the supervisor (nazir) and his overseers (mubashirin), the
rector of the madrasa, and the accountant (mustawfi).” It gives details about their salaries and
other material benefits. The trustee was responsible for maintaining and preserving wagqf
objects and for the pious endowment’s prosperous utilization.” According to the terms of the
endowment, Shah Sultan Husayn preserved the trusteeship of the above-mentioned wagfs for

himself. However, he delegated his fiduciary responsibilities to an official named wazir-i
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sarkar-i halal in the deeds of the madrasa. Wazir-i sarkar-i halal would ensure the buildings,
agricultural lands, subterranean canals, and orchards were well maintained. He was urged to
follow the instructions mentioned in the wagfiyyas and to safeguard the properties to maintain
the madrasa’s long-term prospects. He was to give the surplus to the beneficiaries only.”
Wazir-i sarkar-i halal would receive 10.5 percent of the endowments’ revenues as his fee after
the deduction of the cost of the endowment’s upkeep.”

In order to secure the survival of his wagf, Shah Sultan Husayn established a perpetual
succession of trustees. He set down the condition that upon his death, the reigning ruler of
every age must act as the trustee.” In the deed written in 29/8/1711, we read: “His Majesty, the
donor Shah—may God protect him from the dreads of Resurrection Day-reserves the trusteeship
of the aforementioned endowment to himself as long as the world is illuminated by his radiant
light and after himself to the one who is the reigning king of Iran.””” While Shah Sultan Husayn
stipulated that it is prohibited for any individual to abolish his wagf or to change any stipulation
or to redirect the proceeds to any other destination than that specified, like many founders of
the pious foundations he left some loopholes and ambiguities in his own deeds of endowments
for the mutawallis to make necessary adjustments. Shah Sultan Husayn permits the mutawallt
to use his own judgment in the interest of supporting the pious foundation through the most
efficient means, so that the resources of the wagf would be used as efficiently as possible.” In
this way, he provided for the periodic infusion of investment into his wagf'to ensure its
longevity.

Shah Sultan Husayn asked the future trustees to not encroach upon the endowed
property, except in the event that the trustee determines that there is no longer a need for the

stipulated program(s), in which case the trustee may encroach upon the trust property at such
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time and in such manner as the trustee may determine, to the extent that the wagqf property is
completely exhausted, for the purpose of funding other programs deemed necessary by the
trustee. In the waqf-nama written in 1711, we read:

[The donor] set down a legally binding condition that as long as he [Shah Sultan
Husayn] is the mutawalli— may God most high connect his kingdom to His kingdom,
and upon him be prayers and peace—[the Shah] relinquishes his trusteeship fee (a tenth
of the revenues) and will use it based on his discretion for any charitable purpose. He
expects and entreats from great kings of every era that when they become in their turn
the mutawallr of this pious endowment, they do not expect anything [extra] from the
farmers under any circumstances apart from the legitimate trusteeship fee, and exempt
them [from paying taxes] and leave them alone, and do not make any new rule and do
their best to build up and run the wagf so that they benefit from the rewards as we do in
our time. And whenever the legitimate trustee wishes to add conditions over and above
the aforementioned conditions, which must be observed in every period and era, to
promote order in the madrasa’s affairs and to encourage students to study harder, the
aforementioned conditions at the time of his trusteeship would be entirely lawful.”
Apart from the trustee and the wazir-i sarkar-i halal, Shah Sultan Husayn also made

provision for a management team that worked closely with the wazir-i sarkar-i halal and was
responsible for the all-important functions of financial accounting and auditing. Based on the
deeds of the endowment, this team consisted of a nazir who was in charge of supervising the
mawgqiifat of the madrasa and a number of other officials including the madrasa rector and
accountant (mustawfi). The nazir had to ensure that the charitable endowment was working
properly and efficiently. He was to make every effort to increase yields and revenues of the
pious endowment.*® The supervisor’s overseers (whose numbers are not given in the
documents) would collect cash crops and yields [of the mawgiifat] and spend the funds on the
arranged expenditures. They were also to supervise the maintenance of canals, buildings, and
agricultural lands. Furthermore, the overseers had to provide accurate and thorough records of

the endowment revenues and were to be aware of all transactions and expenditures, including

the maintenance cost of the buildings and canals, and the amounts paid as fees, stipends, and
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other expenses.” The lack of professional competence in the area of financial management
could bring a lot of problems to the pious endowment. The success of agricultural activity on
lands belonging to pious endowments depended mainly on the competence of the nazir, his
overseers, accountant, and other financial functionaries. The nazir would receive 5 percent of
the whole revenues as his fee.” The salaries of his overseers are not mentioned in the
documents.

Madrasa-yi Sultani had one accountant (mustawfi). According to the endowment deeds,
he was responsible for recording and keeping track of the transactions of the pious
endowments. In the wagfiyya written in 1711, the wagif prescribed: “Every year the sum of
twelve fumans must be given to the accountant of the aforementioned auspicious madrasa to
which the legitimate trustee has appointed him. The aforementioned accountant must be an
honest, pious person, who must do his best to record the revenues of the wagfs and other affairs
pertinent to the mawgiifat. He must not receive any other money from the royal court for the
aforementioned service.” In the deed written in 1711, the mutawalli adds an extra eight
Tabrizi tumans to the salary of the accountant.” The salaries of the trustee, wazir-i sarkar-i
halal, and supervisor (nazir) were not in the form of a fixed amount but rather were in
percentage of the revenues. Although Safavid administrative manuals, including Tadhkirat al-
mulitk and Dastiir al-mulitk, inform us that one of the prime duties of the office of sadr is to
control wagfs, madrasas, and mosques, the donor of the Madrasa-yi Sultant did not stipulate
that the managerial team of the madrasa should provide the office of sadr with copies of
records reflecting the endowment’s revenues and expenditures.® Madrasas as large as Madrasa-
yi Sultant usually housed several professors and required administrators but apparently in the

Madrasa-yi Sultani instructions was presented by a professor single—the deeds of endowment
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mention the fee of only one professor.*® The professor of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, in addition to
his teaching duties, was entrusted with a number of administrative duties that I will explain in

chapter 7.

Table 2: Positions and Fees of the Managerial Team of the Madrasa-yi Sultant

Positions Fees

Trustee (mutawallr) 10% (Shah Sultan Husayn, the first trustee relinquished his trusteeship
fees)

Wazir-i sarkar-i halal | 10.5%

Supervisor (nazir) 5% of entire revenues of the endowments

Accountant(mustawfi) | 20 Tabrizl tumans

Professor 70 Tabrizl tumans

The Madrasa-yi Sultant’s Personnel

The endowment deed for the Madrasa-yi Sultant stipulates the salaries and duties of the
madrasa’s personnel, including the head servants (khadim-bashi or sarkar-i ‘amala-yi
madrasa), a storechouse-man (tahwildar), eight servants, two lamp-men, three custodians
(farrash), three doormen, two water-carriers, and a gardener. The document spells out how the
khadim-bashi has to be present at the madrasa most of or all day and has to make every effort
to keep it clean and well organized. He was instructed to make sure that workers are doing their
best, neither cheating nor doing wicked acts. For this service, he is to not receive any other
money from the royal court.”” The tahwildar is supposed to keep a record of rugs, copper pots

and pans, dishes, and other things submitted to him. He has to be present at the madrasa so that
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whenever students need rugs or dishes he gives students what they need then takes it back after
they use it.” The madrasa’s general workers are instructed to undertake general services such as
removing snow from the madrasa’s roof and also to perform their specific described services. If
one of them should become sick or otherwise unavailable, the deed spells out how he should
tell the teacher and choose a substitute for himself until the obstacle is eliminated.”” In addition
to the general labourers, the wagif provided the fees for eight servants who were to be selected
for their honesty and piety. They were supposed to keep themselves busy day and night serving
the madrasa’s students. The servants were told to neither miss nor postpone anything and they
were subject to examination by the teacher who was supposed to ensure they were pious, hard-
working people. Each night one of the eight servants was free to stay outside of the madrasa for
the night, but the other seven were to stay over night to serve the students.”

The two chiraghchi (lamp-men) were to be present at the madrasa at the beginning and
at the end of each night to keep the lamps on. They provided supplies for lamps as well.”* The
three custodians had to sprinkle water [to settle dust], then clean up the mosque, the open
courtyard, the teaching hall, the madrasa, the lower and upper corridors, necessaries (latrines)
the madrasa’s gate, and the kitchen as well as carry out other jobs that janitors normally do
including spreading rugs, collecting them, and the like.”” Every day and night two of the three
doormen were to be present at the madrasa. One had to watch the small door and the other was
to be present at the large door. They were told to be aware of and informed of what was
happening at night (in and around the madrasa.) ** The two water-carriers were supposed to
renew the water of the complex’s pools and of its restrooms. They could carry the water by
either ox or on foot. They were entrusted to never let the water get dirty so they very often had
to replace it. They also had to take care of and feed the cow used for carrying water to the

madrasa.” Then there was the gardener who was told to keep himself busy with plowing the
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little gardens of the madrasa, fertilizing them with compost and planting followers in them. He
was also responsible for taking care of the resident donkey and providing its fodder.”

In addition to all these personnel whose main duties were to keep the madrasa-mosque
complex clean and in good order, the fees of a librarian, four muezzins, and fourteen Qur’an
reciters are provided for in the deed of endowment. The madrasa librarian was in charge of
receiving books, cataloging them, and putting them in their appropriate places. By the terms of
the wagqfiyya the librarian, who was appointed by the trustee to handle the donated books, was
supposed to spend most of his time at the madrasa so that students could borrow the donated
books. He also kept track and took care of them to prevent any loss or damage.”® The librarian
would receive the sum of seven fumans annually. The library of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, was

open to the students of the madrasa only.”

Table 3: The Positions and Wages of the Personnel of the Madrasa

Positions Wages

Fourteen Qur’an reciters 200 dinar-i Tabrizl daily
Four muezzins 12 tumans annually

A librarian 7 tumans annually

The chief servant 12 tumans annually
Storehouse-man 7 tumans annually

Two lamp-men Each 25 riyals daily

Three custodians Each 25 riyals daily

Three doormen Each 25 riyals daily
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Two water-carriers Each 25 riyals daily

A gardener Each 25 riyals daily

Eight caregivers (khadama) 20 tumans (each 25 riyals) annually
Madrasa’s general labour 595 riyals daily

A shoe-holder 2 tumans & 5000 dinar-i Tabrizi annually

General Expenses of the Madrasa

According to the wagfiyya written in 1122/1711, the sum of twenty-nine tumans was to
be spent on illuminating the mosque, prayer courtyard, teaching hall, corridors of the upper-
storey rooms, the madrasa’s entrance, and other places that students would come and go and
need to be lit. The lamps of the madrasa and mosque were to be lit by sheep fat and other
materials considered suitable.” The sum of approximately six tumans was to be spent on fodder
for the donkey — if something happened to the donkey, its caregivers were instructed to buy
what the animal needed and submit it to the employers from the revenues of the wagfs, separate
from deed’s sum of money.” Approximately eight tumans was to be spent on replacing and
repairing rugs and mats of the mosque, courtyard, teaching hall, and so forth and also on
replacing and repairing buckets, skins, and lanterns. This fund also went towards the cost of

heavy snow removal and other usual expenses.'”

Stipends and Living Expenses of Students
The deeds of the Madrasa-yi Sultani generously supported students. Students enjoyed
not only free education but also were given substantial monthly stipends. The teacher of the

Royal Madrasa was to choose ideal students who possessed fine natural dispositions,
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intelligence, and discernment, and who could occupy themselves with benefitting from the
madrasa’s opportunities and by being beneficial to others after the termination of their stay at
the madrasa. The teacher, who was in charge of distributing students’ stipends, had to divide
the sum of 528 Tabrizi tumans from the remaining 8.5 percent of the revenues among the
madrasa’s chambers. In the deed we read:

His Excellency, the successful donor, the absolute ruler on the face of the earth, in the

deed of the endowment lawfully made the condition that the residents of the auspicious

madrasa who receive stipends must be pious Twelver Shi‘ites -may God increase their
numbers. They must possess the right faith, and observe religious rituals and live in the
madrasa in accordance with the norms and customs of the day. The madrasa’s teacher
must assign them to the madrasa’s rooms and if any student does not possess the
desirable features and other conditions stipulated by the trustee of every age, and if the
teacher does not deem his being in the madrasa advisable, the teacher must expel him
and house someone who possesses the itemized characteristics in his place and give him

the stipend. The students must not be corrupt or wicked. If the teacher feels there is a

need to have a student act as the head-student, he can choose one of the students and

give him an extra 100 dinars daily to do whatever is required from a head-student.'”'

Each room would receive one hundred dinars daily in addition to the stipend from other
pious endowments whether one student lives in the room or two, provided that they are Imami
and well-mannered people, who have not been described as wicked, sinners, or people of bad
faith.'” They were expected to not leave their rooms idle and were to be always present at the
madrasa and keep themselves busy with acquiring religious sciences.'”

Students and personnel of the Madrasa-yi Sultani received medical attention. In a deed
written in 1122/1711, Shah Sultan Husayn donates the revenues of a village to students of the
Madrasa-yi Sultant and whoever needs medical attention. In the deed we are told that whenever
one of the students, Qur’an reciters, madrasa’s servants or staff, or anyone else goes to the

madrasa from the Twelver Shi‘ites seeking medicine and medical attention, they should be

treated and fed. They were to be given whatever they need by way of medicine, food, fruit, or
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medical attention.'™ If they need a nurse, they would be provided with a male or female
nurse.'” The teacher was instructed to sign and stamp all the receipts. If some funds remained,
they were to be given to a hospital next to the Qaysariyya and the ‘Abbasabad hospitals." In a
wagqfiyya written in 1123/1712, Shah Sultan Husayn donates the revenues of a whole village
and the shares of five other villages to be spent on purchasing charcoal to be divided among the
chambers of the madrasa for use in winter and other times that the teacher of deems
appropriate. If crops and revenues of the properties’ leave a surplus after the price of charcoal,
the extra money was to be spent on purchasing animal oil or firewood, whichever seems more
useful for the residents. The animal fat was supposed to be divided among the chambers of the
madrasa for lighting the rooms in the same way that the charcoal was distributed. [If the teacher
decided to buy firewood], it was supposed be given to the tahwildar of the madrasa for
distribution to the residents who need it for cooking."” According to the deed, the teacher’s
signature was necessary for these expenditures.'

It is fair to say that in the variety of facilities it offered students, the Royal Madrasa
stood very high among the madrasas of its age. Although a total comparison is not possible, it
is helpful to compare the stipends of the teacher, students, and officials of the Masjid-i Shah
with the Madrasa-yi Sultani. Such a comparison shows a relative increase over the one-hundred
year period: in 1614 the eleven teachers of the Madrasa-yi Masjid-i Shah complex received
different sums of cash and various amounts of grain. For example, Mulla Muhammad Husayn
Gilant received seven tumans plus five hundred man of wheat, and five hundred man of barley
as his teaching fee annually. Mulla Muhammad °Ali Simnani, another teacher at the Shah
Mosque-madrasa complex, was paid only one fuman plus six kharwar of grain as his teaching

fee.'” In 1710, on the other hand, the professor (mudarris) of the Madrasa-yi Sultani was paid
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70 tumans a year in addition to the 200 tumans received for the office of mulla-bashi. In 1614
each student was given the sum of two or three fumans a year as his stipend, whereas in 1710,
the students of the Madrasa-yi Sultani were given 100 dinars per day plus charcoal, medicine,
and food."® Each chamber of the Madrasa-yi Hakimiyya or Kasa-Garan, which was built a few
years earlier than the Madrasa-yi Sultani, received only 50 dindrs and its teacher, who acted as
the supervisor (nazir) of the endowment in addition to his teaching, would receive only 15
tumans annually.'"'

The students who resided in the madrasa were expected to use the rooms for study only.
The length of time that students were permitted to stay in the madrasa is not specified in the
deeds of the Madrasa-yi Sultani."? However, the document emphasizes that if a student shows
no sign of scholarly accomplishment or if he commits immoral acts, he should be expelled,
since his stay needlessly drains resources from the madrasa’s endowment. Because the money
assigned to students was for their education and attending classes, students were encouraged to
give their attention to their learning and were not allowed to take up professions or crafts to
earn an income. Marriage was discouraged, since they were supposed to devote themselves to
their studies full time. Based on the conditions set by the patron of the madrasa, students were
expected to have an austere lifestyle, to worship regularly, and to possess an extraordinary
sense of purity.

In his Fara'id al-fawa’id dar ahwal-i madaris wa masajid written around 1716,
Muhammad Zaman b. Kalb ¢Al1 Tabrizi, a student of Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Aqa Jamal
Khvansari, and Muhammad Salih Khattnabadi, who resided in the Madrasa-yi Shaykh
Lutfullah Maysi, supplies invaluable information about the rules for living in madrasas. He

writes: “Whoever occupies a chamber in a madrasa must keep learning what is taught there,
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and as long as he is learning he can reside in the madrasa unless the donor set a time limit in his
madrasa’s deed of endowment; if the student meets the deadline he must leave the madrasa.”'"”
Tabr1z1 maintains that many students do not observe this rule, which can lead to student failure.
“They stay for a long period in madrasas suffering and in the meantime they are not learning
that much.”"** According to Tabrizi, a student is allowed to live in a room alone as long as the

> He also

donor did not mention in the deed of the endowment that rooms must be shared.
states that if a student leaves the chamber for no acceptable reason, he completely loses his
right over the room, whether he had left his belongings behind or not and whether his absence
was long or short. If he leaves due to a problem, there are a number of opinions. The majority
hold that the student loses his right over the room if his absence results in the room’s vacancy
or if he has taken his belongings with him.""* Maryam Begum is one the donors who stipulates
that if a student cannot make sufficient progress after a year, he must be expelled from the
madrasa. Students of this madrasa had to finish their schooling within five years, but extensions
of up to two years were sometimes granted. No student was allowed to remain longer than
seven years. If a student’s wife, father, or mother lived within the city limits or within four
farsangs (twelve miles) of the city, he could not stay in the madrasa for more than two nights at
a time.""” The number of possible free days per annum for the teacher and students are not
mentioned in the deeds of the Madrasa-yi Sultani. We know the teachers of the Madrasa-yi
Masjid-i Shah were to teach five days a week.'"® Students of the Madrasa-yi Masjid-i Shah,
however, could not leave their chambers vacant and always had to be present at the madrasa

and receive their daily stipends.'"’

The Madrasa’s Budget in the Case of a Deficit
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According to Madrasa-yi Sultani’s wagf-namas, if revenues of the mawqiifat did not
suffice for all the expenditures it describes, the mutawalli had to make sure that the mosque,
madrasa, and all endowed properties, including buildings, agricultural lands, and canals, were
in good shape and that the general expenses of the madrasa and mosque were met and salaries
of the personnel were paid fully. The remaining funds were to be divided equally among the
students residing in the madrasa’s rooms. Each room’s resident would receive fifty dinars and
the teaching fee was reduced by half.'”® During the month of Ramadan only ten people were to
be fed and the fund assigned to every person who breaks his fast in the madrasa was not to be
reduced. Instead, the number of people coming to break their fast in the madrasa each evening
would have to be reduced."”" In the case of a deficit, each Qur’an reciter would receive only
fifty dinars or less daily, unless the fund was so reduced that nobody was willing to recite the
Qur’an in the required manner. In this case, they would recite the Qur’an once a day and, if the
fund was insufficient, every two days or more.'”” If something were to happen that some
expenses could not be met, repair cost and other necessities of the mosque and the madrasa
should be undertaken and paid for to the extent necessary. Muezzins, personnel, custodians,
and other people working there should be paid in accordance with what is normal. Whatever
remains must be divided between the teacher who would receive half his teaching fee (twenty-
five tumans) and the room residents. Each room’s student had to receive the sum of fifty dinars
daily and the accountant, head servant, librarian, tahwildar, and gardener, were to receive equal
fees. Whenever they could not each receive half their salary, the sum of twenty-five dinars
would be given to student residents, and the librarian was to receive three tumans and five
hundred dinars.'” Interestingly enough, surplus remaining from the revenues was usually used
to acquire new properties, but in this case the shah stipulated that instead it would be spent on

religious observances a topic which will be explored in the next chapter.
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! “Abd al-Husayn Husayni Khattinabadi, Wagayi* al-sinin wa al-a ‘wam, ed. M. Bihbudi
(Tehran: Islamiyya, 1352/1973), 549-50, 558, where he notes that in 1119/1708-9 robes of
honour were also given to religious figures. See also Muhammad Ibrahim Muhammad Ibrahim
b. Zayn al-‘Abidin Nasiri, Dastiir-i shahriyaran: Salha-yi 1105 ta 1110 h. g. padshahi-i Shah
Sultan Husayn-i Safawi, ed. Muhammad Nadir Nasiri Mugaddam (Tehran: Bunyad-i
mawqufat-i Mahmud Afshar, 1373/1994), 28 (in the preface), 24 (of the text). It is said when
Shah Sulayman lay dying in 1105/1694, he left his courtiers to choose the new shah. The
courtiers and especially eunuch officials decided to make Sultan Husayn the king, judging that
he would be easier for them to control—they had raised him in the haram so that that he did
not have even the basic skills of a soldier. His official historian reports: Since the shah did not
have enough training in horse riding and archery, he started learning these skills upon assuming
power. Nasiri, Dastiir-i shahriyaran, 28. See also Muhammad Kadim Marwi, ‘Alam-ara-yi
nadiri, ed. Muhammad Amin Riyahi (Tehran: Zawwar, 1364/1985), 17; Judasz Tadeusz
Krusinski, The History of the Late Revolution of Persia (London: J. Pemberton, 1728. Repr. ed.
New York: Arno Press, 1973), 1: 62-64; Muhammad Shafi® Tihrani, Mir at-i waridat: Tarikh-i
suqit-i Safawiyan, payamadha-yi an wa farmanrawayi-i Malik Mahmiid Sistani, ed. M.
Sifatgul (Tehran: Nashr-i Mirath-i Maktub, 1383/2004), 98.

2 Nasiri, Dastiir-i shahriyaran, 18-19, 43-44. *Abd al-Hadi Ha’irT claims that, “[Majlisi] was
the actual ruler of Persia.” See Ha’iri, “Majlisi,” E1, 2™ ed. Niiri, Majlisi’s biographer, also
quotes a certain Nasrullah Kabuli, who had said: considering the importance and influence of
Muhammd Bagqir Majlisi among the Twelver Shi‘ites, ... it is more accurate to call their
religion MajlisT’s sect rather than attributing this religion to the earlier authorities.” MajlisT,

Bihar al-anwar 102: 14.
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3 Nasir, Dastiir-i shahriyaran, 22. See also Khatiinabadi, Waqayi * al-sinin, 549-50, 558.

* Nasiri, Dastir-i shahriyaran, 20. In a royal decree issued in 1106/1695, Shah Sultan Husayn
extended the tenure of Muhammad Baqir Majlisi as the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan. Majlisi was
the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan druing the final years of Shah Safi (d. 1694). Rasiil Ja‘fariyan,
Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawi (Qum: Ansariyan, 1370/1991), 97-101, 412-14. The original
copy of this farman is kept in kitabkhana-yi Astan Quds in collection no. 9596. Shah Sultan
Husayn also sent a decree to the Beglar Baygi of Qarabagh ordering him to destroy winemaking
facilities and to punish wine-drinkers. The original copy of his decree banning gambling and
other unlawful activities, and making women’s hijab obligatory is kept in kitabkhana-yi Astan
Quds-i Radawi. For more see Fihrist-i kitabkhanih-yi Astan Quds-i Radawt (Mashhad:
Chapkhana-yi Tus 1926), 9: 294. Many other rulers commenced their rules intending to abolish
unlawful activities. For instance, in 939/1533-4 Shah Tahmasb issued a farman banning non-
Islamic activities such as gambling, prostitution, music, and drinking. Ramla, 4 hsan al-
tawarikh 1: 246 During his long reign, Tahmasb issued several other royal decrees, some of
which were based on dreams in which the Hidden Imam had asked him to wave certain taxes
and forbid unlawful and non-religious acts. For more information on these royal decrees see
Shah Tahmasb-i Safawi: Majmii ‘a-yi asnad wa mukatabat tarikhi hamrah ba yaddashtha-yi
tafsili, ed. ‘Abd al-Husayn Nawa’1 (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhang-i Iran, 1350/1971), 22-23, 508-
09, 513-14. For a very interesting analysis of Tahmasb’s dreams see Babayan, Mystics,
Monarchs, and Messiahs, 309-34.

> While the Shah Sultan Husayn exempted these groups from paying their taxes and debts, he
ignored the army. According to Muhammad Shafi‘ Tihrani, the author of Mir at-i waridat,

“Sultan Husayn was a God-fearing, learned, and erudite king. He was always occupied with
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keeping the company of religious scholars; but unlike his forefathers who took good care of the
army (which mostly consisted of Turkmen and Qizilbashs) and who kept the axis of Iran’s
monarchy firm, he paid so little attention [to the army] that for two years the Turkmen did not
receive any money. So most of them, in the hope of receiving their fees, gathered in front of the
royal court roaring and rioting. Four years passed in this manner until finally all Turkmen
became united and left the Shah’s army. As soon as they reached Azerbaijan, they began
rebelling, rioting, and invading neighboring villages and cities belonging to the monarchy; they
killed people and plundered cities. The Turkmen’s riot was the first revolt; Shah Sultan
Husayn, upon receiving the news of their raids and plunders (in Azerbaijan), sent out eight
thousand soldiers in order to punish and discipline them. But as soon as the Shah’s soldiers
reached Azerbaijan, the Turkmen killed almost all of them except for a few people who
survived to report the ominous news. The Shah again sent soldiers, but they shared the same
fate upon arrival. After that no soldier of Sultan Husayn’s army wished to fight with the
Turkmen. The royal guard and the army, which were made up of tribal troops, were not paid
enough.” Tihrani, Mir’at-i waridat, 99-100

® Nasiri, Dastiir-i shahriyaran, 56.

7 Nasiri, Dastiir-i shahriyaran, 64-67.

8 On these revolts see Nasiri, Dastiir-i shahriyaran, 20, 64-67; Tihrani, Mir’at-i waridat, 99-
100. Tihrant with regard to Kharijites of Masqat’s invasion of Bahrain reports: “It is said that in
that riot close to two thousand learned scholars, each of whom was a mujtahid from the
residences of Bahrain, drunk the nectar of martyrdom (were killed).” He adds, “but the Shah,
after receiving the news of such cruelty, did nothing in revenge for their deaths. He completely

ignored the event.” Tihrani, Mir at-i waridat, 100. It seems Tihrant’s report about Kharajites of
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Masqat is not correct. Since accepting a conquest-letter (fath-nama), published by Nawa’1, the
Safavid ruler paid close attention to this invasion and besieged an army under the direction of
Fath-Ali Khan, the grand vizier and the commander of Fars province. For more see Nawa’1,
Asnad wa mukatabat-i siyasi-i Iran az sal-i 1105 ta 1135 h. q. hamrah ba yaddashtha-yi tafsilt
(Tehran: Mu’assasa-yi Mutala‘at wa Tahqiqat-i Farhangi, 1363/1984), 152-154.

® Arjomand, The Shadow of God, 158-59; Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs, 484-85.
1% For more information about Shah Sultan Husayn’s pluralist approach see Andrew J.
Newman, Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2006), 105-12.

! Andrew Newman argues that the strength of activity and creativity on so many cultural
fronts does not suggest a system under fundamental social or economic challenge; as a matter
of fact at the outset of Sultan Husayn’s reign there was little hint that he would be the “last”
ruler of the longest-ruling dynasty in Iran’s Islamic history. See Newman, Safavid Iran, 115.

12 Tt is the biggest of its kind in Persia apart from the Madrasa-yi Ghiyathiyya at Khargird. The
Madrasa al-Ghiyathiyya was built between 842 and 848/1438 and 1444, designed by the
outstanding architect, designer, and engineer Qawam ad-Din b. Zayn ad-Din Shirazi who died
in 842/1438. The madrasa was the last building that Qawam ad-Din was responsible for.

13 Many madrasas built during the medieval period all over Islamdom were majestic buildings
whose official status and grandeur were inspired equally by palatial and religious architecture.
See Yasser Tabbaa, Constructions of Power and Piety in Medieval Aleppo (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 129. Maybe it was because of the status of
madrasas that, while in Heart, Sultan Muhamamd Khuda-banda and Shah ‘Abbas stayed in the
Madrasa-yi Sultan Husayn Bayqara known in sources as Madrasa-yi Mirza or Madrasa-yi

Sultan Husayn Mirza. See Iskandar Beg, Tarikh-i ‘alam-ara-yi ‘Abbasi 1: 286-87, 388;
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Qummi, Khulasat al-tawarikh, 740-42. Murtada Quli-Khan also stayed in the Madrasa-yi
Astana-yi Ma‘stima when he went to Qum. Qummi, Khulasat al-tawarikh 2: 837.

1 The shah either constructed or repaired more than thirty buildings, roughly comparable to the
amount of work carried out under Shah ‘Abbas II. He also donated many books. On this see
Iraj Afshar, “Waqf wa amanat dadan-i kitab (Shah Sultan Husayn),” Rahnama-yi Kitab, 15
(1351): 859-62; ‘Abd al-Husayn Khtiinabadi, Wagqayi * al-sinin, 563; Modarressi, Turbat-i
pakan 1: 275-76. For the wagf-i ‘amm, see Ann K.S. Lambton, “4wgaf in Persia: 6™ -8 /12" -
140 Centuries,” Islamic Law and Society 4, no. 3(1997), 303.

1> Hossein Modarressi Tabataba’i, Bargi az tarikh-i Qazwin (Qum: Khayyam, 1361/1982),
240-41; Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 266- 83.

16 For the wagqf-i ‘amm, see Lambton, “Awgaf'in Persia,” 303.

17 Sipinta has published the text; see Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 254-65. According to Mansiir
Sifatgol, no Safavid king had created endowments for his children. Perhaps some of these
endowments were confiscated after the collapse of Isfahan and during the period of
confiscation of the awgaf under Nadir Shah. Mansur Sifatgol, “The Question of Awgafunder
the Afsharids (1735-1803/1148-1218): Safavid Heritage and Nadir Shah’s measures,” in
Mateériaux pour [ ‘histoire économique du monde iranien, eds. Rika Gyselen and Maria Szuppe
(Paris: Association pour I’Avancement des Etudes Iraniennes, 1999), 209-231.

' Ibrahim Dibaji, “Waqf-nama-yi Shah Sultan Husayn,” Ma ‘arif—i islami 5 (1347/1947), 80-
83.

" Aqa Kamal himself built a madrasa in Isfahan in 1106/1695 and named it after Shah Sultan

Husayn. The madrasa was known as Madrasa-yi Sultan Husayniyya. For more on this madrasa
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see Ja‘farian, “Waqf-nama-yi Sultan Husayniyya ma‘rif bi-Madrasa-yi Aqa Kamal,” Mirath-i
islami-i Iran 1:259-90.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 150, 160, ff.

! Muhammad Nadir Nasiri Muqaddam, “Wagqf-nama-yi Madrasa-yi Chahar-bagh-i Isfahan,”
Wagqf: Mirath-i jawidan 2, no. 4 (1377/1998): 112-18; Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqdf, 149-50.

? Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikht, 722. Sipinta attributes the construction of the Madrasa
to the Shah’s mother and says that Shah Sultan Husayn only repaired it. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi
awqaf, 116.

® Algab wa mawajib-i dawra-yi safawi, ed. Yusuf Rahimla (Mashhad: Intisharat-i Danishgah-i
Firdawsi Mashhad, 1371/1992), 66.

* Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 691-94; Rafi't Mehrabadi, Athar-i milli-yi Isfahan, 446-
50; Blake, Half the World, 160.

? Khattnabadi, Wagqayi‘ al-sinin, 560.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 291.

*” Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 719-20.

?® A number of officials at the court of Shah Sultan Husayn, including Najaf-Quli Beg, Hajj
Almas, and Aqa Kamal Khazin, also built madrasas. For more on these madrasas see Rafi‘1-i
Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 28, 29. Mirza Muhammad Mu’min Khan ‘Itimad al-Dawla,
the grand vizier of Shah Sultan Husayn, founded a madrasa in Qum in 1692-1701. It had forty-
two rooms for students and a very rich library. The madrasa’s wagf-nama written in 1723 lists
the property that the donor endowed to the madrasa and its students who were, according to the
donor’s stipulation, required to occupy themselves with acquiring religious sciences and

Prophetic and Imami traditions and who were instructed not to waste their time while residing
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there. See Modarressi published the wagfiyya of this madrasa. See Modarressi, Turbat-i pakan
2:227-35.

* For more information on the Madrasa-yi Maryam Begum see Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i
tarikhi, 662-67; Gaube and Wirth, Der Bazar von Isfahan, 118; Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqdf,
302-16.

*® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 302-16.

*! Jabir1 Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 396-08; Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 39.
*? Dilaram Khanum appointed herself as the trustee of her madrasa and stipulated that upon her
death the reigning monarch of each age would hold the trusteeship of her endowments. Nuzhat
Ahmadi, “Chahar waqf-nama az chahar madrasa-yi Isfahan dar dawra-yi safawi,” in Ja‘fariyan,
Mirath-i islami-i Iran 3:103.

* For more on their madrasas see Blake, Half of the World, 46, 167, 90, 121. Hunarfar,
Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikhi, 553-6. On the waqf documents for these two schools see Ahmadi,
“Chahar waqf-nama as Chahar Madrasa-yi Iran,” in Ja‘fartyan, Mirath-i islami-i Iran 3:95-129.
Safavid female donors followed the tradition set by powerful and wealthy female donors living
in different time periods and various places. For Seljuq and Atabegid female donors see Ann
K. S. Lambton, Continuity and Change in Medieval Persia: Aspects of Administrative,
Economic, and Social History, 11th-14th Century (Albany, NY: Bibliotheca Persica, 1988),
1491f; Lambton, “Awgaf in Persia,” 310-13. For Ayyubid female benefactors see R. Stephen
Humphreys, “Women as Patrons of Religious Architecture in Ayyubid Damascus,” Mugqarnas
11 (1994): 35-54. For Timurid female donors see Priscilla P. Soucek, “Timurid Women: A
Cultural Perspective,” in Hambly, Women in the Medieval Islamic World, 206-10; Beatrice F.

Manz, “Women in Timurid Dynastic Politics,” in Lois Beck and Guity Nashat, Women in Iran
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from the Rise of Islam to 1800, 121ff; Maria E. Subtelny, Timurids in Transition: Turko-
Persian Politics and Acculturation in Medieval Iran (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 154-58, 171-89.

* For the general motives for endowing property, including references to the earlier scholarly
literature, see Michael E. Bonine, “Islam and Commerce: Wagf and the Bazaar of Yazd, Iran,”
Erdkunde 41 (1987): 184; see also Subtelny, Timurids in Transition, 148-63. Amy Singer,
Miriam Hoexter, Richard van Leeuwen, and many other scholars have also examined various
motives that the founders, mostly powerful elites, had when establishing large pious
endowments and their diverse financial, religious, and socio-political functions. (Their
scholarships are referred to in the preceding pages). Some scholars examined the motives of
wealthy ordinary individuals in creating mawqiifat. For example, Gabriel Baer studied the wagf
as an important tool that supported and reinforced social units or groups based on kinship or
quasi-kinship. See Gabriel Baer, “Wagf as Prop for the Social System (Sixteenth-Seventeenth
Centuries),” Islamic Law and Society 4, no 3 (1997): 264-297.

* Muhammad Nadir Nasir’s introduction to Dastiir-i shahriyaran, 19. He quotes from Tuhfat
al-‘Alam by Mirza Abi Talib-i Miisaw1 Findiriski, which is kept in Central Library, University
of Tehran (manuscript no. 2465). See also Willem Floor, The Afghan Occupation of Safavid
Persia, 1721-1729 (Paris: Association pour I'avancement des études iraniennes, 1998), 19.

*® For the philanthropic motives for wagqf see Robert D. McChesney, Charity and Philanthropy
in Islam: Institutionalizing the Call to do Good (Bloomington: Indiana University Center on
Philanthropy, 1995), 6-8; Adam Sabra, Poverty and Charity in Medieval Islam: Mamluk Egypt.
1250-1517 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 69ff; Yaacove Lev, Charity,
Endowment, and Charitable Institutions in Medieval Islam (Gainesville: University Press of

Florida, 2005), 53ft.
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%7 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 125. The obligation to perform the du ‘a prayers for the benefit
of the pious establishment’s founder was one of the most significant stipulations in a pious
endowment deed. It reflected the founder’s motives and expectations for a spiritual reward for
his charity. The prayers of the people benefitting from the pious endowment were seen as
ensuring the means for the success of benevolent individual in the transient life and securing
his salvation in the hereafter. See Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 224-25, 230.

% See for example, Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 145.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 125.

By creation and patronage of religious institutions, ruling elites also exercised influence
within the religious class. For more on this see Beatrice Forbes Manz, Power, Politics and
Religion in Timurid Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 214-22.

*! For this aspect of waqf see Richard van Leeuwen, Wagqfs and Urban Structures: The Case of
Ottoman Damascus (Leiden: Brill, 1999), in particular the introduction 1-33 and chapter six,
178-203.

2 According to ‘Abd al-Husayn Khatiinabadi, “Shah Sultan Husayn set about building the
Royal Madrasa in the Chahar Bagh district in Isfahan in 1116/1704-5 and its construction was
completed in 1118/1707-08.” Khatunabadi, Wagayi ‘ al-sinin, 556. Nonetheless, various
completion dates are mentioned in epigraphs at different places of the madrasa: At the
madrasa’s entrance gate, 1122/1711, inside the madrasa, 1119/1708, inside the madrasa’s
chambers, 1119/1708, inside the dome 1123/1711, in the dome’s inscriptions, 1126/1714 and in
the madrasa’s veranda 1121/1709. So the madrasa was built over ten years from 1116/1705 to
1126/1714. Some historians say the building is a mosque that has rooms for students. In the

words of Muhammad Mahdi b. Muhammad Rida Isfahani: “The entire mosque is a madrasa.”
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See Istahani, Nisf-i jahan fi ta ‘rif-i Isfahan, ed. M. Sutideh (Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1368/1989),
69. That said, all sources refer to this complex as a madrasa.

* Khatanabadi, Wagqayi al-sinin, 556-57, 559-60.

* The KhvansarTs like the Majlisis were actively engaged in socio- religious and political life in
the late seventeenth century. Aqa Husayn Khvansari’s two sons Aqa Jamal (d. 1125/1710), and
Aqa Radi played important roles in socio-political affairs and in the spread of religious learning
in later years of Safavid rule, but never accepted official positions. For more on these scholars,
see Sayyid Jalaludin Ashtiyani, Muntakhabati az athar-i hukama-yi ilahi-yi Iran (Tehran:
Qismat-i Iranshinasi-i Anistitd-i Iran wa Faransa (1972-75); ‘Abdullah Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama
2: 57-60; Yusuf al-Bahrani, Lu 'lu’at al-Bahrayn, 90-2; Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 2: 367.
On his son Aqa Jamal see ‘Abdullah Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama 2: 211; Arjomand, The Shadow
of God, 151; Khatiinabadi, Waqayi * al-sinin, 559-61.

* Shah-Quli Khan Zanganah, son of the grand wazir Shaykh ‘Ali Khan Zanganah, died in
1127/1715.

* Hunarfar, Ganjina-yi athar-i tarikht, 688.

* For example, Shaykh ‘Ali Khan Zangana, who built a madrasa in Hamadan and established a
pious endowment to support the madrasa and its residences and employees, stipulated that,
“whenever the teacher of the madrasa teaches rational sciences that are in contrast to the
religion he must be expelled from the madrasa immediately and his salary terminated.” He also
stipulated that “whenever a student commits a grave sin he must be expelled from the
madrasa.” See Mantichihr Sutiideh, “Sawad-i timar-i waqf-namcha-yi madrasa-yi buzurg-i

Hamadan az mawqiifat-i Shaykh ‘Ali khan-i Zangana, wazir-i Shah Sulayman,” Tarikh 1, 170.
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In chapter 4 I present more examples of the donors who wished the learning in their madrasas
to be centred upon religious sciences.

“ In the autumn of 1131/1719 Mahmiid, the son of Mir Weis, the Ghilzai chief, raided Kerman
and sacked the city. Fath-‘Ali Khan Dagqistani, the grand vizier, encouraged Shah Sultan
Husayn to move the court to the north-eastern part of the realm, to bring the extra prestige
necessary for a successful campaign against Mahmiid, but the shah moved no further than
Tehran, since some of his courtiers advised him against it. The siege of Isfahan lasted for
several months from March to October 1722. The Shah and his courtiers undertook a variety of
special measures to address the root cause of the riots, but none of them was effective. In early
October 1722 Shah Sultan Husayn finally offered Mahmid his surrender. See Khattinabadi,
Waqayi* al-sinin, 558-60 and also 565-66 on the replacement of officials in the provinces in
1134/1722.

*In chapter three I discuss the religious observations sponsored by the shah, and refer to the
statements in the madrasa’s deeds about these provisions.

*° Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 69-72; Shamla, Qisas Khagani 1: 193-96. According to the
author of ‘Abbds-nama, during the trusteeship of Shah Abbas II the revenues of the Chardah
Ma‘stim pious endowments doubled. These wagfs yielded 14,000 tumans annually, a portion of
which was sent to the sayyid families residing in Medina as stipulated by the donor, Shah
‘Abbas 1. See Mansir Sifatgol, Sakhtar-i nahad wa andisha-yi dini dar Iran-i ‘asr-i safawr:
Tarikh-i tahwwulat-i dini-i Iran dar sadaha-yi dahum ta dawazdahum-i hijri-i gamari (Tehran:
Rasa, 1381/2002), 326-27.

*! For this aspect of the wagf institution see Savory, Iran Under the Safavids (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1980), 185ff; Ann K.S. Lambton, Landlord and Peasant: A Study
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of Land Tenure and Land Revenue Administration (London: Oxford University Press, 1953),
106-7, 113.

*2 Nasir1 Mugqaddam, “Waqf-nama-yi Madrasa-yi Chahar-bagh-i Isfahan,” Wagqf: Mirath-i
jawidan 2, no.4 (1377/1998): 112-18.

** There is a microfilm of this wagf-nama in the Kitabkhana-yi Markazi-i Danishgah-i Tihran
under number 1735.

** Cited in Nasiri Muqaddam, “Waqf-nama-yi Madrasa-yi Chahar-bagh-i Isfahan,” Wagf:
Mirath-i jawidan 2, n0.4 (1377/1998): 113.

> See Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 120-228.

*® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 144.

*7 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 145.

*® He stipulated that no endowed properties could be sold, transferred under inheritance, or
misappropriated during his life or after death. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 149-50, 175.

>*1 could not obtain access to ledgers or books belonging to the endowments. Therefore, it is
not possible to discuss any possible maladministration. But in practice, the founder’s directives
possibly have been ignored or circumvented.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 177.

r Muhammad Bagqir Husayni was the sadr-i khassa and, as the fourth witness, signed the deeds.
Sayyid Murtada Husayni, son of Mir Sayyid ‘Ali Khalifa Sultan Mar‘ashi who was the son-in-
law of Shah Sultan Husayn and father of Abu Turab Mirza — whom Karim Khan-i Zand in
1163/1749 declared the shah of Iran — also signed the documents as a witness. Sayyid
Murtada later became the sadr during the final years of the reign of Shah Sultan Husayn. For

more on him see: Muhammad Khalil-i Mar‘ashi, Majma ‘ al-tawarikh: Dar tarikh-i ingirad-i
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safawiyya wa waqayi ‘-i ba ‘d ta sal 1207 hijri-i gamari, ed. ‘Abbas Iqbal Ashtiyani (Tehran:
Kitabkhanah-i Tahiir1, 1362/1984), 93; Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 294. Mar*ashi explains in
detail how a number of courtiers ended the work of Sultan Husayn’s favourite grand vizier
I‘timad al-Dawla Fath-‘Ali Khan. He writes: “All emirs including girchi-bashi, i.e.,
Muhammad Quli Khan Shamli, the son of Muhammad Mu’min Khan-i Shamla, who after the
dismissal of Fath-‘Alt Khan Dagqistani was appointed as grand vizier, qullar- aqasr, (i.e.,
Rustam Khan) and Mustafa Khan, the Mir-Shikar-bashi and two very important and influential
figures at the court, namely, Mulla Muhammad Husayn-i mulla-bashi and Mirza Rahim-i, the
hakim-bashi, became united against Fath-‘ AlT Khan and finally in 1133/1720 found an
opportunity to accuse him of conspiracy and rebellion against the Shah. Shah Sultan Huyan
imprisoned Fath-‘Ali Khan. It was rumoured that the mulla-bashi exchanged his noble position
with that of an executioner. According to one report and based on another, his son extracted
Fath-‘Ali Khan’s eyes with the point of a dagger after tying him down. Fath-Ali Khan’s
properties also were taken away. Mar*‘ashi, Majma ‘ al-tawarikh, 49-50. See also Khattinabadi,
Waqayi* al-sinin, 569; Rudolph P. Matthee, “Blinded by Power: The Rise and Fall of Fath ‘Ali
Khan Daghestani, Grand Vizier under Shah Soltan Hoseyn Safavi (1127/1715-1133/1720),”
Studia Iranica 33, no. 2 (2004): 179-220.

°2 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 203, Muhammad Bagir Khatunabadi’s note, which is written in
Arabic, ends with his prayers and well wishes for the shah and for the continuity of his
kingship.

* There is no mention of any gadr in the deeds and the founder does not lay any condition that
the mutawalli or his representative must provide the office of sadr with a copy of financial

transaction records for the madrasa.
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* Shah Sultan Husayn stipulated that: “The donated properties must not be bought, sold,
donated, leased or inherited.” Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqdaf, 174.

% For a complete list of the properties donated by Shah Sultan Husayn to the Madrasa-yi
Sultani see Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 150-237.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 156-57, ff.

*” Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 151, 152, ff.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 160.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 159.

" Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 159-60.

"' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 126-27, 161.

”? The smooth running of the madrasa depended on the success of agricultural activity on lands
dedicated to the pious endowments. Therefore, the management must have been competent in
the area of financial management. After all, educational and religious institutions, as
established and funded by pious endowments, were financial institutions besides being centres
for religious higher learning and religious observances.

” For a detail description of the duties of trustees see McChesney, Wagqf'in Central Asia, 31f.

" For more on the duties of wazir-i sarkar-i halal see Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqgaf, 126-27,
159-60, 220-23; Algab wa mawadajib, ed. Rahimla, 66. Usually the Safavid shahs appointed an
official to oversee their extensive endowments, for example Shah ‘Abbas appointed an
administrator, named wazir-i Mawqiifat-i Chardah Ma‘siim, to oversee the endowed properties,
including urban structures and agricultural lands, and to record their revenues. This person was
among the most important administrators of the Safavid state. For more on him see: Algab wa

mawajib, ed. Rahimla, 48-49. The Mamluk also appointed an official known as the ustadar al-



113

amldk wa al-awqaf wa al-dhakira al-sultaniyya to administer their properties and vast
endowments by the late eighth/fourteenth century. Sabra, Poverty and Charity in Medieval
Islam, 72.

” Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqgaf, 126, 160.

’® Dilaram Khanum also stipulated that upon her death the reigning monarch of each age would
hold the trusteeship of her endowments. Ahmadi, “Chahar waqf-nama az chahar madrasa,” 103.
"7 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 130. In another deed drafted in 16/5/1123-2/7/1711, Shah Sultan
Husayn urges the future mutawallis to take only their trusteeship fees. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi
awqaf, 174-75.

’® See, for example, Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 130.

” Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 130-31. Shah ‘Abbas I also stipulated that the reigning ruler of
every age should act as the trustee of his extensive pious endowments which are known as
Awqaf Chardah Ma ‘sim. ‘Abbas I who had also donated his horses emphasizes “if the reigning
ruler of any age rides one of these horses it will be as if he rides a pig while holding his two
ears in front of the Prophets and the imams- peace be upon them.” Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf,
70.

% Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 161.

*'Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 127, 161.

% Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 161.

® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 167. No ledger books or financial statements, however, are
available from the madrasa, probably because they are private documents and the madrasa’s
management team does not want to share them with public.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 128
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* Roger Savory says that initially the sadr’s main duties involved imposition of doctrinal
uniformity, which had been largely achieved by the end of Isma‘il’s reign; thereafter, the
energies of the sadr were devoted mainly to the overall administration of the religious
institution and to the supervision of wagqf property. As a result, the political influence of the
sadr declined. Savory, Iran under the Safavids, 30. S. Amir Arjomand challenges Savory’s
view. See The Shadow of God, 301. In Tadhkirat al-mulitk, there are however, references to the
daftar-i mawqufat (the endowments bureau), and its director was called wazir-i awgaf. He was
authorized by the Safavid shahs with broad powers to supervise the dispatch of the accounts by
the mutawallis, the auditing of such accounts, the registration of the properties, and so forth.
But as JabirT Ansar1 reports, the Afghan invaders threw a lot of official documents in the
Zayanda-rid. See Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 35.

* In a big madrasa built by Shaykh ‘Ali khan-i Zangana in Hamadan, instructions were
apparently presented by a single teacher—the deeds of endowment mention the fee of only one
teacher. According to the deed of the madrasa Shaykh Ali khan assigned 25 tumans of the
revenues of his pious endowment as the teaching fee for the teacher who was to teach religious
sciences and auxiliary sciences. See Mantichihr Sutiideh, “Sawad-i timar-i waqf-namcha-yi
madrasa-yi buzurg-i Hamadan az mawquifat-i Shaykh ‘Alt khan-i Zangana, wazir-i Shah
Sulayman,” Tarikh 1, 170.

¥ Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 167.

% Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 167.

® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 167-68.

*° Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 167-68.

°! Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 168.
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%2 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 168.

% Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 168.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 169.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 169.

°® In the text of the deed, the scribe writes diya ‘ which means real estate, properties. Obviously
here that is out of context—it must be day ‘, which means damaged.

*7 Sipanta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 167.

% Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 166.

** Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 166.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 166.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 169-70.

12 It seems it had been the duty of teachers to choose students and to distribute stipends among
them in all other Safavid madrasas. Chardin in this regard writes: “Students greatly respected
their principals (teachers) to whom they owed not only their instruction, but also their entry to
college.” W.R. Ferrier, trans. and ed. 4 Journey to Persia: Jean Chardin’s Portrait of a
Seventeenth—century Empire (London: 1. B. Tauris, 1996), 131.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 127.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 222.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 222.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 222.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 190.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 188-90.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 59-60.
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"0 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 61.

" Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli-i Isfahan, 490.

" In his al-Duris al-shar ‘iyya on the duration that students can stay in a madrasa, al-Shahid al-
Thant writes: “Whenever a student fulfills his learning goal, he can be asked to leave the
madrasa he is living in and there is no legal problem with [asking him to leave the madrasa].”
He also holds that “If a student is not studying while residing in a madrasa, he can be expelled
from even if the donor had not set down a condition about this situation in his deed. It is
however, unlikely that the wagif had not included a condition in this regard.” Muhammad ibn
Makki (al-Shahid al-awwal), Duriis al-shar ‘iyya fi figh al-Imamiyya (Qum: Mu'assasat al-
Nashr al-Islami al-Tabi‘a bi-Jama‘at al-Mudarrisin, 1414 /1995), 3: 69-70.

" Tabrizi, Fara’id al-fawa’id, 228.

" Tabrizi, Fard’id al-fawa’id, 229. Jean Chardin also reports “there are some students living in
madrasas who pay little attention to learning; they are only there for the sake of this small
benefit [of living in a madrasa and receiving some stipend]. Students of sixty years old can be
seen as | have said, who have wives and children. As a result there are colleges which are
places of desperate ignorance where one secures what one can not so much for the love of
knowledge, but to live more easily without working.” Ferrier, A Journey to Persia, 131.

" Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 229.

"® Tabrizi, Fara’id al-fawa’id, 229-30. He quotes Shahid al-Thani who stated that the
mutawalli should decide whatever he thinks is the right action to take in this regard.

" Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 302-16.

“® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 58.

" Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 61.
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% Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 171.
2 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 171.
2 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 171-72.

' Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 171-72, 130.
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Chapter 3

The Madrasa-yi Sultani: Framing Shi‘ite Collective Memory

Madrasa-yi Sultani, like many other madrasas of the late Safavid period, was more than a
centre of religious higher learning." It also provided a space for commemorating pivotal events
in Shi‘ite history. Founders of Safavid madrasas usually assigned a sizeable amount of
revenues from their endowments to commemorating constitutive events in Shi‘ite history and
celebrating holy dates in the Islamic calendar.” Shi‘ism has paid special attention to
commemorative rituals in its culture. The Shi‘ite community bore a complex of memories that
were constitutive of its very existence.’ To ensure that the Shi‘ite past endured over time,
history had to be transmuted into tradition and into symbolic forms of cultural memory. These
cultural memories came to be the foundation upon which the Shi‘ite community established its
unity and specificity. Annual festivals of collective remembering, in which the entire
population took part, were seen as important as transmitting religious knowledge.*
Commemorative rituals provided a frame for interpreting a wide array of historical encounters
between Shi‘ites and the dominant Sunni culture, allowing Shi‘ism to construct itself as a
community of learning and remembering. In order to fulfill this task, a high degree of
institutionalization was necessary and specialists were needed to preserve the religious identity
of the Shi‘ite community. Madrasa-mosque complexes, together with the shrines of the Imams
and their progeny, were the institutions to achieve this goal. This chapter examines how Shi‘ite
cultural memory was represented in Safavid architecture, commemorative festivals, collective
narratives, and rituals. More specifically, it delineates the nature and scope of religious rituals

and rites carried out in the Madrasa-yi Sultani and other madrasa-mosque complexes in Safavid
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Isfahan in order to explore the process by which the Shi‘ite past was re-articulated,
contextualized, or contemporized to suit the needs of the Safavid society.

Substantial research has been done on Shi‘ite commemoration rituals, mostly by
historians of cultural anthropology and sociologists mainly interested in ta ziya (the rituals
commemorating the tragic death of Husayn and his family at Karbala on Muharram 10, 61/ Oct.
10, 680).> While some scholars compare the rituals commemorating the death of Husayn and
his family as the Shi‘ite-Muslim equivalent of the Christian Passion plays, others examine the
socio-political and religious dimensions of commemorative rituals in Sh‘ism.® For instance,
Mahmoud Ayoub argues that the recollection of tragic events in the history of Shi‘ism has
salvific value for those who participated in the rituals.” On the other hand, Kamran S. Aghaie
argues that commemorative rites are the means of expressing social and political ideals in
Iranian society, and also the means of showing opposition to the state.® Although these
arguments point to both the psychological/religious and political meaning of the rituals, I am
interested in how commemorating constitutive events in the history of Shi‘ism was also an
important means of storing and transmitting religious knowledge and culture. Through
commemoration, members of the community became either participants or spectators and
witnesses. Thus they played a role in the act of transmission. Theorizing these practices as the
transmission of embodied cultural memories offers a new way of looking at the institution of

the madrasas in Safavid Iran.

Contextualizing Shi‘ite Cultural Memory
Safavid rulers and ‘ulama made use of a variety of mnemonic expressions as well as all
available rhetoric tools to enhance and to frame the cultural and religious identity of the

Safavid society. In order to achieve these goals, Safavid political elites built new mosque-
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madrasas and renovated the shrines of the Imams and imamzadas. They also lavishly
patronized the commemorative rituals, which were critical building blocks and the guiding
myths of Shi‘ite culture and identity. The Safavid shahs also encouraged and sponsored the
visitation of the shrines of the Imams (ziyarat). The Safavid scholars also over-emphasized the

salvific value of commemorative rituals and ziyarat.?

Building New Mosque-madrasa Complexes and Repairing the Old Shrines

Historical religious memories survive through a variety of mnemonic sites, practices,
and forms. The primary vehicles of collective memory for the Shi‘ites have been
commemorative rites and the shrines of their Imams. Rituals and festivals, particularly if they
are performed and celebrated in spaces such as mosque-madrasa complexes and shrines that are
considered sacred by the Shi‘ites, are effective tools in ensuring cultural continuity and the
unity of a community."® As argued by Emile Durkheim, when an individual attends religious
festivities and rituals, he is reminded of his role as a member of a larger group." These ritual
experiences also help people to mediate between events of the past and the present and to
negotiate meanings for the future.'” Historical sources report that, from the beginning of their
rule, Safavid rulers were actively involved in either construction or restoration of mosques,
shrines, and imamzadas—the public institutions that represent a shared past. For example, Shah
Isam‘1l I built a shrine for Imamzdada Sahl b. ‘Alt and widened the Old Square of Isfahan by
building four bazaars around it."”> Isma‘il’s wife, Shah Baygi Begum, replaced the dome of the
shrine of Ma‘siima in Qum and appended a courtyard to the complex." Between 1512 and 1513
Mirza Shah-Husayn, a vassal of Durmish Khan Shamla, Isfahan’s governor under Shah Isma’1l
rebuilt the mausoleum of Hartin-i Wilayat; it is a shrine to a figure who is variously identified

as different holy personalities.” According to Qummi, Shah Tahmasb was sending a few
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thousand fumans annually to the shrines of Imam Rida, Ma‘stima, and Shaykh Safi al-Din
Ardabili in Mashhad, Qum, and Ardabil respectively.'®
Shah ‘Abbas I, who had commissioned the construction of many architectural projects
all over Persia, ordered the construction of a congregational mosque-madrasa in the newly built
Nagsh-i Jahan Square and two other madras-mosques complexes at the beginning of 1611."
During the later period of Safavid rule, Shah Saft (d. 1642) ordered repairs to the shrines in
Ardabil, Qum, and Mashhad, and to the Friday mosques in Kashan, Qazvin, Qum, and
Isfahan.”® Shah Sultan Husayn, like his forefathers, paid special attention to the imamzadas (the
shrines of the progeny of the Imams) and other religious institutions. He established
endowments for the holy shrine of Shahzada Husayn in Qazwin, and Imamzdadas Hamza,
‘Abdul‘azim, and Isma‘il."” He also commissioned multiple repairs to the Imamzdada Isma‘il
complex between 1688-89 and 1703, and to the tomb of Khvaja Rabi‘ located in Mashhad. The
Shah renovated Imamzada Ahmad, where a madrasa was also built in its courtyard next to a
mosque.” In 1699 and 1703 Shah Sultan Husayn also renovated the shrine of Isma‘il b. Hasan
b. Zayd b. Hasan b. ‘Ali.*! In addition to these Imamzadas, Shah Sultan Husayn paid special
attention to the shrines of the Imams located in the ‘Atabat (the holy cities in Iraq.) In a deed of
endowment issued in 1711, he set down that,
The trustee should arrange for twelve thousand Tabr1z1 dinars to be sent to each of the
holy shrines in Najaf and Karbala to purchase incense for the shrines of ‘Al1 and
Husayn — if the extra funds exceed the cost of incense, the trustee was instructed to
inquire if any of these shrines were in need of repair, either in their roof or in their land
(i.e., the whole building); he was also contracted to donate chests, carpets, bookshelves,
Qur’an covers, lamps, and candle holders to these shrines. The extra funds were to be
spent on repairs first, but if the holy shrines needed no repair, or if it was not possible
[to repair them], the surplus funds were to be submitted to a group of pilgrims who
wanted to return home after visiting the holy shrines but who could not make it due to

debt. With that fund, their debts were to be paid off and their journeys and return
expenses home were also to be funded. If there were few such stranded pilgrims and if
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there were funds remaining, the sum of fifty thousand Tabr1z1 dinars was to be
submitted to each person to cover the expenses of his trip to the holy shrines in Iraq.22

Safavid Madrasas and Re-articulating Shi‘ite Collective Memory

Similar to the shrines of the Imams and their progeny, madrasa-mosque complexes were
also primary structures where Shi‘ite collective memory was reinforced and re-contextualized.
These institutions acted simultaneously as focal points for dialogue between individuals and the
academic, religious, and political classes and focal points for a complex dialogue between past
and present. According to deeds of endowment, the founders of the madrasa-mosque
complexes normally sponsored pedagogical activities in addition to covering the cost of a wide
range of elaborate ritual, and religious observances. The deaths of the Imams and particularly
the Husayn family massacre at Karbala, which had gained the status of archetypal atrocity from
the early history of Shi‘ism, became testaments to Shi‘ite suffering and examples of their
victimization.”” Husayn’s martyrdom in particular led to commemorative activities crucial for
the Shi‘ites’ subsequent identity formation. Because of its archetypal significance within the
collective memory, commemoration of Husayn’s martyrdom had enormous potential to shape
Shi‘ite perceptions. Therefore, like many other Safavid founders of pious endowments, Shah
Sultan Husayn, in the deed of the endowment of the largest cultural institution of early modern
Iran (issued in 1122/1711), stipulates that the sum of 351 fumans and 8100 Tabrizi dinars
should be spent on mourning rituals and rites, including the ritual recitation of the sufferings
and martyrdoms of the Imams, particularly those of ‘Ali and Husayn (called Rawda khvani) in
the Madrasa-yi Sultani. In Rawda khvani sessions, the ritual recitation of the sufferings of the
Imams, a hagiographically embellished version of the historical accounts of the events of

Karbala is normally recited in dramatic and deeply emotional style. Husayn Wa‘iz KashifT (d.
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1504), a Timurid era author, recounted the suffering of the Imams, especially events of
Husayn’s martyrdom in Karbala in his Rawdat al-shuhada (Garden of Martyrs). This book has
become one of the most commonly recited elegies at dirge sessions (Rawda khvant), during

Muharram processions. In the deed we read:

On 21* of Ramadan, the sum of one tuman and four thousand dinars must be
spent on reciting the tragedy of the martyrdom of ‘Al1, and on the passion
play requirements and tools, and also on providing halim, halwa, and bread
that must be distributed among the needy Shi‘ites on the eve of that day.24

During the first ten days of Muharram every year in the
aforementioned madrasa (i.e., the Madrasa-yi Sultani), passion plays and
commemorative ceremonies for Imam Husayn and his family must be
conducted. The sum of thirty tumans must be spent on ta ‘ziyya expenses,
including the fee for the reciter of the sufferings of Imam Husayn and his
family in Karbala, the fees of a preacher (minbari), and a person who curses
the first three caliphs (tabarra’i), as well as the cost of candles, lamps,
meals, and paraphernalia for the aforementioned ta ‘ziyyas according to the
situation and requirements.”

On the eve of the day of ‘Ashiira the sum of 101 riyals must be spent
on providing halim, halwa, and bread that should be distributed among
needy students and people.26

On the 20" of Safar, the day of arba ‘in (forty days after Husayn’s
martyrdom), the sum of three fumans must be spent on bread, halwa, and
halim that must be given to the people residing at the madrasa and needy
people whether men or women.27

In another wagqfiyya of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, issued in 1122/1711, Shah Sultan
Husayn stipulates that the revenues from an orchard known as Bagh-i Burj and some other
parcel of lands must be given to a pious Twelver Shi‘ite chosen by the teacher of the Madrasa-
yi Sultant to recite the Qur’an daily, and the rest of the funds should be used to cover the cost
of ceremonies performed during the first ten days of the month of Muharram. He also stipulates

that the Muharram processions must involve emotional recitations and that passion plays

should be as realistic as possible to make people remember and recollect the sufferings of
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Husayn and his family culminating on the tenth day of the month of Muharram (*Ashiira),

when Husayn was slain. In the deed we read:

From the same revenues (i.e., revenues from the Burj garden) should be paid the fees of
the rawda-khvan [person who recites the suffering of the Imams], the pa-manbart
(Rawda-khvan’s assistant), the marthiya-khvan (elegist), the tabarra’t (person who
curses the enemies of the Imams,) the cost of feeding the servants providing these
services, and the cost of light and other necessities pertinent to this commemoration.
[The people directing this service] must do their best to make the event attractive and
provide whatever is needed to make participants in this rite cry and weep more. They
must also do whatever they can to make the rite look more heart rending. They should
hold this service at the Masjid-i Jadid-i ‘Abbasi, and if that is not possible, it should be
held wherever people are more interested in assembling to commemorate the beginning
of the month of Muharram.”®

Table 1: Commemorative Rituals Carried Out in the Madrasa-yi Sultant

Commemorative Rituals Cost

Commemorative ceremonies and passion plays 30 tumans
during the first ten days of Muharram

Feeding people on the evening of the day of ‘Ashira | 101 riyals

Feeding students and the public on the day of 3 tumans
arba ‘in

Reciting the tragedy of the martyrdom of ‘Al1 and 1 tuman and 4000 dinars
passion play and its paraphernalia

Celebrating the Birthday of Muhammad 14 tumans
Celebrating the Birthday of ‘Al 14 tumans
Celebrating the ‘Id-i Ghadir 14 tumans
Celebrating the ‘Id al-Adha 301 riyals
Passion play and others rituals on the 341 riyals

abovementioned days
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The Instructional Value of Commemorative Rituals

During the period of Safavid rule, ritualized activities commemorating the tragic death
of the Imams became opportunities not just for narrative recitations of the Imams’ lives and
deaths, but also for instructional activities aimed at inculcating and securing commitment to the
virtues that the Imams embodied; rituals also boosted the religious sentiments of students
residing at the Madrasa-yi Sultani and other madrasas as well as of the wider community.
There was, therefore, a synergistic connection between commemorative and instructional
activities. A violent death, commemorated as a martyr’s death, was instrumental in establishing
the virtues the person embodied and what his death exemplified, while at the same time
mobilizing a social movement cohering around those norms. In other words, commemorative
narratives coalescing out of the violent death of the Imams aspired to be far more than mere
records of events for posterity. It was emphasized that they were killed because of their
steadfast commitment to a certain emblematic virtues.”

The commemorative response to the suffering and death of the Imams also constituted
an indictment: those tyrants who spilled the blood of the innocent Imams were guilty. The
Shi‘ites condemned those responsible and disassociated themselves (bara’a) from the enemies
of the Imams. The custom of condemning and cursing the first three caliphs and the enemies of
the family of the Prophet consisting of ‘Ali, Fatima and their children, has a long history.* By
the act of cursing, the Shi‘ites showed their commitment to the Prophet’s family.> In his
manual on futuwwat (chivalry), Husayn Wa‘iz Kashift writes that one of the secrets whispered
by the master craftsman into the ear of the adept is a disavowal (fabarra’) of the adversaries of
Muhammad’s family in affirmation of their love (fawalla) of ‘Ali’s family and his party.’” Once

Shi‘ism was declared as the official religion by the Safavids, such cursing was ubiquitous.



126

Muharram was the ideal time for this cursing, when Shi‘ite eulogists (managqib khvans)
exuberantly praised ‘Al and passionately elegized the tragedy of Karbala in madrasas and
mosques.” The early Safavid rulers, under the supervision of Shaykh °Ali Karaki, made cursing
an official ritual. Shah Tahmasb initially used this practice as a mechanism of public
conversions to Shi‘ism.** Shah Tahmasb in response to a letter sent by ‘Ubaydullah Uzbak, and
in a letter to Suleyman, the Ottoman ruler, defended the tradition of cursing the three “rightly
guided” caliphs (i.e., Abli Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman) and counted their wrongdoings. He
threatened Suleyman by warning him that he would ask tabarra’iyan and galandaran to curse
him together with of the Umayyad, Marwanid, and ‘Abbasid rulers and Baramakids in streets,
bazaars, mosques, and madrasas. He called tabarra’iyan fighters par excellence.” Not every
scholar approved of the practice of cursing. For example, Husayn ‘Abd al-Samad in a debate
with a Sunni scholar from Aleppo, states that, “according to our school of law, it is not
compulsory to curse them [i.e., Abii Bakr and ‘Umar] and only the fanatical among the laity do
so0. As for the ‘ulama none of them had called for the necessity of cursing them, and their books

are clear on that.”

Madrasas and Social Coherence
In celebrating joyous events in the Islamic and Shi‘ite calendars, Safavid madrasas
helped to create social coherence. The birthdates of Prophet Muhammad and the Imams and
other holy dates such as ‘Id-i Ghadir continued to act as occasions for the Shi‘ite community to
express its unity. At every ‘Id-i Ghadir, the Shi‘ites renewed their commitment to ‘Alf just as
they witnessed the re-enactment of the martyrdom of Husayn on every ‘Ashira. In the deed of

the Madrasa-yi Sultani, Shah Sultan Husayn stipulated that the sum of forty-six fumans should
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be spent on royal feasts, holy days, and ‘Ids that were to be held in the Madrasa-yi Sultani. He

set down the following conditions:

On the 17th of Rab1‘ al-Awwal, the birthday of the Prophet
Muhammad, the sum of fourteen fumans must be spent on feasting and on
feeding sayyids, religious scholars, pious people, students of [religious]
sciences, the people residing in the madrasa and the like, and the needy
and poor people, whether men or women, or sayyids or non sayyids.”

On 13th of Rajab, the birthday of Imam ‘Ali, the sum of fourteen
tumans must be spent on feasts and feeding [people].

On ‘Id al-Ghadir, on 18th of Dhu al-Hijja which is the biggest
celebration, the sum of fourteen tumans must be spent on feasts and
feeding people in the madrasa.

On the day of ‘Id al-Adha (The Feast of the Sacrifice), sixteen
healthy, meaty, and average-priced sheep that possess the conditions for
being sacrificed must be bought and brought to the [Madrasa-yi Sultant.]

During these days the sum of 341 riyals must be spent on the
Passion play and other rituals.’®

The sum of approximately eleven riyals must be spent on
purchasing torches for the Thya’ nights, feasts, and other times that a torch
is needed and on the brazier in winter time [to warm up] the teaching hall,
when the professor is teaching. *°

Like all other patrons of religious institutions, Shah Sultan Husayn paid special
attention to the month-long holy period of Ramadan. Every evening during Ramadan was a
celebration. The well-orchestrated complex of Ramadan festivities was aesthetic as well as
socio-political. These festivities helped to build a sense of community and gave cultural and
social meaning to the lives of the individuals. They also reinforced religious legitimacy. During
the Ramadan festivities, people came together to celebrate the holiest month in the Islamic
calendar and the shah’s charitable and pious character. The evening meal (iftar) was a time of
social activity; people gathered in the Madrasa-yi Sultani not only to eat and drink but also to
receive gift of cash. Shah Sultan Husayn stipulated that: “The sum of two hundred ninety-six

riyals and one tenth of a riyal was to be spent on providing meals every night of the month of
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Ramadan for forty-one poor and needy fasting Twelver Shi‘ite students, and others, whether
sayyid or not, women or men, married women or widows.”* It is significant that the Shah paid
special attention to the madrasa meal served to people breaking their fast. He must have been
well aware that by feeding people, he was also feeding his own power in addition to boosting
his pious image.” He orders that:

The meal must consist of bread, cheese, sweet paste (halwa), dates, and sherbet. Breads

must be round and small and dates must be black or similar to the date produced in

Medina. Dates must be seeded and stuffed with almonds and the like. In preparing

halwa, fine oil and flour and sugar must be used to sweeten it and honey and syrup of

grapes must not be used [to sweeten it] and if they want to make Aalwa from starch,
they must add saffron. Sherbet must be made with sugar, willow-water, and sweet basil
seeds and in seasons when good ice is around, it must be added to sherbet. The nights of
the 19th, 20th, and 21st of Ramadan are the time of mourning [the martyrdom of ‘Alf]
so they should exclude hAalwa, sherbet, and dates [from the menu] and instead of those

[sweet foods] they must make meals that are not sweet. The cost of these substitute

foods must be approximately one hundred dinars.” ... Also the mutawalli must give the

sum of twelve Tabrizi tumans to one of the religious scholars so that he will distribute
that money in the month of Ramadan among the needy fasting Shi‘ites. Each should
receive two hundred dinars with which to break his fast.”

In addition to his instructions for celebrating holy occasions and feeding the needy in
the month of Ramadan, Shah Sultan Husayn also specified the fees for fourteen Qur’an reciters
in the Madrasa-yi Sultani’s endowment deed (issued in 1122/1711). The shah ordered that the
madrasa’s teacher must choose fourteen pious Twelver Shi‘ites to recite the Qur’an. He was
instructed to house them in the madrasa and told how they should come to the mosque of the
madrasa and recite the Qur’an, one part of the thirty parts of the Qur’an in the morning and
another part in the afternoon. * Each Qur’an reciter was to dedicate the benefits of his recitation
to one of the fourteen Shi‘ite infallibles (i.e., the Imams and Fatima and Muhammad).® If some

of the reciters could not be present at the mosque due to an obstacle, they were to inform the

teacher and acquire his permission to recite the Qur’an in their own chambers. If they still
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could not recite the Qur’an even in their rooms, they were supposed to find substitutes who
could come to the mosque and recite [the Qur’an] on their behalf. If this option was not
possible, wherever they could they were told to recite [the Qur’an]. Each of the Qur’an reciters
was to receive two hundred Tabrizi dinars. They would receive 12 tumans in total annually,

which is twice the amount of students’ stipends.*

Table 2: Religious observances during the month of Ramadan

Religious observances Cost

Feeding 41 poor and needy fasting people during 293 riyals and one tenth of a

Ramadan riyal (on each night)
Giving money to 41 people every night during 100 dinars

Ramadan
Giving money to needy people other than those 100 dinars

who break their fast in the Madrasa during
the Thya’ nights

Giving the zakat-i fitr of 41 people who break their | 100 dinars
fast at the Madrasa during the last night of
Ramadan

Cost of purchasing Kashi dishes and large wooden | 5 7ivals
trays used during Ramadan

Purchasing torches for the Thya’ nights, feasts, and 11 riyals

so forth

Giving money to needy fasting people during 200 dinars
Ramadan
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Renewing the Pact with the Imams: The Power of Pilgrimage

Shah Sultan Husayn not only patronized rituals commemorating the suffering of the
imams, but also tried to keep their memory alive by his own frequent practice of pilgrimage to
their tomb-shrines. By promoting the ziyarat tradition, he sought to promote a key tradition in
preserving Shi‘ite collective memory and group identity as distinct from that of the Sunnis, and
to create a climate in which ziyarat and commemoration of events in the Shi‘ite religious
calendar would occupy a central place in Safavid socio-religious life.*” Shrines and imamzadas
came to function as spiritual and communal focal points — as places of memory that stand
between the real and the imagined — where the collective memory is concentrated through the
agency of organizations that hold specific commemorative rituals. From the outset, visitation to
the shrines of the Imams was a major feature of Shi‘ism and carried the highest importance in
Shi‘ite Islam because by visiting the Imams’ shrines one acknowledged their authority as the
rightful leaders of the Muslim community. For Shi‘ites these usually arduous trips were
valuable because the shrines were believed to have divine or other-worldly powers such as
curing diseases and disabilities. The shrines also functioned as the locus where the Imams
could intercede with God on behalf of the visitors.

In the wagfiyyas issued in 1122/1711, Shah Sultan Husayn set down that every year the
sum of forty Tabrizi tumans had to be submitted to three pious Shi‘ites to perform hajj and visit
the holy shrines of the Imams on behalf of Shah Sulayman (because he did not go to Aajj and
did not visit the shrines of the Imams himself). The sum of twenty tumans were to be given to a
person selected by the mutawalli or his agent to go to Mecca and Medina and the other twenty
tumans had to be divided between the other two individuals who were selected to visit the
shrine of Imam Rida. These three people had to go to Qum to visit the tomb of Shah Sulayman;

from there the person who received twenty tumans would have to leave for Mecca and Medina
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and perform hajj on behalf of Shah Sulayman while one of the two other individuals was to
visit the shrine of Imam Rida on behalf of Shah Sulayman; the third man was supposed to go to
the holy cities of Iraq and visit the holy shrines of the Imams on behalf of Shah Sulayman.* In
the same document, Shah Sultan Husayn also stipulates that the sum of twelve Tabrizi tumans
was to be given either to four Twelver Shi‘ites wanting to visit the holy shrines of the Imams in
Iraq but without the financial means to do so, or to the people who already visited the shrines,
but who were in debt due to this journey and who did not have the money to return home.* In
another wagfiyya issued in 1122/1711, Shah Sultan Husayn donated the revenues from a few
parcels of land to a group of Twelver Shi‘ites residing in Najaf so that each would receive a

minimum of three Tabrizl tumans to a maximum of five.*

Table 3: Pilgrimage to Mecca & Medina and visitation to the Shrines of the Imams

Pilgrimage and visitations Cost
Pilgrimage and visitation on behalf of Shah Sulayman 40 tumans
Pilgrimage and visitation on behalf of Shah Saft 40 tumans
Pilgrimage and visitation on behalf of Shah ‘Abbas II 40 tumans
Sponsoring the cost of visitation of 4 Twelver Shi‘ites 12 tumans

Gift of cash to a group of Twelver Shi‘ites residing in Najaf | Each should receive
a minimum of 3
Tabrizi tumans
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Reconfiguring Shi‘ite Cultural Memory

Political changes brought by Safavid rulers reshaped cultural memories and refashioned
them in the image of different narratives, in order to better suit particular interests.”* While
Safavid rulers and ‘ulama encouraged commemoration of the events deemed essential to
boosting Safavid religious sentiments and supplementing the old memories, they vehemently
suppressed the rituals they regarded as heterodox.” In fact, in the process of creating a new
religious identity, Safavid educational and religious institutions reinforced historical and
religious memories by selecting some of them, creating new ones, or by fusing them and
excluding them.” Such choices among remembered events are evident in the works of
Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, particularly in his Persian books. In
his ‘Ayn al-hayat, Majlisi quotes numerous sayings of the Prophet and Imams in which they
urge their followers to avoid listening to baseless tales and Zoroastrian myths. He maintains
that stories of the Shah-nama by Firdawsi and the tale of Hamza are all nothing but baseless
tales and some ‘ulama renounce reading and listening to those stories. He quotes a prophetic
tradition reported by Muhammad Tagqi, the ninth Imam in which the Prophet said:
“Remembering ‘Ali is worship and one of the signs of a hypocrite is that he does not like to
take part in the assemblies in which he (i.e., ‘Ali) is remembered. He’d rather listen to baseless
tales and Zoroastrian myths instead of listening to ‘Ali’s virtues.” He states that the Prophet
Muhammad urged people to remember ‘Alf in their assemblies and that “remembering him is
like remembering me and remembering me is like remembering God. Thus whoever avoids
assemblies in which ‘AlT is remembered and listens to baseless stories is one who does not
» 54

believe in the Hereafter.

As Kathryn Babayan and other Safavid scholars have shown, Safavid rulers, especially
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from the time of Shah ‘Abbas I, began subduing the ghulat (extremists, e.g., Qizilbash and
Nugtawis), whose ideas, ideals, and memories of the past were in contrast to mainstream
beliefs. Babayan states that Safavids betrayed their revolutionary ideals to reinvent normative
Islam once they had attained temporal power. She argues that for example, during the Safavid
revolutionary phase, the Abii Muslimnama khvani was a common practice. Later on, however,
under the influence of religious scholars, this practice was banned.” A number of Safavid
scholars, including Sayyid Muhammad Sabzawari Isfahani, known as Mir Lawhi, a student of
Shaykh-i Baha’t and Mir Damad, vehemently condemned Abit Muslimnama khvani and
denounced Abt Muslim, calling him the enemy of the Imams. As a result, Mir Lawhi himself
was threatened with death. A group of scholars wrote a series of epistles defending Mir
Lawhi’s views.*

This trend continued and the Shi‘ite “‘ulama of the late Safavid period attempted to
expunge what considered to be heretical ideas and practices from Twlever Shi‘ite practices, but
they also nurtured some of the popular ghuluw practices such as cursing rituals that were
rejected by many leading Shi‘ite scholars. For their part, the ‘ulama also adapted elements of
folk religion present among Qizilbash and Persian Sufis alike.” They even embellished
historical events in their literary sources. This tendency is evident in Muhammad Bagqir
Majlist's Bihar al-anwar, and his Persian works including Jala’ al- ‘uyiin and Haqq al-yaqin not
only in the references to Karbala, but throughout the work’s numerous hagiographic accounts
of ‘Ali and Husayn, who is reported to have performed miracles such as curing the sick, helping
dismembered limbs to re-grow, and causing infants to speak.” The narratives given by Safavid
scholars were not about revealing past events as accurately as possible, and neither were they

necessarily about preserving cultural continuity. Rather they were about making statements
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about the past “meaningful,” “persuasive,” and “true” in the context of the age in which they
were produced.”

Sufi practices and philosophical inquiries that sharply stratified believers into the
spiritual elite and the masses were also criticized by jurists (fugaha), some of whom strongly
opposed mysticism and firmly rejected philosophy as an innovation (bid ‘a). © As early as
Tahmasb’s reign, a number of ‘ulama began challenging Sufi beliefs and practices. For
example, Muhaqqiq al-Karaki wrote a book entitled al-Mata ‘in al-mujrimiyya fi radd al-
siifiyya.®* Continuing on this path, his son wrote a book called ‘Umdat al-magqal fi kufi ahl al-
dilal.®* Ahmad-i Ardabili (d. 1585) denounced some twenty-one Sufi groups for such heretical
beliefs as ascribing partnership to God, abandoning prayer, fasting, dancing, singing, listening
to poetry and music, and so forth.”” But despite all this animosity expressed by Safavid jurists
toward Sufis, Shah Sultan Husayn, as soon as he assumed power, sent twelve Tabrizl tumans
and twelve big trays of sweets to the khalifat al-khulafa of the Sufis just as his forefathers had,
and asked them to pray for the longevity of his kingship.* In a royal decree, he entrusted
Sayyid Ibrahim with the responsibilities of khalifat al-khuldfa’i which were as follows:

He (i.e khalifat al-khulafd of the Sufis) was responsible for directing his followers to

the love (wildyat) of the Prophet’s family. He should ask them to observe all religious

duties including religious cleansing, paying alms (zakat) and the fifth (khums), fasting,
hajj, visiting holy shrines of the Imams, and the like. He also should forbid his
followers from committing unlawful acts such as denying what was revealed to the

Prophet Muhammad, eating a human corpse and pork, drinking wine, stealing, having

homosexual relations, adultery, and the like.*”

This chapter discussed how the Safavid madrasa not only acted as an agent in the social

construction of collective memory, but also played an important role in retrieving and

reconstructing the Shi‘ites’ own past, and hence their own distinct identity, within the flux of
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Muslim cultural identity. That said, during Safavid rule, Shi‘ite cultural memory was constantly
being reconstructed, re-read in the light of present circumstances, perceptions, and cultural
memory. Thus, it was not a simple retrieval of knowledge stored in the collective archives of
Safavid culture but rather the re-contextualization of that knowledge, or a contemporizing of
the past that suited Safavid needs. As an institution madrasas were first and foremost places for
transmitting the curriculum and textbooks considered “orthodox” by the elites who

sponsored intellectual and cultural activities, a topic argued in the next chapter.
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! Almost all Safavid madrasas were centres of religious learning as well as religious
observances. For instance, in the wagf-nama of the Madrasa-masjid-i Shah complex, Shah
‘Abbas I made provision for the fees of fifteen Qur’an reciters and the cost of providing soup
(halim) that was to be distributed among the public on the day of ‘Ashiira; he also made
provision for the fee of the rawda-khvan and the cost of other religious observances. See
Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 58, 60, 67, 68.

? Typically wagifs of madrasas in Sunni societies also assigned a part of their endowment
revenues to the commemoration of the most important festivals in the Islamic calendar, i. e. the
celebration of the Prophet’s birthday and the ‘id al-adha (the Sacrifice Feast) and ‘id al-Fitr
(Feast of Breaking the Fast at the end of Ramadan). See for example, Subtelny, “A Timurid
Educational and Charitable Foundation,” 47-48, wherein she describes the religious
observances sponsored by Nawa'l (d. 1501.) There were wagifs who did not sponsor the
commemorative rituals at all. For example various wagifs of the ‘Alid Shrine provided for the
fees of muezzins, Qur’an reciters, and the prayers imam but not any Islamic festivals. See
McChesney, Wagqf in Central Asia, 133-34. In Sunni societies, popular practices such as rawda-
khvani and other religious observances were mainly carried out at shrines. For example, during
the rule of the Timurid dynasty (1370-1506), shrines became the most important venues for
popular sermonizing. The famous Timurid-era preacher (wéa iz) Kamal al-Din Husayn Wa‘iz al-
Kashifi (d. 1504), whose work Rawdat al-shuhada formed the basis for the Shi‘ite fa ziya
narrative, had regularly preached at various shrines in Herat. For more information on popular
practices during the Timurid period, see Maria E. Subtelny, “ The Cult of ‘Abdullah Ansar1
under the Timurids,” in Gott ist schén und Er liebt die Schonheit/ God Is Beautiful and He

Loves Beauty: Festshrift in Honor of Annemarie Schimmel, edited by Alma Giese and J.
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Christoph Biirgel, 389-91(Bern: Peter Lang. 1994), 403-04; Subtelny, Timurids in Transition,
192-98; Manz, Power, Politics and Religion in Timurid Iran, 219-22.

*In his Kitab al-naqd, ‘Abd al-Jalil Qazwini frequently refers to these commemorative rituals.
See Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 33, 41, 43 ff.

* Founders of Safavid madrasas paid equal attention to ritualized activities that were to be
observed in their madrasas. For example, in the deed of the endowment of the Madrasa-yi
Sultani, issued in 1122/1711), Shah Sultan Husayn stipulates that the sum of 351 fumans and
8100 Tabrizi dinars should be spent on mourning rituals and rites, including the ritual recitation
of the sufferings and martyrdoms of the Imams, particularly those of ‘Al and Husayn in the
Madrasa-yi Sultani. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 161-65. For the cost of learning activities in
the Madrasa-yi Sultani, see chapter 2.

> The massacre of Husayn’s family became pivotal to the Shi‘ite communal identity and still
finds tremendous resonance with Shi‘ites all over the world. For more information on the battle
of Karbala and its importance in shaping the Shi‘ite communal identity, see: Mahmoud Ayoub,
Redemptive Suffering in Islam: A Study of the Devotional Aspects of ‘Ashura in Twelver Shi'ism
(The Hague: Mouton, 1978); Yitzhak Nakash, “An Attempt to Trace the Origins of the Rituals
of ‘Ashura,” Die Welt des Islams 33 (1993): 161-81. Ehsan Yarshater maintains that pre-
Islamic Persia provided fa ziya rituals with a ready mould. He says the Ayadgar-i Zareran (the
Memorial of Zarer), a Middle Persian work that was based on an older Parthian original work,
offers parallels to many aspects of Husayn’s memorial ceremonies. See Yarshater, “Ta‘ziyeh
and Pre-Islamic Mourning Rites in Iran,” in Ta ziyeh: Ritual and Drama in Iran, ed. Peter J.

Chelkowski (New York: New York University Press, 1979), 88-94.
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¢ Jean Calmard argues that commemorative rituals have been the most important means of
bolstering the legitimacy of states. See his “Le patronage des Ta‘ziyeh: Elements pour une
etude globale,” in Chelkowski, Ta ‘ziyeh: Ritual and Drama in Iran, 121-30; Calmard, “Les
rituals shiites et le pouvoir. L’imposition du shiism safavide: Eulogies et maledictions
canoniques,” in Etudes safavides, ed. Calmard (Paris: Institut Francais de Recherche en

Iran; Louvain: Peeters, 1993), 109-50; Calmard, “Shi‘i Rituals and Power II: The Consolidation
of Safavid Shi‘ism: Folklore and Popular Religion,” in Melville, Safavid Persia, 139-90.
Hamid Dabbashi sees ta ziya as a theatre of protest. For more information see Hamid Dabashi,
“Ta‘ziyeh as Theatre of Protest,” in “Ta ziyeh,” special issue, The Drama Review: A Journal of
Performance Studies 49, no. 4 (2005): 91-99; Dabashi, Islamic Liberation Theology: Resisting
the Empire (London: Routledge, 2008), particularly, 187-195.

’ For more information on this interpretation of Shi‘ite commemorative rituals see Ayoub,
Redemptive Suffering in Islam, 147.

8 Kamran S. Aghaie, The Martyrs of Karbala: Shi'i Symbols and Rituals in Modern Iran
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2004), xii, 12.

’ See for example, Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 44:180-82, 184, 198, 270.

19 Safavid sponsors of commemorative activities emphasized that these rituals were to be held
either in the madrasa-mosque complexes or imamzadas. For example, in the deed of the
endowment of the Madrasa-yi Sultani (issued in 1122/1711), Shah Sultan Husayn stipulates
that “if for any reason an obstacle comes along that makes it impossible to spend the funds in
the Madrasa-yi Sultani, the money should be redirected to the Madrasa-yi Imamiyya, located

next to the shrine ascribed to /mamzada, in the capital city of Isfahan . After the obstacle is
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eliminated, the charitable deeds must be performed in the Madrasa-yi Sultani, according to the
prescribed order.” Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 161-65.

" As Emile Durkheim argues, a community is able to maintain its unity and personality through
upholding and reaffirming their collective sentiments and ideas at regular intervals. According
to him this moral remaking cannot be achieved except by the means of reunions, assemblies,
and meetings where the individuals, being closely united to one another, reaffirm in common
their common sentiments.” Emile Durkheim and Joseph Ward Swain, The Elementary Forms of
the Religious Life (London: Routledge, 1976), 427. See also Assmann, Religion and Cultural
Memory, 7-9.

"2 For an elaboration of this approach to memory see Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the
Present, eds. Mieke Bal et al. (Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College, University Press of New
England, 1999), particularly Bal’s introduction.

" For more on this see Husayn b. Murtada Husayni Astarabadi, Tarikh-i sultani: Az shaykh Saft
ta shah Safi, ed. Thsan Ishraqi (Tehran: Intisharat-i Tlmi, 1364/1985), 33.

14 She donated many properties to this shrine on the 10th of Safar in 929/1522. Modarressi
published the wagqfiyya of her endowment, which is written partly in Persian and partly in
Arabic. The revenues of this pious endowment were estimated at around one thousand tumans.
See Turbat-i pakan 1:131-41

> Some sources say he is Hariin b. ‘Al the son of the tenth Shi‘ite Imam, while some report he
is Hartin b. Muhammad b. Zayid b. Hasan; others say he is Hartin b. Miisa b. Ja‘far. Hunafar,
Ganjina-i Tarikhi-i Isfahan, 360.

16 Modarressi quotes the author of Khulasat al-tawarikh. Turbat-i pakan 1: 23.
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" Sipinta provides a summary of this mosque-madrasa complex’s wagfiyya, which was written
by Shaykh-i Baha’1 two years before the mosque construction was completed. See Sipinta,
Tarikhcha-yi awqgaf, 49-50; Jabirt Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 254-55; Iskandar Beg,
Tarikh-i ‘alam-ara 2: 831; Shamlu, Qisas al-khdagani, 186-198, wherein Shamlii provides a
copy of the awgaf-i Chardah Ma‘stim. For more information on Shah ‘Abbas’s architectural
activities, see Hunarfar, Ganjina-i Tarikhi-i Isfahan, 392-514; Arthur U. Pope, A Survey of
Persian Art: From Prehistoric Times to the Present (London: Oxford University Press, 1939),
2: 1179-1201, 1406-10; McChesney, “Waqf and Public Policy: The Waqfs of Shah ‘Abbas,
1011-1023/1602-1614,” Asian and African Studies 15 (1981): 165-190; McChesney, “Four
Sources on Shah Abbas’s Building of Isfahan,” Mugarnas 5 (1988): 103-134.

'® Modarressi, Bargr az tarikh-i Qazwin, 80; Hunarfar, Ganjina-i Tarikhi-i Isfahan, 435-5.

9 Modarressi, Bargi az tarikh-i Qazwin, 240-41; Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 266-83.

?° Rafi‘1-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli Isfahan, 433, 756. According to Abii Nu‘aiym Isfahani, this
shrine belongs to Ahmad b. ‘Isa b. Zayd b. ‘Ali b. Husayn b. ‘Ali who escaped from the wrath
of Hartin al-Rashid and took refuge in Isfahan and died there. But Khvansari maintains that the
shrine belongs to Ahmad b, ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Bagqir. Cited in Hunarfar, Ganjina-i Tarikhi-
i Isfahan, 668. Jabirl AnsarT also believes Ahmad is the grandson of Imam Muhammad Bagqir.
See Jabir1 Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 251.

21 Jabiri Ansari, Tarikh-i Isfahan wa Rayy, 186-87; Rafi‘i-i Mihrabadi, Athar-i milli-i Isfahan,
750-62.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 172-74. From the outset, visitation to the shrines of the Imams
has been a major feature of Shi‘ism and still carries the highest importance in Shi‘ite Islam.

The ziyarat tradition had perhaps developed out of or been influenced by ancient religious
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practices in eastern and central Asian communities. In some places visitation to the shrines
affirms the religious identity of an individual pilgrim. Afsaneh Najmabadi states that in central
Asia the ziyara tradition provides women the opportunity to affirm their Muslim identity in the
context of the ritual meal (sufra) held after a shrine visitation. Encyclopedia of Women and
Islamic Cultures, eds. Suad Joseph and Afsaneh Najmabadi (Leiden: Brill, 2003-7), 480.

23 Shi‘ite magatil literature contains copious information about the historical events which led
to the violent death of the Shi‘ite Imams. They also describe the attitudes of persons, groups or
sects that took part in socio-political and religious clashes. For a comprehensive examination of
this genre of literature see Sebastian Giinther, “Maqatil-Literature in Medieval Islam,” Journal
of Arabic Literature 25, no. 3 (1994): 193-212. Abii al-Faraj al-Isfahani was one of the most
prominent authors of magatil books. In writing his book, al-Isfahant borrowed heavily from his
teacher, al-Tabari, but also from several other sources and in particular the history of ‘Al1 b.
Muhammad al-Nawfali. For more information on this see Giinther, “al-Nawfali’s Lost History:
The Issue of a 9™ Century Shiite Source Used by al-Tabari and Abu al-Faraj,” British Journal
of Middle Eastern Studies 36 no. 2 (2009): 241-266.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 163. Calmard suggests that it was during the reign of Shah
‘Abbas I that “the mourning ceremonies dedicated to the Imam °AlT and Imam Husayn had
become a big communal feast comprising an increasing number of dramatic elements—often
very realistic—in pageants incorporated into processional rituals,” Calmard, “Shi‘i Rituals and
Power,” in Melville, Safavid Persia, 154.

% Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 164-65. Members of futuwwa (chivalry) groups, mostly
craftsmen and artisans, commemorated the death of Husayn and the occasion when according

to the Shi‘ites Muhammad declared ‘Ali as his successor in Ghadir Khumm in their own
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special way. For more information on this see Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs,
197-236.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 165. Serving mourners with food and drink is considered a good
deed and a blessed act that still is done every year during the 9th and 10th of Muharram and
Safar 20. It is interesting that the Shah excludes the sweet food from the menu on the 19th,
20th, and 21st of Ramadan (/Aya nights and ‘Ali’s martyrdom anniversary), but here he
stipulates that Aalwa had to be distributed among the mourners. Usually Aalwa is served at
funerals or mourning ceremonies in Iran.

¥ Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 165.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 238-42. European travelers give detailed accounts of these
annual commemoration ceremonies to which Safavid shahs paid especial attention. P. Della
Valle reports that during the processions of Muharram, elaborate paraphernalia were used to
enhance realistic representation of the tragedy. See The Pilgrimage: The Travel of Pietro Della
Valle, trans. George Bull (London: Hutchinson, 1990), 143-44.28 M. Membre also describes
the ta ‘ziya ceremonies during the reign of Tahmasb. See Mission to the Lord Sophy of Persia
(1539-1542), trans, A. H. Morton (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1993), 52.
* See, for example, Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar vols. 44-50, wherein he describes in detail the life
of the imams, and their virtues. In his Kitab al-nagd, Qazwini also describes the virtues of ‘Al
See Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 137-43,

3%For the doctrine of bara’a see Kohlberg, “Bard’a in Shi‘i Doctrine,” Jerusalem Studies in
Arabic and Islam 7 (1986): 139-75. In his Kitab al-nagd, Qazwini refers to the well-established
tradition of cursing the first three caliphs during his time, the 12" century. Qazwini, Kitab al-

nagd, 110-11.
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°! Abisaab, Converting Persia, 33-34.
*2 Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs, 223.
* Muhammad Ja‘far Mahjub explains the history and culture of mandaqib khvani and introduces
the literature on this ritual. See Mahjib, “The Evolution of Popular Eulogy of the Imams
among the Shi‘a,” in Arjomand, Authority and Political Culture in Shi‘ism, 25-54. Isma‘il II (r.
1576-1578), whose short reign became a source of might and strength for the Qizilbash emirs
and Shi‘ite scholars, objected to the practice of publicly cursing the three Rightly Guided
Caliphs, Abil Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman, and especially ‘A’isha, the wife of the Prophet,
initiated by his grandfather, Isma‘il L. It caused the wrath of religious scholars whom the shah
believed had deceived his father with flattery and hypocrisy. See Iskanadr Beg, ‘Alam-ara-yi
‘abbast 1:192-99, 214-15; Husayni Astarabadi, Tarikh-i Sultani, 91-96; Muhammad Yasuf
Walah Isfahani, Khuld-i barin: Iran dar rizgar-i Safawiyan, ed. Mir Hashim Muhaddith
(Tehran: Bunyad-i Mawqufat-i Mahmud Afshar, 1372/1993), 490-519. One of the first
European travelers who reported about the custom of Tabarra’is was Michele Membre. It seems
that even in the later period of Safavid rule, the Safavid Shahs and ‘ulama needed to resort to
popular culture to consolidate Shi‘ism. Muhammad Bagir MajlisT assigned the entire of the
eighth volume of Bihar al-anwar to the strife between Sunnism and Shi‘ism. This volume also
contains detailed prescriptions on cursing the first three caliphs.
** Abisaab, Converting Persia, 26-27.
* See Shah Tahmasb Safawi: Majmii ‘a-yi asnad wa mukatabat-i tarikhi hamrah ba
yaddashtha-yi tafsili, ed. ‘Abd al-Husayn Nawa’i (Tehran: Bunyad-i Farhang-i Iran,

1369/1990-91), 42-44, 214, 217-32. See also Abisaab, Converting Persia, 26-27; Rosemary
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Stanfield-Johnson, “The tabarra’iyan and the Early Safavids,” Iranian Studies 37, no. 1 (2004):
47-71.

*® Cited in Abisaab, Converting Persia, 34.

%7 Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 164. The Sunnis commemorate the anniversary of the birth of
the Prophet on the 12th of the month of Rabi® al-Awwal.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 164. ‘AlT’s birthday is seen as important as Muhammad’s
birthday and celebrated in the same way, while ‘Id al-Ghadir is equated with ‘Id al-Adha, the
most important Islamic celebration

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 166.

“* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 162. I could not find any justification for why the shah
stipulated that only 41 people must be fed in the madrasa. As the wagfiyya indicates, more than
140 students were living there, in addition to the 14 Qur’an reciters. The limitation meant that
only a limited number could enjoy the free meal every night.

' Amy Singer argues that, “Food was a key factor in the creation and preservation of Ottoman
imperial power. The ability of the Ottomans to supply and distribute food to their subjects in
turn fed their own power, constituting a source of legitimacy for the Ottoman dynasty and
reinforcing its claims to sovereignty.” Amy Singer, Constructing Ottoman Beneficence: An
Imperial Soup Kitchen in Jerusalem (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 131.
*? These rituals are designed to support memory. Leaving out the sweet meals and desserts from
the menu is incorporated as a symbolic aid to memory.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 129-30, 199.

* The tradition of Qur’an recitation at madrasas has a long history in both Sunni and Shi‘ite

societies. For example, there were six Qur’an reciters at the Ikhlasiyya Complex who were to
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recite a section of the Qur’an every day. Subtelny, “A Timurid Educational and Charitable
Foundation,” 47.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 165-66.

‘* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 165-66. Shah Sultan Husayn emphasizes that the mutawalli, the
supervisor, and other overseers must all try their best to pay the Qur’an reciters’ fees at the end
of every month or at the beginning of the next month. Their payments were not to be postponed
to the middle of the next month and the fees were also supposed to be given in the presence of
the teacher or someone who has full trust; the overseers or the supervisor were also instructed
to have the teacher see and put his seal on any receipts and that, without his permission (seal
and stamp), they were not to spend any money. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 128. Shah Sultan
Husayn also specified the fees of four muezzins who would call for prayers in the Madrasa-i
Sultani three times a day. In the holy month of Ramadan all of the four muezzins mentioned
were to be present at the madrasa and call for prayers three times a day. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi
awqaf, 168.

* The act of pilgrimage, in the words of Yitzhak Nakash, “meant a movement from a mundane
center to a sacred periphery which suddenly became central to the individual.” Nakash, The
Shi ‘is of Iraq (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 165.

*® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 129-30.

* In two other wagfiyyas issued in 1711, Shah Sultan Husayn set down that every year the sum
of forty Tabrizi tumans from the revenues of 1197 shares of the Josharan garden were to be
given to three pious individuals as described above to perform hajj and visit the holy cities of
Iraq and the shrine of Imam Rida at Mashhad on behalf of Shah Safi. Also in another wagfiyya

of the same date, Shah Sultan Husayn orders that the same amount of money from the revenues
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of eleven of the twelve shares of the Garden of Sa‘adat-abad and other parcels of land had to be
given to three pious individuals to perform hajj and visit the holy cities of Iraq and the shrine of
Imam Rida at Mashad on behalf of Shah ‘Abbas II. Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 229-35; 243-
50.

*® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 206-13.

*! As will be explained in chapter 4, the curriculum of Safavid madrasas also reflected varying
attitudes and ideological postures toward the present and other cultures and systems of
knowledge.

*2 Perhaps these stories were rejected because they evoked patterns of behavior and ethics
within a Persianate conceptual frame as argued by Babayan. Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs.
165.

* For an excellent examination of Safavids’ suppression of so-called heterodox sects and ideas
see Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs, 121-150, 161 ff.

** Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, ‘Ayn al-hayat (Tehran: Chapkhana-yi Shirkat-i Sahami-i Tab‘-i
Kitab, 1347/1968), 547-48. Majlist also quotes Ibn Babuya who in his Kitab al- ‘Aqayid
reported that Imam al-Sadiq forbade his followers from listening to the tales and stories recited
by storytellers. See ‘Ayn al-hayat, 548. Some Shi‘ite ‘ulama’s rejection of ancient Iranians
myths was probably due to similarities that exist between certain Shi‘ite beliefs and Zoroastrian
beliefs. Shi‘ites were accused of adopting some of the ancient Iranian beliefs. See, for example,
Qazwini, Kitab al-naqd, 444-48, which includes his defense of Shi‘ites against these
accusations.

> Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs, xxvii, 101-106, 245-81, and particularly chapter

10: 349-87; Babayan, “Sufis, Dervishes and Mullas: The Controversy over Spiritual and
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Temporal Dominion in Seventeenth-Century Iran,” in Melville, Safavid Persia, 117-38;
Babayan, “The Safavid Synthesis: From Qizilbash Islam to Imamite Shi'ism,” lranian Studies
27, nos. 1-4 (1994): 135-61. See also Thsan Ishraqi, “Nugtaviyyeh a I’époque Safavid,” in
Newman, Society and Culture in the Early Modern Middle East, 341-49; Hans R. Roemer,
“The Qizilbash Turcomans: Founders and Victims of the Safavid Theocracy,” in Intellectual
Studies on Islam: Essays Written in Honor of Martin B. Dickson, eds. Michel M. Mazzaoui and
Vera B. Moreen (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1990), 27-39.

*¢ Aqa Buzurg-i Tihrani lists seventeen epistles. See al-Dhari‘a 4: 151. Sayyid Mustafa Shari‘at
Miusawi Isfahani published four of those epistles he could find. These are: Izhar al-haqq wa
mi ‘yar al-sidg by Sayyid Ahmad ‘Alwai ‘Amili, Sahifat al-rashad by Mir Muhammad Zaman
Radawi, Khulasat al-fawa’id by ‘Abd al-Mutallib b. Yahya Taliqani, and Abyat al-Mukhtar by
Sayyid Mukhtar Nassabah. Isfahani also published Anis al-mu’minin by Muhammad b. Ishaq
Hamaw1 who, like Mir Lawhi, denounced Abt Muslim. See Sayyid Mustafa Shari‘at Miisaw1
Isfahani, Kafayat al-muhtadi fi ma ‘rifat al-Mahdi (Qum, 1384/2005), 179-414.

°7 See Calmard, “Shi’i Rituals and Power II: The Consolidation of Safavid Shi‘ism: Folklore
and Popular Religion,” in Melville, Safavid Persia, 166 ft; Alexander H. Morton, “The Chub-i
tarig and Qizilbash Ritual in Safavid Persia,” in Etudes safavides, ed. J. Calmard (Paris: Institut
Francgais de Recherche en Iran; Louvain: Peeters, 1993), 225-44.

*® Majlist, Bihar al-anwar 44: 180-82, 184, 198, 270; Majlisi, Jala’ al- ‘uyiin: Dar zindigani wa
masa’ib chahardah ma ‘sim az wilddat ta wafat (Tehran: Kitabfurtishi-I Islamiyya, 1348/1969),
659-71; Majlisi, Haqq al-yaqin, 43-48, 129-30, 135.

*? It is especially evident in the wagfiyya of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, issued in 1711, in which

Shah Sultan Husayn stipulates that, “[The people directing this service] must do their best to
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make the event attractive and provide whatever is needed to make participants in this rite cry
and weep more. They must also do whatever they can to make the rite look more heart
rending.” Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 238-42.

* The nature of criticisms of jurists will be discussed in chapter six.

* For more on ostracizing of the Sufis, see Abisaab, Converting Persia, 24-26.

°2 Rasul Ja‘fariyan, ‘Ilal-i bar uftadan-i Safawiyan: Mukafatnama, bi damima-yi chand risala
wa magqala dar bara-yi fitna-yi Afghan wa masa’il-i siyasi, farhangi dawra-yi safawr

(Tehran: Mu‘awanat-i Farhangi-i Sazman-i Tablighat-i Islami, 1372/1993), 323-45; Ja‘fariyan,
Safawiyya dar ‘arsa-yi din, farhang wa siyasat (Qum: Pazhithishkada-yi Hawza wa Danishgah,
1379/2000), 1: 390, 3: 1141-54. Safavid rulers at times took harsh measures against Sufis.
Hamid Algar, “Nurbakhshiyya,” in £/, 2nd ed.

* For more on him, see J. Cooper, “Some Observations on the Religious Intellectual Milieu of
Safawid Persia,” in Daftary, Intellectual Traditions in Islam, 149; Cooper, "The Muqaddas al-
Ardabili on Taqlid,” in Arjomand, Authority and Political Culture, 263-66.

* Nasiri, Dastiir-i shariyaran, 56.

% Ja‘fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawi, 115-117.
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Chapter 4

The Curriculum of the Safavid Madrasa

The curriculum of an educational institution not only reflects the intellectual choices that
accord with the values and beliefs within its dominant discourse, but also reveals the
complicated connections between knowledge and power in education. There is a relationship
between those who have economic, political, and cultural power in society and the ways in
which learning is conceived, organized, and evaluated. Safavid cultural and religious
institutions helped establish the domination or exclusion of certain ideas and practices in
addition to constructing the religious laws and, in so doing, they defined and spread the
political establishment’s particular brand of orthodoxy. Safavid curricula reflect changes in the
sources of Safavid legitimacy as well as conflicts among religious scholars, a topic examined in
more detail in chapter 6. The curriculum is the most important tool by which a dominant school
of thought is imposed upon students, both through the choice of textbooks and through their
interpretation. The rivalry among religious scholars and their competing interests is expressed
in the madrasas’ curriculum as well. The curriculum of Safavid madrasas underwent significant
changes during the 220 years of Safavid rule. I will delineate some of these changes and
identify the period’s dominant discourse and competing intellectual groups. Moreover, this
chapter also examines the curricula of Safavid educational institutions with a view to discover
links between the curricula and the religio-political milieu of Safavid Isfahan. Specifically, I
am interested in how Safavid pedagogues defined and evaluated knowledge and whether

Safavid higher learning was receptive or responsive to the exigencies of the changing times.
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There are also debates that are relevant today about whether or not religion-based education in

the madrasas resulted in religious bigotry and intellectual stagnation.

Safavid Scholars and the Concept of Knowledge (‘ilm)

In the Qur’an and in most traditions cited in Shi‘ite hadith collections ilm (knowledge)
is not defined by or limited to certain branches of learning.' However, many Safavid scholars,
particularly, theologians, jurists, and hadith transmitters, like their counterparts throughout
Islamic history, identified ‘i/m as knowledge of the scriptural and religious sciences. Even such
Safavid scholars as the traditionalist Muhammad Amin Astarabadi (d. 1626) restricted
knowledge to knowledge of the Qur’an and particularly to the science of hadith and khabar. In
fact, Astarabadi argues that certitude (yagin), the ultimate goal of learning and knowing, comes
only from the sayings of the Prophet and the Imams, because the Imams are the only ones
believed to had thorough knowledge of the divinely revealed truth.? He supports his argument
by quoting a well-known hadith, known as hadith al-thaqalayn (the tradition about the two
weighty things), which is accepted by both Sunnis and Shi‘ites, although each group differs on
its exact wording, as well as its interpretation. He writes: “It is averred that the Prophet said:
‘Verily, I am leaving behind two weighty things (al-thagalayn) among you: The Book of God
and my progeny. If you strictly adhere to them, you shall never go astray’.” > Astarabadi
emphasizes that verses of the Qur’an also point to the value of the Imams as knowledgeable
guides: “And We sent not before thee other than men whom We inspired - Ask the followers of
the Remembrance if you know not.” Astarabadi thus denies the validity of three of the four
well-known sources of religious knowledge in Islam, namely, ijma * (consensus of ‘ulama), ‘agl/
(intellect, reason) and #jtihad (a religious scholar’s individual reasoning), considering them to

be Sunni innovations (bid ‘a).” He argues that the expertise of the mujtahid of the age is not



151

grounded in the most certain sources of knowledge, namely the hadith and khabar and the
Qur’an, but rather based on dialectic and speculation, which are fallible methods that cannot
legitimately serve as the basis for rulings on sacred law.®
On the other hand, a number of Safavid thinkers, mainly philosophers, argued that the
term ‘i/m is not confined to religious disciplines — it must be understood in the widest sense
possible. For example, Sadr al-Din Muhammad Shirazi, known as Mulla Sadra and also as Sadr
al-Muta’llihin,” maintains that ‘ilm is not logically definable because logical definition includes
both genus and species, which are two kinds of quiddity (mahiyya), while the nature of
knowledge is a mode of being (nahw min al-wujid) and being can neither be defined nor
described.® Mulla Sadra, therefore, rejects the representational theory of knowledge (al- ‘ilm al-
irtisami) and knowledge-by-acquisition (al- ‘ilm al-husili).’ He rejects these various
epistemologies on the grounds of their insufficiency and inability to yield certainty (yagin).'’ In
his al-Asfar al-arba ‘a, Mulla Sadra advocates visionary knowledge (al- ‘ilm al-hudiirt al-
shuhiudr) and holds that being can be known only through it."! He states that every kind of
knowledge is ultimately reduced to knowledge-by-presence (al- ‘ilm al-hudiiri)."> According to
Mulla Sadra, only through knowledge-by-presence one can obtain certainty. Thus he states that,
The knowledge of the reality of existence cannot be except through the illuminative
presence (al-hudiir al-ishraqi) and an intuition of the immediate determined reality;
then there will be no doubt about its inner nature. It is only through knowledge-by-
presence that certainty is yielded. The other models of knowing are insufficient and do
not yield certainty.”
Mulla Sadra argues that knowledge-by- presence is not a property of the knower, nor is
it inherent to states of mind, but rather it is an effect of being. In the act of knowing, the

intellect and the intelligible are unified." Mulla Sadra’s two central doctrines, namely, the
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primacy of existence (asalat al-wujiid), which proves the union between the soul and the
Active Intellect (al- ‘agl al-fa“‘al), and his doctrine of trans-substantial motion (al- harakat al-
Jjawhariyya) defend this union.” The soul (nafs) is the organ of learning, according to Mulla
Sadra.'® He identifies the soul’s ability to know as the most difficult and baffling problem of
philosophy, which none of the scholars in Islamic history including Ibn Sina, Shihab al-Din
Suhrawardi, and Nasir al-Din TasT were able to unravel.”” Mulla Sadra attempted to formulate
this mysterious ability of the soul as follows:

The human soul’s knowledge of things other than itself is not a reflection of the forms of

things upon the soul; the soul does not have a passive role in the act of knowing. Rather,

since man is a microcosm composed of all degrees of existence, his knowledge of things

comes from the contemplation of these forms in the mirror of his own being."®

It was due to the importance of the soul in his epistemology that Mulla Sadra held that
“The knowledge of the soul (‘i/m al-nafs) is the head of all sciences and the so-called religious
scholars ( ‘ulama-yi rasmi) do not know this knowledge and will never know it.”** According to
Mulla Sadra’s interpretation of ‘ilm, knowledge is hierarchical.”® Not all knowledge was meant
to be available to all people. In the third volume of a/-Asfar he writes: “It is forbidden for most
people to undertake to acquire these complex disciplines because those worthy of them are a
select few and most exceptional. Guidance to them is a grace from God, the Lofty and the
Knowing.”*'
This view of learning, which has a long pedigree in Islamic intellectual history, is very

prominent in the teaching of the Imams. The compilers of Shi‘ite hadith collections recorded a
number of the Imams’ sayings that suggest not all people have the capacity to learn certain

sciences. In his Bihar al-anwar, Majlisi reports a hadith quoted by al-Kulayni who quoted

Imam Muhammad Bagqir who said: “I know ninety thousand hadiths that T have not told to
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anybody and I will never tell.” Jabir b. Zayd al-Ju‘fi, a confidant of the fifth Imam, said: “I told
him you have taught me a lot, and those hadiths, which are your secrets, I will not relate to
anybody; but sometimes I cannot bear the secrets and my heart becomes so pressured as if |
were becoming insane. Imam said: “O, Jabir, whenever this condition happens, go to the
mountains, and dig a hole and put your head in it and then tell whatever I have taught you
there.”” Some scholars suggest that the hierarchy of knowledge is closely related to the

initiative nature of Twelver Shi‘ism, especially in the early period of its history.”

Sources for the Study of the Curriculum of the Safavid Madrasa

Biographical accounts, chronicles, autobiographies left by some Safavid scholars,
European travellers’ records, wagf-namas, and, in particular ijazas (licenses to transmit hadith
and other religious sciences) contain innumerable references to the religious sciences.” The
primary source of information on the curriculum of higher learning and on the process of
transmission of knowledge in general is the jjaza granted by a teacher to a student who had
studied certain texts that he was then permitted to transmit in his turn. Although jjazas can be
formulaic, they contain valuable information about who studied with whom and when. More
importantly, they reveal the range of subjects and disciplines — both religious and rational—
and particularly the various texts studied with the teacher that the licensee (mujaz) could in turn
transmit. Safavid scholars issued a vast number of ijazas. Copies of some of them can be found
in volumes 104 to 107 of Muhammad Baqir Majlisi’s Bihar al-anwar and in several books of
ijazas written in the seventeenth century or later by prominent Shi‘ite scholars, including
Majlist’s Kitab ijazat al-hadith. In his al-Dhari'a, Aqa Buzurg Tihran lists 806 ijazas issued by

the Shi'ite ulama in the entry under ijaza.
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Safavid and post-Safavid biographical sources, including Amal al-amil fi dhikr ‘ulama’
Jabal ‘Amil by Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Hurr al-*‘Amili (d. 1693), Riyad al- ‘ulama’ wa hivad
al-fudala’ by Mirza ‘Abdullah b. ‘Isa Beg Tabrizi-i Isfahani known as Afandi (d. 1717), and
Rawdat al-jannat fi ahwal al- ‘ulama’ wa al-sadat by Muhammad Baqgir Khvansari (d. 1903),
only occasionally mention the most important texts that an individual professor was authorized
to teach. As recent scholarship has shown, the authors of these biographical dictionaries were
mainly concerned with showing the continuity of scholarship in certain branches of knowledge
— they were not primarily concerned with the lives of individuals or with the madrasas in
which they studied or taught. Rather, the biographers were interested in showing a scholar’s
contribution to a certain field of scholarship and how he became one of the authoritative
transmitters of religious knowledge.

The autobiographies of Muhsin Fayd Kashani (d. 1680), Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’iri
(d. 1718), and Baha’ al-Din Isfahani, known as Fadil Hindi (d. 1724), are also important
sources for reconstructing the curriculum of the madrasa in the late Safavid period. These
works usually refer to the textbooks and the different subjects their authors studied or taught in
their formative years. European travellers’ accounts also provide helpful information about
religious scholars and institutions. In his travel account entitled Voyages du chevalier Chardin
en Perse, et autres lieux de l'orient, Jean Chardin (d. 1713), the famous French merchant who
spent more than ten years in Iran, five of which he spent in Isfahan during the 1070s/1660s and
1080s/1670s, provides much information about the capital city of Isfahan — its population,
libraries, mosques, and madrasas and their curriculum and method of teaching. He also
describes state policies, the city’s military organization and strength, economic institutions,

finance, the justice system, and the like.
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Although the deeds of endowment relating to madrasas rarely list the books studied,
they are valuable for revealing the subjects, which were sponsored by the powerful elites. In
other words, they reveal what the dominant discourse was in a given period. These documents
not only reveal that the donors (wdagifs) were concerned with making sure the madrasas would
continue operating, but they also outline the general content of the curriculum and occasionally
even stipulate textbooks that were to be taught. For example, in the deeds of endowment of his
madrasa, Shah Sultan Husayn stipulated that the teacher must teach only religious sciences and
should exclude philosophical sciences and hikmat (philosophy) from the curriculum.” In the
diploma of appointment of Muhammad Baqir Khattinabadi, Shah Sultan Husayn ordered that
he “must only teach religious sciences and transmit prophetic hadiths and Imami khabars. He
must avoid teaching rational sciences (‘uliim-i ‘aqli) and philosophy.”*® Statements like these
indicate the concern of the ruling elites for maintaining the religious orientation of the
madrasas’ curriculum and also demonstrate the significant role played by wdagifs (donors) with
respect to the curriculum. Wagifs also exercised their influence through the appointment or
discharge of professors. Thus the content of the curriculum was a consequence of the close
association between the ruling authorities and educational activities. The wagfiyya documents
prove that education sponsored by the ruling elite is not merely related to power but is
intertwined with it. Power instigated culture but it also, through the madrasa institution, defined
and shaped the direction of intellectual debates in each period. As Michel Foucault argues,
power and knowledge are inseparable and “the exercise of power perpetually creates
knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly induces effects of power.”

Although Madrasa-yi Sultani, along with other madrasas built by some members of the
Safavid household and wealthy individuals, set the official direction in higher learning, they did

not monopolize education in Safavid Isfahan. As in all Islamic societies, education was tied to
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individual scholars who transmitted texts to students in variety of places. Some scholars
avoided the court and shunned teaching in madrasas altogether, establishing their own teaching
circles.” Some madrasa teachers even taught subjects that were excluded from the curriculum
of the madrasa in which they were appointed to teach. For example ‘Abd al-Nab1 Qazwini
reports that Muhammad Bagir Khatinabadi, the teacher of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, taught
Sharh-i Isharat. He does not mention where these teaching sessions were held or which
commentary on Ibn Sina’s Isharat wa al-tanbihat was taught.”

Fara’id al-fawa’id fi ahwal-i masajid wa madaris (Precious information about the
conditions of mosques and madrasas) written in the final years of Safavid rule by Muhammad
Zaman b. Kalb ‘Ali Tabrizi, and al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya by Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’irT, are
other important sources for reconstructing the curriculum of Safavid madrasas. In al-Anwar al-
nu ‘maniyya, al-Jaza’ir1 offers invaluable insights into the madrasa curriculum in the early
decades of the eighteenth century in a chapter entitled “Nar fi ahwal al-‘alim wa al-muta’allim”

(Light about the conditions of the teacher and the student).*

The Curriculum of Safavid Madrasas in the Sixteenth Century
Early Safavid rulers needed religious scholars who could not only convert Persians to
Shi‘ism but also develop a standard system of religious law to meet the needs of Safavid
society.’ The emergence of a Shi‘ite political establishment provided religious scholars with
the opportunity to implement some of their ideals; therefore the ‘ulama and fugaha (jurists) of
the sixteenth century were mainly concerned with converting the population to Twelver
Shi‘ism and elaborating legal and ritual details that had strong socio-political implications. ‘Al1

b. ‘Abd al-‘Alf al-Karaki (d. 1534), who encouraged ‘ulama to become socially committed,
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discussed in detail the land-tax (khardj),”” holy war (jihad), the scope and scale of a mujtahid’s
power, his socio-political role, and the permissibility of performing the Friday prayer during
the occultation of the Imam.> In the sixteenth century, the Ustli mujtahids monopolized higher
learning and played an active role in directing cultural and religious institutions as well as
institutionalization of Shi‘ism in Iran. The Safavids continued to look to the ‘ulama to support
their major policy decisions, and throughout Safavid rule the Ustli mujtahids, who regarded
Islamic law as an evolving, responsive, and assimilating sphere of activity, cooperated with the
political establishment in developing new rulings to meet the exigencies of the time. The early
Safavid scholars continued to work within the framework created by the Usiilt legal school that
dominated Shi‘ite scholarly circles from the fifth to the eleventh century.’ The dominance of
Usiilism is reflected in both scholarly output during the early period of Safavid rule and in the
ijazas issued to their students. Although the early Safavid scholars produced no major legal
texts, the commentaries they wrote on canonical legal texts written by Hillt scholars became
authoritative texts in their own right.” Jjazas issued by Muhaqqiq al-Karaki, Shaykh Ibrahim b.
Sulayman Qatift and al-Shahid al-Thant are relatively long and detailed documents in which
the mujiz (the issuer of the license) authorized the mujaz (the recipient of the license) to
transmit a long list of works mainly by Hilli scholars, including Jamal al-Din Ahmad b. Fahd
al- Hilli, Abi ‘Abdullah Muhammad b. Makki known, as al-Shahid al-Awwal, Aba Talib
Muhammad b. al-Mutahhar, known as Fakhr al-Muhaqqiqin, Abi Ya‘qub Yusaf b. Mutahhar,
and the works of earlier mujtahids and hadith transmitters including Aba Ja‘far Muhammad b.
Hasan al-TusT, al-Shaykh al-Radi, ‘Izz al-Din ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Baraj, and Ibn Zuhra,

Muhammad b. Ya‘qub Kulayni, and Ibn Babiiya.’
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The Curriculum of the Madrasas of Safavid Isfahan

In the madrasas of seventeenth-century Isfahan, religious scholars continued to render
the sacred authority of the Qur’an and of Imam1 traditions into dogma. But in time,
theosophical notions found their way into the new generation of ‘ulama which included Mir
Damad (d. 1631) and Shaykh Baha’1 (d.1620) and their students. Religious scholars living
during the first half of the seventeenth century were polymaths and prolific writers. They had
deep knowledge of Islamic jurisprudence and all other religious and rational sciences as well as
hadith literature and Islamic mysticism.” For example, both Shaykh Baha’1 and Mir Damad
produced important philosophical, theological, and legal works. Shaykh Baha’1 wrote concise
legal works that gained great popularity, such as al-Habl al-matin fi ahkam al-din, Mashriq al-
shamsayn, and Jami ‘-i ‘Abbast.”® In addition to producing important philosophical works Mir
Damad wrote commentaries on al-Kulayni’s Kafi and al-Tus1’s al-Istibsar.”

While Safavid rulers and the leading scholars of early and mid-seventeenth-century Iran
promoted public adherence to juridical conventions for the masses, they advocated an elitist
version of Islam for the few, normally notable and wealthy individuals. In effect, during the
seventeenth century the political and wealthy elites preferred theosophical ideas to the
jurisprudence of such Arab scholars as al-Karaki. Safavid rulers supported theosophical and
philosophical inquiry by various means: direct commissioning of philosophical works,
provision of stipends to philosophers, and endowment of madrasas that specialized in teaching
rational and intellectual sciences. For example, the Georgian military commander Allahwird1
Khan founded the Madrasa-yi Khan, which was completed in 1615 and had been established
with the express purpose of teaching philosophy (Aikmat) and science. Allahwirdi Khan’s son,

Imam Quli Khan (d. 1633), the powerful governor (beglerbegi) of Fars, asked Mulla Sadra to
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move to Shiraz and start teaching here.* Shah ‘Abbas II (d. 1666) invited to his court the
philosopher Rajab Ali Tabrizi (d. 1669), who was a student of Mir Findiriski (d. 1640)."
‘Abbas’s II grand vizier, Sayyid Husayn Khalifa Sultan, nicknamed Sultan al-‘Ulama (d. 1654),
supported the philosophers and mystically inclined traditionists as well.*” Apparently Khalifa
Sultan’s social standing and political influence spelled the demise of the once-prominent
émigré jurists because he patronized the Persian clerical elite.”

The philosophically-minded clerical elites continued to enjoy the support of the Safavid
court during the later decades of the seventeenth century. The predominance of mystically-
oriented philosophers in the intellectual scene of the second half of the seventeenth-century and
onwards can be inferred from the biographies of the twenty-five eminent scholars of the reign
of Shah ‘Abbas II in Shamla’s Qisas al-khaqani,.** This circle enjoyed the patronage of Sultan
al-‘Ulama, and after his death, that of Shah ‘Abbas II. This circle included Muhammad Taqi
Majlisi,” Mulla ‘Abd al-Razzaq Lahiji (d.1662), Mulla Muhsin Fayd Kashani, Muhammad
Bagqir b. Muhammad Mu’min Khurasani known as Muhaqqiqg-i Sabzawari,* a student of Sultan
al-‘ulama and a close friend of Muhammad Taqi Majlisi, and Sabzawari’s student and brother-
in—law Aqa Husayn Khvansari (d. 1689).” Mulla Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi, his students, Qadi Sa‘id
Qummi,*® Muhammad Tunkabuni, and Mir Rafi‘ al-Din Na’ini were also active during the
reign of Shah Suleyman (1667-1694). Shah Suleyman entrusted Aqa Husayn KhvansarT with
various assignments.”’ Shah ‘Abbas II had appointed him as the mutawalli of the Madrasa-yi
Jadda.”®

Although often short, jjazas issued by Safavid scholars during the first half of the
seventeenth century are helpful in reconstructing the curriculum of madrasas of Safavid

Isfahan. These documents reveal that philosophical works were included alongside the Usuli-
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oriented literature and hadith collections in the curriculum. For example, Mir Damad issued an
ijaza to his son-in-law, Ahmad b. Zayn al-‘Abidin ‘Alawi,” granting him permission to
transmit a number of books on the rational sciences, including his own books, al-Ufuq al-
mubin, al-Imazat wa sharifat, and al-Taqdisat, as well as a part of Ibn Stna’s al-Shifa’ and parts
of his Isharat wa al-tanbihat as well as the commentary on it.** As for legal and other religious
sciences, Mir Damad permitted his son-in-law to transmit al-Tahara, a part of Qawa ‘id al-
ahkam by ‘Allama al-HillT and the commentary on it, and part of the Kashshaf by al-
Zamakhshari, and a hashiya on this book.”®> Mir Damad also issued an ijaza to Sayyid Ahmad
al-‘Amili granting him permission to transmit parts of Ibn Stna’s al-Shifa’ (Fann al-burhan)
and his own books.”* Shaykh Baha’1 issued an jjaza to Sayyid Ahmad al-‘ Amili granting him
permission to transmit the Shi‘ite canonical hadith collections, known as al-kutub al-arba ‘a,
his own books including his Tafsir, al- ‘Urwat al-wuthqa, Mashriq al-shamsayn, Arba ‘in, and a
number of other books.”> Muhammad Taqi MajlisT issued an jjdza to Mirza Ibrahim
Muhammad al-Yazdi, the brother of Mirza Qadi, permitting him to transmit both the religious
and rational sciences, and in particular hadith books, including al-kutub al-arba ‘a by the three
Muhammads (i.e., Muhammad b. Ya‘qub al-Kulayni, Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Babiiya al-Qummi,
and Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-TdisT).”

The teachings of scholars such as Hasan ‘Alt Shiishtar1 (d. 1664), however, centered on
religious sciences — particularly the works by the Ustli mujtahids. In an ijjaza issued to
Muhammad Taqi Majlisi, ShiishtarT confirmed that MajlisT had studied a large number of books
with him on various religious sciences, including figh, hadith, and usil. Included are books
such as Sharh-i ‘Adudf on Mukhtasar-i Hajibi >’ and books by Shaykh-i Tisi, Hasan b. Yusif b.

‘Alf b. Mutahhar al-Hilli, Muhammad b. Makki, and the four Shi‘ite books of hadith.”® Husayn
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KhvansarT issued an ijaza on Ramadan 17, 1064/8 January 1654 to Amir Dha al-Fiqar that
verified how Dhi al-Figar studied books on legal, literary and rational sciences with him. He

permitted Amir Dhii al-Figar to transmit the al-kutub al-arba ‘a on his authority.>

Safavid Literalist Scholars and Elitist Interpretations of Islam

Mid-seventeenth-century Isfahan witnessed the struggle among opposing intellectual
and spiritual groups, namely philosophers, Akhbaris, mystics, and mujtahids. Although in some
madrasas, theosophical texts and books on the rational sciences ( ‘uliim-i ‘aqli) continued to
remain a part of the curriculum, attitudes gradually hardened, thought was stifled and, as a
result, the mystically-inclined philosophers lost the patronage of the political establishment.
Mystical ideas and philosophical inquiry were violently opposed as heretical innovation (bid ‘a)
by the literalist (zahiri) scholars.®® Various Safavid intellectual and spiritual groups were
constantly challenging each other’s sources of legitimacy and reinterpreting Shi‘ite precepts.’'
The literalist “‘ulama and jurists who advocated strictly religious learning discredited mystical
pursuits and philosophical inquiry. Ahmad-i Ardabili (d. 1585), for example, denounced some
twenty-one named Sufi groups for such heretical beliefs as ascribing partnership to God,
abandoning prayer, fasting, dancing, singing, listening to poetry and music, and so forth.*®
Muhammad Taqi Majlisi incurred the fury of several of the fugaha of his day on account of the
ambiguities surrounding his doctrinal views. Among his critics were jurists such as Muhammad
Tahir Qummi, the Shaykh al-Islam of Qum (d. 1686), who wrote a fiery polemical tract in
refutation of Sufism, which was answered in kind in a treatise attributed to Muhammad Taqi.
Muhammad Tahir’s attack and Muhammad Taqi’s defence appeared in a work entitled Tawdrh

al-mashrabayn wa tangth al-madhhabayn, a thousand copies of which were said to have been



162

in circulation in Isfahan.”> Qummi also produced a number of polemics against Sufis and
philosophers. Among his works against Sufis are: Tuhfat al-akhbar, Muhibban-i khuda and
Mainis al-abrar, in which he criticized Sufi beliefs.** He was intolerant of the Sufis, opposed
those who did not take part in the Friday prayer, and harshly criticized Muhammad Taqi
MajlisT and Mulla Khalil Qazwini, who were favoured by Shah ‘Abbas I1.°* He also rejected
philosophical inquiry because, arguing that:

The doctrine of the philosophers (falasifa) is contrary to the religion of Islam

and the content of the verses of the Qur’an. Farabi and Ibn Sina, who

cultivated this form of irreligiousness, were afflicted with melancholia. Ibn

Sina was a wine drinker, and Farabi played musical instruments. The

Shi‘ites, by contrast are said to have opposed the infidel philosophers, and

are commended for having killed the mystic Suhrawardi in Aleppo because

of his concentration on philosophy.®

Theosophy, once an important topic in teaching circles, lost its importance and fell
outside the purview of the madrasa curriculum in the final decades of Safavid rule. In fact,
Muhammad Tahir Qummi’s association of Sufis and mystical philosophers with infidel
thinking was common in the critiques of Sufism and philosophical inquiry at the time. Shaykh
‘All b. Muhammad al-*Amili (d.1692), like Qummi criticized scholars such as Muhsin Fayd
Kashani and Muhammad Bagqir Sabzawari for their mystical and philosophical inclinations.
Shaykh Alf al-‘Amili He wrote polemics against both Muhsin Fayd and Sabzawari.®’
Khvansari, the author of Rawdat al-jannat, writes that “Shaykh ‘Al b. Muhammad al-‘AmilT in
one of his books (i.e., Prohibition of music and the like) attributed some improper discourses to
Muhsin Fayd such as accusing him of believing in the unity of existence (wahdat-i wujid) and

holding that infidels will not be punished eternally in Hell. Mujtahids, however, even those

who reach a high rank, are not guaranteed salvation.”*® Muhammad Hurr al-*Amili, the Shaykh
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al-Islam of Mashhad, cited one thousand traditions as evidence against the Sufis. Mulla Ahmad
Tiini, a Khurasanian religious scholar, joined the side of the dogmatists, and Ni‘matullah al-
Jaza’irT of Shiishtar (d.1700) wrote a book criticizing Shaykh-i Baha’1 for his association with
heretics, Sufis, and “lovers,” — those who believed in the Sufi doctrine of Divine love.*’

‘Abd al-Husayn Zarrinktb argues that the Safavid ‘ulama were essentially not opposed
to Sufis, nor were central mystical ideas alien to their works and ontology — they were mostly
threatened by the radical implication, of their socio-economic content on the masses.”’
Zarrinkib states that clerical rejection of popular Sufism was directed against the Sufis who
encouraged their followers to challenge the “orthodoxy” upheld by the state and its religious
elite. The jurists viewed with great alarm the Sufi concepts of the pole (qutb) and the seat of
deputyship (magam-i wilayat) after the widespread popularity of the works of Ibn ‘Arabi.”' He
argues that jurists, while striving to uproot popular Sufism, had inadvertently claimed a form of
spiritual guidance as a pole.”” During the early years of Safavid rule popular Sufism became a
vehicle for political dissent among disadvantaged social sectors. For example, Tahmasb had
Shah Qawam al-Din, the grandson of Muhammad Nirbakhsh (d. 1464), killed because he had
grounds to suspect him of planning an insurrection.” Later on, such so-called heretical sects as
the Nuqtawiyya also challenged the central power’s authority.”* In 1593, Shah ‘Abbas
suppressed the Nuqtawiyya, who championed “a way of being and sensing time that saw no
bounds to prophetic revelation, perpetually bringing forth new messiahs, uncovering deeper
layers of the truth.””” The monarchs closely watched militant Sufis who had the means to lead
hundreds in rebellion and destabilize Safavid rule.”® The thread of Sufi influence runs to the

very end of Safavid rule.”
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The Revival of Akhbarism and Its Impact on the Safavid Curriculum

The revival of Akhbarism had a substantial influence on cultural and intellectual affairs,
expanding intellectual debate among traditionalists, jurists, and theologians in the second half
of the seventeenth century and beyond. The flourishing of traditionalism in the late seventeenth
and throughout the eighteenth centuries weakened the development of usii/ al-figh (legal
theory), a field of scholarship, which was in a constant process of flux and revision.”® The
Akhbaris’ rejection of any juristic authority other than the Imams’ sayings, and their “anti-
madhhab” movement skewed not only their view of Sunni legal theory but, according to Devin
Stewart also the history of Twelver Shi‘ite legal theory.” Norman Calder and Robert Gleave,
however, argue that Akhbarism is a coherent legal method.*® According to Gleave, Muhammad
Amin Astarabadi was an Akhbart jurist who despite his formal opposition to ijtihad
demonstrated scholarly sophistication in his legal methodology. Gleave holds that Astarabadi
did not reject all norms of Ustl methodology, only those not sanctioned by statements of the
Imams. He describes the wide diversity of currents and views within the Akhbarism. Many
Akhbaris saw themselves as preservers of the hadith as well as the most reliable and
authoritative interpreters of the Prophetic and Imami traditions and the Qur’an. They were,
according to Gleave, not simply collators of hadith—they had to have some interpretive skills
in order to apply the legal regulations found in the akhbar to specific circumstances. Gleave
finds that the prominent traditionists, including Muhsin Fayd Kashani, Muhammad Taqi
Majlisi, and Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’ir1, were more receptive to incorportating some
established elements of Shi‘ite usi/ al-figh.™!

That said, compared to the Usiilt mujtahids, who regarded Islamic law as an
assimilating sphere of activity and cooperated with the political establishment in developing

new rulings to meet the exigencies of their changing time, some Akhbar1 scholars showed
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reservations in developing new religious rulings. For example, Shah Sulayman consulted with
several ‘ulama, including Muhammad Hurr al-‘Amilt and Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, on
whether it was permissible to smoke tobacco or not (strict traditionalists prohibited it). Al-
‘Amili refrained from giving a clear answer. When the shah insisted, he said: “I would neither
declare tobacco and coffee licit nor prohibit them due to fact that they did not exist at the time
of the Prophet and the Imams — as such there is no specific reference or text clarifying their
legal status.” ** Al-‘Amili further added that since legal opinions around tobacco and coffee
were controversial, caution should be the preferred course of action. Majlist on the other hand,
who was himself a tobacco smoker, declared that tobacco smoking was permitted. To reach this
religious ruling he referred to some hadith as well as reasoning.

The AkhbarT approach to Islamic jurisprudence rested on the Qur’an and on prophetic
and Imam traditions, which at times appear contradictory and inconsistent similar to the legal
opinions of mujtahids. But these traditions actually possessed a rational character in a very
special sense. The rational character of AkhbarT approach lay in its predilection for a mainly
theoretical ideal, oriented less to the practical needs of the society. To the extent that the
Akhbart legal school served any practical rather than intellectual need, it is formalistic: it had to
maintain, through delicate reinterpretation, the practical applicability of the unchangeable
prophetic and Imam traditions to the changing needs of society. But it was not formalistic in
the sense that it could create a rational system of law. After all, Akhbaris are better known for
their relentless efforts in collecting Shi‘ite hadith. In fact, thanks to the revival of Akhbarism,
the late Safavid period witnessed a dramatic increase in Sh‘ite hadith production. Chief among
the hadith compositions were al-Wafi by Muhsin Fayd Kashani, Wasa il al-Shi’a by
Muhammad Hurr al-‘Amili, and Bihar al-anwar by Muhammad Bagir Majlisi. The

accumulation of traditions in the late Safavid period prepared the ground for the revival of
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jurisprudence later on. Establishing authoritative links between contemporary scholars and their
forebears was another result of Akhbaris labour. Thanks to the Akhbarts, interest in ‘ilm al-rijal
grew. It is a branch of religious science dealing with the transmitters (al-ruwat) in the chain of
transmission (isnad) appended to hadith reports to ascertain their chronology and reliability in
what is transmitted. These chronologies or transmission genealogies serve as the most
important sources for the lives and works of the scholars of the Safavid period.

Due to the dominance of traditionalists during the final decades of Safavid rule, the
rational sciences lost their significance in the curriculum of madrasas at this time. Because
traditionalists (Akhbaris) like jurists deemed the unconventional elements of the philosophers’
and Sufis’ ideas as profane and “unorthodox.” For example, Muhammad Amin Astarabadi
considered the ideas of Jalal al-Din Dawani and Sadr al-Din Shirazi Dashtakt heretical and
incompatible with the Shi‘ite faith. He claimed that “teaching and learning the works of these
two skeptics must be forbidden on the basis of reason and religion.” In his Risala-yi insaf,
Muhsin Fayd, a prominent Akhbari, expresses wonder and disappointment that “an umma
blessed with having the best Prophet to guide them, who had left them a Book and a family (the
thaqalayn) and who possessed the most comprehensive knowledge of the revelation, were still
looking for knowledge in books written by scholars of the bygone nations (umam al-salafa).”™
He confesses that he is neither a theologian, nor a philosopher, nor a Sufi and declares, “I am
an adherent of the Qur’an and hadith and a follower of the Family of Prophet Muhammad.
Whatever I have read, I have forgotten save the word of the divine Friend (diist, i.e., God) that I
repeat.”® Nevertheless, in the same document and in his other treatises, he argues that ‘ulama
should treat each other fairly and not accuse anybody of heresy and unbelief.* This concern is

also echoed by Muhaqqig-i Sabzawari who in Rawdat al-anwar writes:



167

Many accuse the ‘ulama and intellectuals of depravity, even going so far as
to call them unbelievers, so that masses leave them. They are thereby
promoting their own agendas. If a scholar examines Sufi books to know
their beliefs, because every book offers something of value, they accuse
him of Sufism and claim that all Sufis are unbelievers. If a scholar studies
philosophy books and rational sciences, they say that scholar is a hakim,
therefore an infidel, and does not have faith. They falsify extensively and
accuse widely. These kinds of people are around in every time and we have
them in our time as well.”

A prominent hadith compiler like Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, who had studied
philosophical books in his formative years, regrets the time he spent studying rational sciences
(al- ‘ulim al-‘aqli). In his introduction to Bihar al-anwar, Muhammad Bagqir reports how he
pursued the learning of all Islamic sciences including both traditional and rational ones. He
writes: “I stepped into the rose-garden of knowledge, saw both flowers and thorns, filled my
arms with its fruits, sipped a mouthful from each of its streams, and obtained as much benefit
as I could.”” He adds, “I abandoned what I had wasted a part of my life acquiring (i.e., the
rational sciences), although it is very popular in our time, and turned my attention to that which
will help me on my return journey, although this field of scholarship is unpopular in our time.*
Majlist is widely believed to have persecuted philosophers alongside Sufis. Their persecution
continued after Majlist’s death, as epitomized in the tragic banishment of the philosopher
Muhammad Sadiq Ardistani (d. 1721).”° However contrary to his reputation, Majlisi takes the
middle ground in an essay entitled Risala-yi Su’al wa jawab and avoids calling Sufis and
philosophers nonbelievers. Regarding philosophers he claims that their approach is invalid — if
God had deemed that people needed only their intellects, he would not have sent prophets and
messengers and would have asked people to rely on their intellects to solve their problems. In

Majlist’s view, because God ordered us to obey the prophets and Imams, it is totally wrong to

abandon God’s Book and His Prophet’s traditions to rely merely on intellect and expound the
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Qur’an and Prophetic traditions based on weak surmises and philosophers’ conjectures. When
asked about the mujtahids’s and Akhbaris’s approaches, Majlist responded:
I take the middle ground, since both exaggeration and negligence in dealing with issues
and matters are reprehensible ... I think the approach taken by a group who
reproach the mujtahids and accuse them of inadequate religiosity is wrong.
Because they (i.e. mujtahids) are great scholars of the religion, their hard works
should be acknowledged and their mistakes should be forgiven. Regarding the Sufis,
Majlist claimed that the Shi’ite Sufis are heading in the right direction but the Sunni
Sufis prevent people from acquiring knowledge, since they know no knowledgeable
person can accept that the three caliphs (i.e., Abii Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman) were
more eligible than ‘Al to rule the Islamic umma... Whoever denies Sufism is on the
whole bereft of knowledge.”
In sum, under the influence of the Akhbaris, the study of hadith gained momentum and
the study of philosophy was prohibited in the madrasas of the later period of the Safavid rule.

Despite the opposition of a growing chorus of critics and interventions challenging the teaching

of philosophical texts, the study of philosophy nevertheless prevailed.

A Comparative Analysis of Two ljazas Issued by Two Prominent Akhbaris
in the Late Seventeenth Century

As representative examples of the vast number of ijazas issued by scholars who lived
during later Safavid rule, the two ijazas issued by Muhammad b. Hasan al-Hurr al-‘ Amili and
Muhammad Baqir Majlisi to Muhammad Fadil-i Mashhadi stand out. The ijaza issued by al-
‘Amili to Mashhadi in Sha‘ban 16, 1085/15 November 1674 is one of the most comprehensive
ijazas among those collected in Majlist’s Bihar al-anwar.®* Al-‘Amili was a prolific scholar
who produced a large number of books on various religious sciences. The most important are
Wasa’il al-shi‘a, and Amal al- ‘Amil, along with tracts on legal issues such as inheritance,
mathematics, geometry, usiil al-figh, astronomy, financial transaction, and glosses on the kutub

al-arba ‘a.” ‘Amili was the chief judge (gadi al-qudat) and Shaykh al-Islam of Mashhad — his
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teaching circle attracted a large number of students. Mashhadi was a keen collator of hadith. He
had studied the four canonical hadith works and a number of other books in the teaching circle
of al-‘Amili. When Mashhadi asked al-‘ AmilT to grant him a license, al-‘Amili granted him
permission to transmit a whole body of literature on his authority and included him in the chain
of transmitters whose authority went back to the Imams.

Al-*AmilT’s ijaza to Mashhad starts with a short prayer and continues with introductory
remarks, providing information about the mujiz and mujaz. Al-*Amili acknowledges
Mashhad1’s erudition and his noble character. Then he describes in detail the texts that
Mashhadi had studied with him. Afterward, al-‘Amili lists an imposing number of works on
various religious sciences including fafsir (Qur’anic commentary), figh (Islamic jurisprudence),
rijal (the science of men of hadith), diraya (understanding, judging the truth of a report in the
light of one's previous knowledge and experience), nahw (grammar), sarf (morphology), al-
ma ‘ant, al-bayan, badi* (rhetoric) and mantiq (logic), riyadr (mathematics), and even tibb
(medicine), all written by eminent scholars in the course of centuries from the early decades of
Islamic history up to the end of the seventeenth century. In addition to authorizing the
transmission of his own works, al-‘ Amili conferred on Mashhadi permission to transmit all the
texts that his own teachers had permitted him to transmit. Following these introductory
permissions, al-‘Amili lists the books by Shaykh Zayn al-Din ‘Ali b. Ahmad al-*AmilT (al-
Shahid-i Thani executed in 1559) including Sharh al-Sharayi“ and Sharh al-lum ‘a. Then he
mentions a comprehensive chain of transmitters who had given him the license to transmit al-
Shahid al-Than1’s works.

He then goes on to list the works of more than seventy Shi‘ite ‘ulama, including al-
‘Amilf scholars such as Najib al-Din al-‘Amili, Baha’ al-Din Muhammad Shaykh Baha’1, his

father, Husayn ‘Abd al-Samad, Muhaqqiq al-Karaki, and al-Shahid al-Awwal. Then he lists the
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works of Hill1 scholars such as ‘Allama al-Hillt and Ibn Mutahhar al-Hilli, and Baghdadi
scholars including Shaykh al-Ta’ifa al-TusT, and Shaykh al-Mufid. Finally, al-‘Amili lists the
books written by Qummi scholars, including works of Barqt and Saffar al-Qummi. The texts
listed by al-‘ AmilT were recognized as being as fundamental to the history of Shi‘ite higher
learning as they were to Shi‘ite intellectual history. This important document reflects the
intellectual choices that accorded with the values and beliefs of the dominant religio-
intellectual discourse at the time of its issue. As an AkhbarT scholar, al-‘ Amil1 did not permit
his student to transmit any books on kalam and rational sciences.” There are no books in his list
by Sayyid Muhammad Bagqir Husayni Astarabadi, known as Mir Damad, Muhsin Fayd Kashani
,or Mulla Sadra. The works of Muhsin Fayd, a traditionalist, did not make the list, perhaps
because of his mystical and philosophical inclination. Besides his rejection of philosophy and
theology, al-‘Amili rejects books written by Sunni scholars on major religious sciences. In his
al-Fawa’id al-Tisiyya, al-‘Amill comments suggests that unless absolutely necessary, Shi‘ites
should not study Sunni works in four fields: the two usiils- usiill al-Din (principles of religion
and usiil al-figh (sources of Islamic law)- Qur’anic exegesis and hadith.”

Muhammad Bagir Majlisi, two weeks later, issued an ijaza to Mashhadi on Ramadan 1,
1085/30 November 1674, while visiting the Shrine of Imam Rida in Mashhad, in which he
granted Mashhadt permission to transmit “all works written by Muslim scholars on various
religious and rational sciences, including kalam and usiil al-figh” as well as Majlisi’s own
books.” MajlisT’s ijaza to Mashhadi is not as detailed as the ijaza issued to him by al-‘Amili. In
fact, ijazas issued by Persian ‘ulama, who lived in the seventeenth and early eighteenth century
are short and brief. The most comprehensive ijazas were composed, for the most part, by

prominent immigrant Arab scholars at the height of their careers. Immigrant Arab ‘ulama
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apparently sought by means of such texts to establish their reputation within their professional
circles. As Rula J. Abisaab argues, ‘Amili scholars had become marginalized and had lost the
generous support of the Safavid shahs in the late Safavid period.”

Majlist was undoubtedly one of the most powerful, prolific, and well-known Safavid
scholars — his teaching circle attracted many students. ‘Abdullah Afandt and Sayyid
Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’ir1 report that Majlist had more than one thousand students who studied a
wide range of subjects with him, including Qur’anic commentary, figh, kalam and, above all,
hadith.’® He issued ijazas as early as 1659, indicating he was already a prominent scholar at
that time. In his Fayd-i qudsi, a biography of Majlisi, Mirza Husayn Nari assigned a chapter to
Majlisi’s students, wherein he lists forty-nine of his students. In his al-Rawdat al-nadra fi
tarajim and Kawakib al-muntashara, Aqa Buzurg adds more names to NarT’s list. Sayyid
Ahmad Husayni, the editor of Majlisi’s Jjazat al-ahadith, lists the names of 204 of Majlisi’s
students and provides brief biographical accounts of each.”” In another book, Husayni presents
115 ijazas issued by Majlisi, the majority of which are short documents. Typically, Majlist
acknowledges that a certain scholar read one of the four-hadith books (al-kutub al-araba’) or
some other authoritative texts to him. There are, however, longer ijazas that he issued to some
of his students, such as Ahmad b. Ahmad al-Bahrani (d. 1688 or 1690); Baha’ al-Din
Muhammad Jili, to whom MajlisT issued several ijazas dating from 1661 to 1666; Nizam al-Din
Muhammad Bistami, Muhammad b. ‘Al Ardabili (d. 1689); Muhammad Ashraf al-‘ Amili,
who wrote a gloss on Mir Damad’s Qabasat; Amir Muhammad Bagqir al-‘ Amili, known as
Pishnamaz (d.1711), Muhammad Husayn Nuri (d. after 1721), and Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’irT, all

of whom became great scholars in their own right.'”
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The Curriculum of Safavid Madrasas during the Reign of Shah Sultan Husayn

The waqf documents reflect the Safavid court’s opposition to philosophical enquiry and
Sufism during the final decades of Safavid rule. Shah Sultan Husayn and Maryam Begum as
well as many other donors banned philosophical studies in the educational institutions under
their patronage in favour of a concentration on hadith, figh, and Qur’anic sciences.'® In his al-
Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya, Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’ir1, one of the most prominent scholars and
pedagogues of early modern Iran, sheds more light on the curriculum of the early eighteenth-
century madrasas. He specifically advised teachers what to teach. Al-Jaza’irT’s prescribed
curriculum includes all Islamic religious sciences, including legal and theological texts. He
classifies religious sciences into the sciences of kalam, Qur’an, hadith, and jurisprudence. He
recognizes ‘ilm al-kalam (Islamic theology) as the foundation for the rest of the religious
sciences and considers it the noblest branch of learning because, he says, by this means the
principle of religion is learned. He argues that the science of hadith is one of the most
important branches of knowledge, ranking just after the Qur’anic sciences. Al-Jaza’irT advises
teachers to teach the “noblest” and “more important” branches of knowledge in the following
order: usiil al-din, tafsir, hadith, usil al-figh, Arabic grammar, rhetoric, and so forth. He
forbids the study of sciences such as magic, some philosophical books, astronomy, and ram!
(divination by means of figures or lines in the sand) He considers history and poetry a waste of
time, and claims that learning natural and mathematical sciences and crafts are forbidden unless
they are studied within a religious context.'®

Al-Jaza’ir1 also provides invaluable information about his own studies and the
textbooks and the course of study that a teacher should plan for his students, which seems to be
in contrast to what he asserts about the curriculum. He reports that his teacher taught him Kitab

al-tahzib by Shaykh al-Tiist. Then he discussed verses of the Qur’an in which legal issues are



173

mentioned. He used Masalik al-jawadiyya and al-Masalik al-afham by Shaykh Jawad Kazimi,
a student of Shaykh Baha’t and al-Jaza’ir7’s other teacher, whom he does not name, as
textbooks. Al-Jaza’ir says that after learning those subjects, he studied books on jurisprudence.
He advises a teacher first to teach a book that familiarizes students with jurists’ terminology
and scholarly approaches and then teach another book demonstrating the way jurists develop
religious rulings and derive furi ‘ from the principles (usitl):

After a teacher has taught all these subjects and books, he should teach Qur’anic

commentaries such as al-Kashshdf by al-Zamakhshari, a tafsir known for its focus on

the Arabic language, Mafatih by al-Razi, who provides philosophical and theological
comments, Tafisr al-Tha ‘labt which has interesting stories, and the 7afsir by ‘Abd al-

Razzaq Kasht which contains esoteric commentaries on the Qur’an. Then, if the teacher

wishes to help his students refine their souls, he must teach books on natural sciences,

mathematics, practical philosophy, and mysticism. These sciences ought to be taught to

a select few who have the capacity for learning such sciences.'”

Al-Jaza’ir1 concludes, “If the teacher or the students do not have enough time, the
teacher should first teach jurisprudence, because it strengthens the religion and leads to an
orderly life.” He adds, “Know that I learned the order of the above-mentioned sciences from
[the books of] Zayn al-Din ‘Ali b. Ahmad al-‘ Amilt al-Juba’T al-Shahid al-Thani (d. 1558),
from whose knowledge all the recent scholars have benefited.”* Although the dominance of
traditionalism had weakened the development of Usiili-oriented legal theories during the late
seventeenth century and the early decades of the eighteenth century, al-Jaza’irT’s description of
his own studies, his preferred course of study, and the ijazas issued by Muhammad Baqir
Majlist reveal that Islamic jurisprudence remained one of the main subjects in the curriculum of
Safavid madrasas. The Safavid court always needed a group of ‘ulama to develop a method or

program for organizing the judicial and cultural affairs of the realm. As Safavid rulers and

scholars struggled to find answers to broad social, economic, and political questions for which
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more innovative and flexible interpretative techniques were required, it was inevitable that even
the traditionalists co-operating with the Safavid court would have to utilize reason as well as
other sources for the elaboration of religious law.'”

In this chapter I have attempted to reconstruct the curriculum of Safavid madrasas,
despite the fact that there are no precise data on the textbooks studied. Shi‘ite learning, like all
Islamic education, had a fluid nature — it was personal and informal. Although a teacher might
refrain from teaching philosophical texts in compliance with the stipulation of a wagfiyya, he
could still teach these texts in his home. Hence, although Safavid cultural and religious
institutions helped establish the domination or exclusion of certain ideas and practices in
addition to constructing religious laws and, in so doing, defined and spread a particular brand
of orthodoxy, they could not terminate the study of subjects that fell outside the purview of the

madrasa curriculum.
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! Muhammad Baqir Majlisi quotes a hadith in which learning is identified as an act of
meditating, listening, remembering, and disseminating. He reports that the Prophet was asked:
“What is Knowledge?”” to which He replied: “To keep silent.” He was asked: “Then?” The
Prophet answered: “To listen attentively.” “Then?” He said: “To remember.” He was asked:
“Then?” He said: “To act upon (what is learned).” He was asked: “Then?” He said: “To
propagate.” Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 2: 28.
? Muhammad Amin Astarabadi, al-Fawa 'id al-madaniyya, ed. Rahmatullah Rahmati Araki
(Qum: al-Nashr al-Islami, 1426 /2005), 241-42.
3 Astarabadi, al-Fawa’id al-madaniyya, 243. Apparently not all Shi‘ites honoured the Prophet’s
request. In his Risala-yi insaf, Muhsin Fayd expresses wonder and disappointment that “a
community (i.e. the Shi‘ites) blessed with having the best Prophet to guide them, who had left
them a Book and a family (the thaqalayn) and who possessed the most comprehensive
knowledge of revelation, were still looking for knowledge in books written by the scholars of
bygone nations (umam-i salafa).” Muhsin Fayd Kashani, Risala-yi al-insaf, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah
risala-yi muhaqqiq-i buzurg Fayd-i Kashant, 186-87.
* Qur’an 16: 43
> Astarabadi, al-Fawa’id al-madaniyya, 100, 106, 265-71, 352-59; Stewart, Islamic Legal
Orthodoxy, 175-208; Abisaab, Converting Persia, 106. In his al-Fawa’id al-madaniyya,
Astarabadi criticizes the rational, analytical, and speculative approach to Islamic jurisprudence
taken by Shaykh al-Tasi, Shaykh al-Mufid, Sharif al-Murtada, and ‘Allama al-Hilli (d. 1325)
and his students. Astarabadi accused ‘Allama al-Hill1 of being an innovator (ah! al-bid ‘a) for
having introduced Sunni hadith methodology. He also considered ‘Allama al-Hill1 responsible

for introducing the strict division of believers into two categories, mujtahids and mugallids
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(emulators). For more information see Astarabadi, a/-Fawa’id al-madaniyya, 263. Devin
Stewart rejects Astarabadi’s arguments based on their lack of historical bases. See Stewart,
Islamic Legal Orthodoxy, 210-17; Stewart, “The Genesis of the Akhbar1 Revival,” in Safavid
Iran and Her Neighbors, ed. Michel Mazzaoui (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2003),
169-93. By contrast, Robert Gleave has shown that while Astarabadi remained steadfastly
committed to the ability of the Qur’an and hadiths to provide answers to theological and legal
questions arising within the ShiT community, he developed a sophisticated legal methodology
and hermeneutics. For more information on Astarabadi’s legal theory see Robert Gleave,
Scripturalist Islam: The History and Doctrines of the Akhbari Shi i1School (Leiden: Brill, 2007),
61-102. For more on Astarabadi’s scholarship in general, see A. J. Newman, “The Nature of the
Akhbari/Usult Dispute in Late Safawid Iran. Pt. 1, ‘Abdallah al-Samahijt's Munyat al-
mumarisin,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 55 (1992): 22-51; Hossein
Modarressi, ‘“Rationalism and Traditionalism in Shi‘t Jurisprudence,” Studia Islamica, no. 59
(1984): 141-58; Juan Cole, “Shi‘i Clerics in Iraq and Iran, 1722-1780: The Akhbari-Usuli
Conflict Reconsidered,” Iranian Studies 18, no. 1 (1985): 3-35; Norman Calder, “Doubt and
Prerogative: The Emergence of an Imam1 Shi'1 Theory of Ijtihad,” Studia Islamica, no. 70
(1989): 57-78.
® Astarabadi discusses this notion extensively. He assigns eight chapters (180-368) of his al-
Fawa’id al-madaniyya, to this subject. In his Safinat al-najat, Astarabadi also criticizes the late
Ustlt mujtahids. See Modarressi, An introduction to Shii law, 52. A number of jurists in the
mid-seventeenth century refuted Astarabadi’s views. Among them are Nur al-Din ‘Al b. ‘Altb.
al-Husayn al-Musawai al-‘Amili, the brother of Sahib al-Madarik (d. 1651 or 1657), and

Husayn b. Shihab al-Din al-Karaki (d. 1665). Bahr al-‘ulum presented their critiques. See his
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Lu’lu’at al-Bahrayn, 117-19. For more information see also Abisaab, Converting Persia, 106-
09. ‘Al1 Shahidi also criticized Astarabadi for his lack of knowledge of religious sciences. He
accused him of using opium and other drugs and lamented the fact the numerous simple-
minded people embraced his views. Abisaab, Converting Persia, 110-12; Arjomand, The
Shadow of God, 191.

7 For Mulla Sadra’s life and work, see Sajjad H. Rizvi, Mulla Sadra Shirazi: His Life and
Works and the Sources for Safavid Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press on behalf of
the University of Manchester, 2007).

¥ Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 4: 278-309, 500-03; Mulla Sadra, Mafatih al-ghayb, ed. Muhammad
Khvajawi (Tehran: Mu’assasa-yi Mutala‘at wa Tahqiqat-i Farhangi, 1363/1986), 108-10.

’ Mulla Sadra, Kitab al-masha'ir, ed. and trans. Henry Corbin as Le Livre des pénétrations
métaphysiques (Tehran: Kitabkhana-yi Tahiir1, 1982), 24. For more information about Mulla
Sadra’s definition of knowledge as a mode of being see Ibrahim Kalin, Knowledge in Later
Islamic Philosophy: Mulld Sadrad on Existence, Intellect, and Intuition (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2010), 195-45.

' For a comprehensive analysis of Mulla Sadra’s criticisms of various theories of knowledge
see, Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy, 118-35.

" Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 4: 278-97. For more information about this kind of knowledge see,
Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy, 165-73.

" Mulla Sadra, Miftah al-ghayb, 109,

“ Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 1: 489.

" For more on the notion of ittihad al- ‘aqil wa al-ma ‘qiil, see Kalin, Knowledge in Later

Islamic Philosophy, 159-65. Kalin translated Mulla Sadra’s treatise on the Unification of the
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Intellector and the Intelligible. For this translation see Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic
Philosophy, 256-86; see also Kalin, “Knowledge as the Unity of the Intellect and the Object of
Intellection in Islamic Philosophy: A Historical Survey from Plato to Mulla Sadra,”
Transcendent Philosophy: An International Journal for Comparative Philosophy and
Mysticism 1, no. 1, (2000): 73-91;

' Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 3: 351; 405.

' Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 3: 379.

Y Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 3:312-13.

'® Mulla Sadra, Miftah al-ghayb, 109

¥ Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl, ed. Sayyid Husayn Nasr (Tehran: Rawzana, 1377/1998), 38.
Sadra reiterates the same notion in his Kasr-i asnam al-jahiliyya, ed. Muhammad Taqit
Danishpazhiih (Tehran: Matba‘at Jami‘at Tihran, 1962), 10. For more information on Mulla
Sadra’s theory of knowledge see Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy; Kalin, “Mulla
Sadra’s Realist Ontology and the Concept of Knowledge,” The Muslim World 94, no. 1 (2004):
81-106; Fazlur Rahman, The Philosophy of Mulld Sadra (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1975), 210-46; Muhammad Kamal, Mulla Sadra's Transcendent Philosophy
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006), especially chapter six of the book entitled Mulla Sadra and
the Problem of Knowledge; Zailan Moris, Revelation, Intellectual Intuition and Reason in the
Philosophy of Mulla Sadra: An Analysis of the al-hikma al- ‘arshiyya (Richmond: Curzon,
2001); Mahdi Ha’iri Yazdi, The Principles of Epistemology in Islamic Philosophy: Knowledge
by Presence (New York: State University of New York Press, 1992).

* In al-Asfar he writes: “Knowledge and intellection (al-ta ‘agqul) is a mode of being, and

being is united with quiddity. In the same way, knowledge is united with what is known (a/-
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ma ‘liim). Some beings are low in degree and weak and some lofty and strong. Those that are
low [in degree] have very little share in meanings (ma ‘@ni) and are confined to one single
meaning like a single quantity ... whereas those who are noble [in rank] have the essence of the
plenitude of meanings, even if they are small in quantity or have no quantity at all like the
rational soul. By the same token, knowledge has various kinds, some of which are low in
degree such as sense-perception [since] it is impossible to sense multiple sensibilities through a
single sensation. [But] some are higher in rank, such as intellection, in that a single intellect is
sufficient to understand an infinite number of comprehensible.” Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 3: 377-
78.

' Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 3: 446.

2 Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 46: 344. For some information on Jabir b. Zayd al-Ju‘fi, see Henry
Corbin, Temple and Contemplation, trans. Philip Sherrard with the assistance of Liadain
Sherrard (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986), 179.

# For information on this aspect of Shi‘ism, see Amir-Moezzi, The Divine Guide in Early

Shi ‘ism, 69-79.

* There is a wide range of primary literature on the topic of religious higher learning in Safavid
Isfahan. In the introduction, I have already discussed the most important works composed in
the various genres written mainly during the final decades of seventeenth and onward.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 169.

? See Shah Sultan Husayn’s Aukm to Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi in the end of the thesis.

*” Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977, ed.

and trans. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 52.
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?® As an example we can refer to the teaching circle of Muhsin Fayd in Kashan. For more
information on his teaching circle see Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi sharh-i sadr, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah
risala az Fayd Kashant, 61-63.

* Qazwini, Tatmim Amal al-amil, 77-78.

% al-Jaza’irl, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 338-80

*! Erica Glassen, “Schah Isma‘il I und die Theologen seiner Zeit,” Der Islam 48 (1971-72):
254-68. According to Abisaab, the ‘Amili jurists were perceived as more facile in using ijtihad
to forge innovation and in assisting the Safavids in their project of building a Shi’ite empire
where none had existed before. For more information, see Abisaab, Converting Persia, 27-30,
ff; Adel Allouche, The Origins and Development of the Ottoman-Safavid Conflict (906-
962/1500-1555) (Berlin: K. Schwarz, 1983), 146-50.

**In Qadti‘a al-lajaj fi hall al-kharaj, al-Karaki declares it is legal to spend money, which was
gained through taxation by an oppressive ruler. This view created an intellectual controversy
among scholars contemporaneous with al-Karaki. Shaykh Ibrahtm Qatift refuted the theory;
Mugqaddas Ardabili supported Qatifi’s point of view in a treatise. Shaykh Majid Shubbani
wrote an epistle refuting both Qatifl and Ardabili. Later ‘ulama such as Na’ini, who supported
the idea of co-operation with the secular ruler, made reference to al-Karak’s theory of taxation.
See ‘Abd al-Hadi Ha'ir1, Shi ‘ism and Constitutionalism in Iran: A Study of the Role Played by
the Persian Residents of Iraq in Iranian Politics (Leiden: Brill, 1977), 62

% al-Karaki believed that during the occultation of the Twelfth Imam, the most knowledgeable
and just scholar — who in religious literature is called the mujtahid — became the deputy of
the Imam in all issues pertinent to the deputyship. Later scholars excluded responsibilities on

matters such as executing murderers and penal laws from the scope of the na’ib al-Imam’s
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duties. But it was incumbent upon Shi‘ites to bring justice petitions before the deputy and to
obey his orders. For more, see Muhsin Kadiwar, Nazariyaha-yi dawlat dar figh-i shi‘a (Tehran:
Nashr-i Nay 1376/1997), 15-16.

* Hossein Modarressi Tabataba’i states that leading Shi‘ite scholars of the early Safavid period
recast knowledge of Sunnite jurisprudence in order to meet the changing needs of their
societies and their own group as legal experts. See his Introduction to Shi‘ite law, 49. In his
other book, Modarressi states that the early Safavid scholars advocated a socio-political role for
the jurists and had little compunction about associating with temporal rulers or receiving
financial rewards from them. See Modarressi, Kharaj in Islamic Law (Essex: Anchor Press,
1983), 47, 54, 56-58.

* For example ‘Al b. al-Husayn al-Karaki worte some important original legal texts such as his
Rasa’il and al-Khardjiyat as well as commentaries such as Jami ‘al-magqasid fi sharh al-

Qawa id on authoritative texts written by earlier jurists. These works have been published. For
a list of the legal works produced by early Safavid scholars, see Abisaab, Converting Persia,
156-58. On page 159 she also lists the epistles written by al-Karaki and Husayn ‘Abd al-Samad
on legal issues.

* Aqa Buzurg Tihran lists eighteen ijdzas issued by al-Karaki. See Tihrani, al-Dhari’a 1: 212-
16. al-Shahid Than also issued nine ijazas, according to Tihrant: a/-Dhari‘a 1:193-94. The
texts of some of these ijazas, as well as some of Qatift’s ijazas, are printed in the final volumes
of Majlisi’s Bihar al-anwar. For al-Karaki’s ijazas to ‘Ali b. ‘Abd al-*Ali al-Maysi, Husayn b.
Shams al-Din Muhammad Astarabadi, Husayn b. Shams al-Din Muhammad al-Hurr al-‘ Amili,
Shaykh Baba’ Shaykh ‘Ali, and a number of other scholars, see Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 105:

40-83. For QatifT’s ijazas, most of which were issued to scholars of Persian and Turkish
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origins, see Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 105: 85-123. He authorized his students to transmit books
on traditional and rational sciences produced by scholars such as Ibrahim b. Hasan al-Dharaq
and Nizam al-Din al-Nili, who were students of Hill1 scholars, and the works of earlier
mujtahids such as al-Shaykh al-Mufid and al-Shaykh al-Tasi. For all al-Shahid Thani’s ijazas,
see Majlist, Bihar al-anwar 105:137-90, wherein he authorized his students to transmit his own
works and the works written by al-Hillt and Karaki scholars. Shaykh Hasan b. al-Shahid al-
Thani issued an extended ijdza to Sayyid Najm b. Sayyid Muhammad al-Husayni in which he
critically reconstructed the whole scholarly learning tradition and networks of the Imam1
scholars up until his own time. See Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 106: 3-79. The works by these
scholars, some of which were taught continuously at Safavid madrasas, appear in the appendix
at the end of this chapter.

%7 Safavid monarchs consulted with them on issues of jurisprudence. For example, Shah ‘Abbas
I asked Mir Damad about the legality of fighting against the Ottoman forces who had laid siege
to Baghdad. The shah asked him to confirm whether fighting against [the Ottomans] was a
religious duty or not. And if a believer (i.e. a Safavid soldier) got killed in this battle, would he
be considered a martyr? Mir Damad, in response to the Shah’s istifia’ (seeking the legal
opinion of a mujtahid), wrote that “war against the Ottoman army is in accordance with right
religion and it is a necessary and legitimate fight.” Cited in Ja‘fariyan, Kawushha-yi taza dar
bab riizgar-i safawi, 134-37;

% Shaykh Baha’1 wrote works on tafsir, hadith, Arabic grammar and morphology, and figh. His
interest in the sciences is evident in works such as the astronomical treatise FT tashrith al-aflak
(Anatomy of the Heavens) and the summa of arithmetic, Khulasat al-hisab (of which a German

translation by G. H. L. Nesselmann was published as early as 1843). In addition to these, he
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wrote a book of divination (Fal-nama) and other works on the occult sciences. Baha't was also
a poet like Mir Damad, and is best remembered for his two allegorical mathnawis, Nan wa
halwa and Shir wa shakar (both published, together with other works, in Cairo in 1347/1928-
29 and later in Tehran ed. Ghulam-Husayn Jawahir1, 1341/1962 under the title Kulliyyat-i

ash ‘ar wa athar-i farsi-i Shaykh Baha’ al-Din Muhammad al- Amili. For more on him, see
Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 7: 56-84; Tabrizi Mudarris, Rayhanat al-adab 2: 382-98; Yusuf
Bahrani, Lulu at al-Bahrayn, 16-23; Arjomand, “Religious Extremists (Ghuluww), Sufism and
Sunnism in Safavid Iran: 1501-1722,” Journal of Asian History 15 (1981): 16, 25-27; Newman,
“Towards a Reconsideration of the ‘Isfahan School of Philosophy’: Shaykh Baha'1 and the Role
of the Safawid “ulama’,” Studia Iranica 15 (1986): 165-99.

* For lists of Mir Damad’s works, with information on editions, see al-Amin, 4 ‘yan al-shi a 44:
113-15; Mudarris Tabrizi, Rayhanat al-adab, 2nd ed. (Tabriz, n.d.) 8: 56-62.

“* For more on Mulla Sadra’s life and this madrasa, see Sajjad Rizvi, “Philosophy and
Mysticism: Ibn ‘Arabi and Mulla Sadra,” in The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy ,
eds. P. Adamson and R. Taylor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 224-46.

' See Muhammad Tahir Qazwini, ‘Abbas-nama: Ya sharh-i zindigani-i 22 sala-yi Shah Abbas
Thani, 1052-1073, ed. Ibrahim Dihgan (Arak: intisharat Davidi, 1329/1950), 184-85.

*2 Sultan al-‘ulama was an outstanding student of Baha’ al-Din al-‘ Amili and Mir Damad,
himself a celebrated scholar who wrote a number of important books such as a commentary on
al-Rawdat al-bahiyaya by al-Shahid al-Thani. He had been the grand vizier under ‘Abbas I, a
position that he continued under Shah SafT for two years. See Muhammad Ma‘stim b. Khvajagi
Isfahani, Khulasat al-siyar: Tarikh-i riizgar-i Shah Safi Safawi, ed. Iraj Afshar (Tehran: ‘Timi,

1368/1989), 40-41. Khalifa Sultan’s appointment to the position of the grand vizierate was



184

resisted by Mirza Qadi, the Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, whom ‘Abbas II dismissed due to
strong animosity between him and Mulla Hasan ‘Ali Shiishtari. Some scholars maintain the
dismissal of Mirza Qadi signified the onset of the decline of the influence of the dogmatic
‘ulama. For more information, see Arjomand, The Shadow of God, 148.

* Abisaab, Converting Persia, 101.

* See Shamla, Qisas al-khagant, 183-201.

*In 1064/1654 <Abbas II commissioned Muhammad Taqi Majlisi (d. 1660) to translate Man la
yahdarauh al-faqih, the hadith compilation of Ibn Babuya (d. 992), on which Majlist had
already written a commentary for ‘Abbas II in 1653.

‘* Muhaqqiq-i SabzawarT simultaneously held the two important positions of Shaykh al-Islam of
Isfahan and the imam of the Friday prayer for a long time. Shah ‘Abbas II made Sabzawar the
mutawalli of madrasa-yi Mulla ‘Abdullah. Khatiinabadi, Waqgayi ‘ al-sinin, 523; Khvansari,
Rawdat al-jannat 2: 246; Mulla Kamal, Tarikh-i Mulla Kamal, 102.

¥ Nasrabadi, Tadhkira-yi Nasrabadr, 152.

** Qadi Sa‘idd Qummi (d. 1692), the eminent Shi‘ite scholar, was well versed in hadith,
philosophy, and literature and had strong inclinations towards Islamic mysticism. He was a
student of Muhsin Fayd Kashani, ‘Abd al-Razzaq Lahiji, and Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi. He was a
judge in Qum and so came to be known as Qadi. Among his works are: al-Arba ‘un hadith,
Asrar al-salat, commentaries on al-Isharat and al-tawhid by Shaykh al-Sadiiq, Hagiqat al-
salat, al-Bawariq al-malakitiyya, and Kilid-i bihisht. Qadi Sa‘idd Qummi incurred the wrath of
Shah Sulayman who imprisoned him for a time in the fortress of Alamiit. See Nasrabadi,
Tadhkira-yi Nasrabadi, 168.

* Muhammad ‘Al Mudarris, Rayhanat al-adab 5: 239.
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>0 Khvansari wrote commentaries on Ibn Sind’s books and a number of legal texts. On
Khvansari’s books, see Shamlt, Qisas al-khagani 2: 36, ‘Abdullah Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama’ 2:
64. Among his students were ‘Al Rida Tajalli, Muhammad ‘Al Shaishtari, and Khvansari’s
two sons. In his Tadhkira, Nasrabadi mentions the names of a number of Khvansari’s students.
See Nasrabadi, Tadhkira-yi Nasrabadi, 157, 168-69, 174-76, 185, 194. See also ‘Abdullah
Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama’ 2: 64; Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 3: 162-65.

>! He wrote a commentary on Mir Damad’s Kitab al-qabasat that has been published in recent
years. See Ahmad b. Zayn al-‘Abidin Alawi, Sharh al-Qabasat, ed. Hamid Najt Isfahani
(Tehran: Danishgah-i Tihran, Mu’assasa-yi Mutala‘at-i Islami: Daftar-i Nashr-i Mirath-i
Makttb, 1997). See also Mir Damad, Kitab al-qabasat , ed. Mahdi Muhaqqiq (Tehran:
Mu’assasa-yi Chap wa Intisharat-i Danishgah-i Tihran, 1367/1988).

> Mir Damad was a prolific writer. Chief among his wroks is al-Ufuq al-mubin, which has
been the subject of numerous commentaries. Bahr al-‘Ulam has written 7a 7ligat (glosses) on it.
Some of the books by Mir Damad have been published: al-Rawashih al-samawiyya fi sharh al-
ahadith al-Imamiyya (Qum: Maktabat Ayatullah al-Mar'asht al-Najafi, 1405/1984); Jadhawat
wa mawagqit, ed. ‘Ali Awjabi (Tehran: Mirath-i Maktaib, 2001); Musannafat-i Mir Damad, ed.
‘Abdullah Nirani (Tehran: Anjuman-i Athar wa Mafakhir-i Farhangi 1381/1385 - 2003-6).

>3 Maijlisi, Bihar al-anwar 106: 152-54.

> Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 106: 155-56. Chardin, the French traveller, reports that Safavid
scholars were teaching Aristotle although not read directly in translation but mostly through the
interpretation of Avicenna. Plato and his predecessors were of little account. He noticed the
philosophy of Pythagoras was more familiar, particularly among the Sufis. According to

Chardin, the so-called foreign sciences, like philosophy and medicine, which formed part of a
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learned education, were most often studied in the teachers’ homes, as was literature when it
was considered a field apart from the Islamic sciences. Jean Chardin, Voyages du Chevalier
Chardin, en Perse, et autres lieux de | ‘Orient 4: 450-59.

>> Maijlisi, Bihar al-anwar 106:152-53. The abovementioned works by Shaykh Baha’T have
been published: Baha ’al-Di n Muhammad ibn Husayn ‘A mili, al- Urwat al-wuthqa:
Tafsirlsuiat al-hamd (Qum: Da ral-Qura nal-Kari m, 1412/1992); ‘A mili, al-Arba ‘iin
Hadith (Beirut: Dar al-Muhajjat al-Bayda', 1413/1992); ‘A mili, Mashriq al-shamsayn wa
iksir sa ‘adatayn, with glosses by Muhammad Isma‘il b. al-Husayn al-Mazandarant Khwaju’1
al-Isfahani (d. 1173/1760), ed. Sayyid Mahdi al-Rija’T (Mashhad: Majma‘ al-Buhtith al-
Islamiyya, 1414/ 1994).

>% Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107: 67-73. He also issued an ijaza to another one of his students
permitting him to transmit books mainly on Aadith and religious sciences. Majlisi, Bihar al-
anwar 107: 74-78.

>7 Many scholars wrote commentaries on Ibn al-Hajib’s Mukhtasar. One of the most renowned
is the commentary by ‘Adud al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Ahmad Iji (d. 1355). There were even
“super” commentaries written on IjT’s commentary, for example, those of Sa‘d al-Din al-
Taftazani and Sayyid al-Sharif al-Jurjani. For more information on [ji’s commentary and its
super-commentaries, see ‘Adud al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Iji, Sharh Mukhtasar al-Muntaha al-
usilt lil Abt Umar ‘Uthman ibn al-Hajib al-Maliki, ed. Muhammad Hasan Muhammad Hasan
Isma‘Tl (Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 2004).

>% Majlist, Bihar al-anwar 107: 38-42.

> Majlist, Bihar al-anwar 107: 85-89.
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% For more information on the different spiritual and intellectual camps, see Arjomand,
“Religious Extremists (Ghuluww),” 16, 25-27; Newman, “Sufism and Anti-Sufism in Safavid
Iran: The Authorship of the ‘Hadiqat al-Shi‘a’ Revisited,” Iran 37 (1999): 95-108; Newman,
“Clerical Perceptions of Sufi Practices in Late Seventeenth-Century Persia: Arguments over the
Permissibility of Singing (ghina’),” in The Heritage of Sufism, Vol. 3, Late Classical
Persianate Sufism (1501-1750): The Safavid and Mughal Period, eds. Leonard Lewisohn and
David Morgan (Oxford: Oneworld, 1999), 135-164.

%! For more on this dichotomy, see ‘Abd al-Husayn Zarrinkiib, Justijii dar tassawwf-i Iran
(Tehran: Amir Kabir, 1366/1987), 197

62 For more on him see Cooper, “The Muqaddas al-Ardabili on Taqlid,” in Arjomand, Authority
and Political Culture, 263-66.

% Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 4: 495-98.

% For more on these polemics, see Ja‘fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawi, 241-46.

%5 Muhammad Ma‘stim Shirazi (Ma‘sam ‘Ali Shah), Tara ig al-haqa’ig, ed. M. J. Mahjib
(Tehran: Kitabkhana-yi Barani, 1339/ 19960), 1: 176. There is an ijaza by Muhammad Tahir
Qummi issued to Muhammad Bagir Majlisi who had asked him to grant permission to transmit
the four books. He granted that permission and the right to all he had transmitted from his
teacher through reading, hearing, and ijaza. Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107: 129-31.

% Muhammad Tahir Qummi, al-Fawa id al-diniyya, MS, Tehran, Kitabkhana-yi Markazi-i
Danishgah-i Tihran, 2479, fols. 767, 721-23, 775-76.

7 Muhammad Tunkabuni, Qisas al- ‘ulama (Tehran: ‘Ilmiyya Islamiyya, 1966), 300.

% For more on this, see Khvansari, Rawdat al-janndt 7: 10-31.

% Ma‘sam “Ali Shah, Tard’iq al-haga’ig 1: 178-80, 257-82.
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70 Zarrinkib, Justiji dar tassawwuf-i Iran, 259-60. In al-Qisas al- ‘ulamd, there are numerous
stories about jurists who experienced karamat (miracles). See Tunkabuni, Qisas al- ‘ulama,
200-10. Craftsmen in several guilds also challenged the clerical aristocracy and the state by
undermining the shari’a and expressing defiance to the mujthaids. Zarrinkiib, “Persian
Sufism,” 177-78.

7! Zarrinkdb, Justiji dar tassawwuf-i Iran, 262.

72 Zarrinkib, Justiji dar tassawwuf-i Iran, 262-63.

7 Shah Qawam al-Din was the son of Shah Qasim Fayadbakhsh, who was rewarded for his
royalty to Shah Isma‘1l with an enlargement of the family lands near Ray. Qawam al-Din
apparently had ambitions of becoming a king. For more on his insurgency see: ‘Alam-ara-yi
Shah Tahmasb, ed. Afshar, 82-84.

" Iskandar Beg, ‘Alam-ard-yi ‘abbast 2: 649-50; ‘Abbas Amanat, “The Nuqtawi Movement of
Mahmiid Pisikhani and His Persian Cycle of Mystical-materialism,” in Mediaeval Isma ‘ili
History and Thought, ed. Farhad Daftary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 281-
97; Arjomand, The Shadow of God, 98-99; Mahmud Afushtahi Natanzi, Nugawat al-athar, ed.
Thsan Ishraqi (Tehran: Bungah-i Tarjuma wa Nashr-i Kitab, 1350/1971), 515-27.

7> Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs, 349.

76 Amoretti, “Religion in the Timurid and Safavid Periods,” in The Cambridge History of Iran
6: 648.

77 Mahammad Khalil Mar‘ashi, a post-Safavid historian sympathetic towards the Safavids,
reports that during the reign of Shah Sultan Husayn, a religious scholar, Shaykh Baha’ al-Din
who belonged to one of the old Sufi orders, went to Isfahan a year after Shir-Qaz1’s raid on

Khurasan to urge the Shah, emirs, ‘ulama, and all the Shi‘ites to take part in a holy war against
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the Sunni Uzbek ruler. He was expelled from Isfahan, based on a verdict issued by religious
scholars. As soon as he entered Khurasan and wherever he spoke after performing the group
prayer, Shaykh Baha’ al-Din told people in his sermon that the Shah, emirs, and everybody at
the court were refusing to defend people. Because people were forsaken and in the enemy’s
hand, he urged them to fight against the enemy according to the order of God and His
messenger. About five thousand people gathered around him. Meanwhile Safi-Qult Khan had
reached Khurasan. When he heard the news, he accused the Shaykh of rebellion and insurgency
and ordered him to be brought to his presence. Shaykh Baha’ al-Din, assuming that Saff Qult
Khan would appreciate his gathering a great army, immediately went to meet him only to be
murdered by the order of Saff Quli Khan. Mar‘ashi, Majma* al-tawarikh, 24-26. Muhammad
Shafi® Tihrani also reports this uprising, but his account is different from that of Mar‘ashi: the
rebellious cleric is Shaykh Muhammad Dhaki, one of the descendants of Shaykh Baha’ al-Din.
In Tihrant’s report, the Shaykh does not go to Isfahan to urge the Shah, the courtiers, and the
‘ulama to fight against Shir Qazi Khan-i Sunni. For more information see Mar‘ashi, Majma ‘ al-
tawarikh, 103-08.

78 Although generally speaking during the rule of the Safavids Usali mujtahids did not
produced legal texts as original as works by Muhaqgqiq al-Hilli (d. 1277) and ‘Allama al-Hillt
(d. 1325), mujtahids such as Husayn ‘Abd al-Samad (d. 1576) ‘Abd al-*Al1 al-Karaki (d. 1585),
and Lutfullah al-Mayst (d. 1622) wrote important commentaries on the works of Hilli scholars
and wrote shorts essays on issues such as the impermissibility of emulating a dead mujtahid.
For more information on their commentaries, see Abisaab, Converting Persia, 156-58, and on
legal documents written by al-Karaki and ‘Abd Samad, see Abisaab, Converting Persia, 165.

7 Stewart, Islamic Legal Orthodox, 203.
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%0 See Robert Gleave, Inevitable Doubt: Two Theories of Shi ‘i Jurisprudence (Leiden: Brill,
2000), 7.

81 For various Akhbari groups see Gleave, Scripturalist Islam, 10-11, 99-100. He argues that
Akhbaris such as Muhammad Hurr al-*Amili were in general hostile to the study of usil al-
figh, considering it an importation from Sunni Islam and hence a heretical and redundant
science. Scripturalist Islam, 297-99.

82 See Muslih al-Din Mahdawi, Zindiginama-yi ‘allama Majlist (Isfahan, n. d.), 251.

83 Astarabadi, al-Fawa 'id al-madaniyya, 500-03. See also Gleave, Scripturalist Islam, 6-27
% Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi al-insaf, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah risala az Fayd Kashani, 186-87.

% Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi al-insaf, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah risala az Fayd Kashant, 196.

% For more information on Fayd’s views on Sufism and philosophy see Ja‘fariyan, Din wa
siyasat dar dawra-i safawr, 283-95.

%7 Muhaqqiq-i Sabzawari, Rawdat al-anwar, 602.

% Majlist, Bihar al-anwar 1: 2.

% Maijlisi, Bihar al-anwar 1: 2-4. Based on the ijazas he granted to some of his students, we
know he nonetheless continued teaching the rational sciences until the end of his life.

% Ashtiyani’s introduction to Mulla Sadra’s al-Shawahid al-rubibiyya, 117-25.

° Rasil Ja‘fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawi, 210-211.

%2 Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107: 107-21.

% Fora complete list of his works, see al-‘Amili, Amal al-amil 1: 27-33, in which the editor of
the book, Sayyid Ahmad al-Husayn, listed 55 books and tracts by ‘Amili.

** Gleave argues that there were Akhbaris like Hurr al-*Amili who simply collected reports of

the imams concerning non-legal matters, especially theological doctrine current in kalam
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works; they offered no personal reasoning for how these might be brought together into a
coherent doctrine. See Gleave, Scripturalist Islam, 11

%% al-*Amili, al-Fawa’id al-Tisiyya, ed. Mahd LajiwardT al-Husayni and Mahmud Duriidi
(Qum: Matba’at al-‘Ilmiyya, 1983), 252.

% Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 107: 151-53.

°7 Abisaab, Converting Persia, 121-30.

%% Sayyid Ahmad al-Husayni, Talamidha al- ‘allama Majlist (Qum: 1410/1989), 20.

% al-Husayni, Talamidha al- ‘allama Majlist, 21.

1% Muhammad Bagir Majlisi, Jjgzat al-hadith, ed. Sayyid Ahmad al-Husayni (Qum: Maktabat
Ayatullah al-Mar‘ashi, 1410/1989), 19-25.

9" Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 169-70, 299.

192 al-Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 374 -77.

19 al- Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 379-80.

19% al-Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 380-81.

195 Abisaab, Converting Persia, 132.
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Chapter 5

The Modes of Transmission of Religious Knowledge

Popular and even scholarly stereotypes hold that Islamic education is little more than rote
learning —the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat what the teacher gives them.!
Consequently, not much attention has been devoted to a critical analysis of the transmission
and acquisition of religious knowledge. Safavid ‘ulama transmitted knowledge that originated
in the Qur’an, Prophetic and Imamf traditions, legal treatises, and textbooks in different ways
including recitation (gira 'a), writing commentaries (za ‘liga), discussion (mubahatha), debate
(mudhakira), memorization (hifz), meditation (fikr) and dialectical disputation (jadal). This
chapter discusses various teaching techniques used by Safavid scholars in order to demonstrate
how religious knowledge was affected by its modes of transmission. It also examines the
function of teachers in the learning process, especially the decorum observed in teaching and

learning.

Safavid Pedagogy: Authentic Transmission or Deepening Insight
As the previous chapter sought to demonstrate, various Safavid schools of thought had
different theories of knowledge. Hence they adopted diverse pedagogical methods. In fact, the
preferred method of teaching and the standard by which the authenticity of transmission was
measured reveal the dichotomies between mujtahids, philosophers, and Akhbaris. By
considering revelation to be the main engine in the production of religious knowledge, and by
making traditions and personal reasoning its interpretative basis, Akhbaris and mujtahids

developed religious laws and dogmatic principles. Traditionalists (Akhbaris), however, insisted
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that one’s reading of the religious literature should comply with the Imams’ reading. Therefore,
they repudiated the interpretive principles used by mujtahids, especially those that extended the
meaning of the scripture and the khabars and that filled those gaps in the law that have no
evidence in the hadith corpus.2 There were, however, moderate traditionalists, such as
Muhammad Bagir Majlisi, who allowed the limited use of reason to come up with religious
rulings.® Both moderate and strict traditionalists rejected the study of such rational sciences as
kalam and conventional philosophy.® It was, however, permissible to learn these sciences in
order to repudiate philosophers and theologians by employing their own tools.

Conversely, mujtahids generally argued that a qualified scholar could apply his
individual reasoning to sources/principles of law (usii/ al-figh) and develop religious rulings to
address the increasingly diverse aspects of social life. Mujtahids gave different rulings
concerning issues that were not clearly addressed in the Qur’an or hadiths.® As the next chapter
will explore, Akhbaris, including Muhsin Fayd, saw the difference of opinions among the
mujtahids as a flaw. Jamal al-Din Hasan b. Yasuf b. ‘Ali b. al-Mutahhar al-Hill1 (d. 1325), a
mujtahid par excellence, had already described the course of study that a student should take to
become a mujtahid in chapter 11 of his Nahjat al-mustarshadin fi usil al-din. He advised that a
student must first learn Arabic grammar, and then Qur’anic commentaries, hadith literature,
‘ilm al-rijal, and the consensus (ijma ‘) cases so that he does not give incorrect legal
pronouncements, and so that he improved his capacity to made religious rulings using the
principles of jurisprudence.’

Mystical philosophers such as Mulla Sadra believed a student should transcend the

outward manifestation of religion and try to ascend to “the world of holiness” through what
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they called self-knowledge (al- ilm al-nafs). They rejected the literalists’ (‘ulama-yi qishri)
educational undertakings because as Mulla Sadra argued:

The majority of theologians and the literalist scholars rely only on listening and

transmitting [a fixed body of literature]. They have lost the way. They want to fix the

Divine law through the knowledge acquired by means of the senses, which are prone to

mistakes and errors, without seeking the help of mysticism’s light.®

Mulla Sadra and other Safavid mystical philosophers championed a unique
philosophical method that attempted to transcend the simple dichotomy between a discursive,
ratiocinative mode of reasoning and knowing and a more intuitive and non-propositional mode.
In effect, they attempted a wide-ranging synthesis of approaches to Islamic thought and argued
for a method of learning that combined logical reasoning, spiritual inspiration, and deep
meditation upon the scriptural sources. In his Iksir al- ‘arifin, Mulla Sadra argued that humans
already have what they need to achieve perfection (kamal):

Everything man needs to achieve perfection and ascend to the world of holiness — that

is, the realities of existent things, the configurations of this world and the afterworld,

and the worlds of creation and the common world — is written on the Adamic tablet

and engraved on the human page with an inimitable script and a divine engraving.’
For Mulla Sadra, knowledge of self and knowledge of God are inextricably linked because “the
book of the soul signifies the Book of God and her speech is His Speech.”'® He emphasizes that
human beings are created in the divine image and they actualize this image if they purify their
souls. Thus, in his opinion the learning process starts with knowing one’s self and with the
purification of the soul as stated in the celebrated maxim “he who knows himself knows his

God.”

The Modes of Transmission of Religious Knowledge
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Regardless of what Safavid mujtahids, traditionalists, and mystical philosophers
considered to be sources of knowledge and their various interpretations, they used a number of
technical terms in the ijazas they issued to their students that indicate how the act of learning
and transmission occurred. Students either listened to a text or a number of texts read by the
teacher, which was indicated by the term sama ‘a; they also read (qara ‘a ‘ala) these texts to the
teacher. Sometimes the teacher related a report (haddatha) or (akhbara) to them. Generally a
student read to his teacher such standard texts as the four sadith collections (al-kutub al-
arba ‘a), a number of legal texts written by the most eminent jurists, or widely recognized
commentaries (sharhs) written on these, as well as other religious sciences and their auxiliary
sciences such as rhetoric and logic. Based on the large number of extant ijazas issued by
Safavid scholars over the course of two centuries and the autobiographical accounts, recitation
and narration (riwaya) — which had been the foundation of Islamic pedagogy, in both literal
and general methodological senses — continued to be widely used in Safavid learning circles.
In an jjaza issued by Muhammad Bagqir Majlisi to Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’ir in 1684
Majlist states that:

He read to me (qara’a ‘alayya) and heard from me (sama ‘a minni) and acquired from
me (akhadha ‘anni) a significant number of scholarly works on rational ( ‘agli),
traditional (nagqli), and literary (adabi) sciences, in particular, the collections of the
Imams’ khabars. Now that he has reached the level of deep comprehension of these
materials as a result of a long learning process, and now that he has composed a
significant number of scholarly books on various fields of religious sciences and gnosis
(ma ‘rifa), | hereby permit him to transmit what [ was permitted to transmit from the
books written on various religious scholarly fields, including Qur’anic exegesis,
Prophetic traditions, Islamic law, logic, Arabic grammar and rhetoric, and so forth.*!

In the introduction to his Lawami-i sahibqirant comprising twelve fa idas on various

aspects of usil al-figh, the transmission of knowledge, the characteristics of the ‘ulama, the

ijaza system, and the legitimacy or illegitimacy of ijtihad, Muhammad Taqi Majlist discusses
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seven modes of transmission of knowledge in this order of preference: 1. The teacher reads a
work to his pupil from beginning to end. 2. The teacher reads part of a work to his pupil. 3. The
pupil reads the work to the teacher. 4. The pupil is present when another pupil reads the work to
the teacher. 5. The teacher gives a copy of the work to the pupil, telling him to relate this work
to the teacher. 6. The teacher gives the pupil permission to relate a particular book on his
authority. 7. The pupil finds a work in the possession of his teacher, and then relates the work
with qualification.*?

The primacy of oral transmission is evident in Majlis1’s typology. Like many other
‘ulama, he believed the authoritative character of Islamic learning was maintained through oral
transmission. Students were frequently advised to learn from scholars and not from books. It
was in oral transmission that instruction most closely approximated the ideals of what the
Shi‘ites believed to be legitimate transmission of knowledge— it had to be conveyed
authoritatively from a teacher to the students assembled in his presence. Learning from a text
harboured the possibility of misinterpretation. Some scholars maintain that Muslims did not
take full advantage of printing when it appeared because print threatened to undermine the
person-to-person transmission of knowledge and conceptions of authoritative transmission
associated with those styles. Print also had the potential to lead to the fragmentation of
authority.*?

In a chapter of his al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya, entitled “Nir fi adab al-mu ‘allim wa al-
muta ‘allim” (Light on the decorum pertinent to teacher and student,) Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-
Jaza’ir1 discusses the basic paradigms of learning, including recitation (gird’a), study
(mutala ‘a), writing commentaries (fa ‘liga), discussion (mubahitha), debate (mudhakira),

memorization (hifz), and meditation (fikr).'* As much as he was concerned about modes of
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teaching and learning, al-Jazai’rT was interested in what the best learning procedure should be.
The best course of study in his opinion begins with a student memorizing the Qur’an,

Because the Qur’an is the source of all other branches of knowledge and indeed the

raison d'étre of knowledge. A student will never learn jurisprudence and hadith except

by memorizing the Qur’an. Secondly he must study only the books that he can
understand to avoid confusion. He must not study too many books because it will waste
his time. He must read books one by one and move to the next book only after finishing
and understanding the current book completely. He must not embark upon reading
books for disputation and the like before being trained enough to understand those
books. He must verify books with his teacher before memorizing them ... He must
memorize books at dawn, write in the middle of the day, and discuss them in the late
afternoon. At night, he must study and debate. Based on my own experience,

memorizing at night is better than during the day, and with an empty stomach and a

place far from noise and distraction. It is better to start learning on a Tuesday or a

Saturday and to end on a Thursday."

Learning was thus not an act of passive recitation to a teacher or just listening to him
and memorizing his words; it involved deep understanding and intellectual productivity.*®
Safavid scholars issued ijazas when they found that their students had acquired deep enough
knowledge of the texts they studied and when they found them capable of producing scholarly
works. For example, in an ijaza he issued to Mir Damad, ‘Abd al-‘Al1 b. ‘Al1 Karaki states that
Mir Damad, “in spite of his young age, has attained deep knowledge of a large number of
subjects and has done scholarly research on these subjects and contributed immensely to many
fields of scholarship; hence I hereby permit him to transmit what he has learned from me and
relate on my authority my father’s books and what I was permitted to relate.”’’” That said, not
all students were as accomplished and brilliant as Mir Damad. There were ijazas issued to
students who studied only part of a hadith collection. Many ijazas issued by Muhammad Bagqir

Majlisi, for example, are in fact permissions to transmit only a part of one of the four hadith

books by the three Muhammads (i.e. Muhammad b. Ya‘qub al-Kulayni, Muhammad b. ‘Al b.
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Babiiya al-Qummi, and Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Tas1. Scholars also obtained ijazas from

each other after meeting only briefly on their travels.

Teaching Methods
a. Lecture and Recitation (qira’a)

Safavid contemporary sources describe a learning procedure that proceeded from an
initial oral recitation or a dictation from an authoritative or fundamental text. Then the teacher
explained the vague terms and words. Teachers could also present the subjects they intended to
transmit in a lecture, relying on notes or memory. Students either took notes if they wished to
transmit further the material received in a lecture (and afterwards produce a written version
from memory), or they used somebody else’s record of a lecture. This is how Jean Chardin

describes the elaborate process that students went through in a day at the madrasa:

The student sits on his heels and the master makes a sign for him to begin, and he reads
from an author for two or three lines and then is silent. The master gives an explanation
and the student begins to read again, or another student takes the same lesson and reads
another passage and the master gives an explanation as before and so the sequence
continues for an hour or two. Afterwards, the student puts his books and his satchel in
front of the master, gets up and stands with his head bowed, his hands, crossed on his
stomach, which is the respectful posture in Persia. If the master believes it is fitting to
continue with the lesson, he motions to him to sit down again, but if not, he dismisses
him with the words, God be with you. When a student finishes a lesson in one place, he
goes to another teaching circle either in the same madrasa or another madrasa.
Sometimes it is the same subject with another teacher, but normally it concerns another
branch of knowledge. ... I have often seen masters giving four or five lessons of
different kinds in one session to different students taking different subjects in the same
day.'®

Based on the information provided by Chardin, we can assume that teachers taught multiple
disciplines at the same time, aiming to expound upon central themes, issues, problems, and topics

to students. Students were not only encouraged to discern the connections between various
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religious sciences from complex and multiple perspectives but were also provided a context to
integrate the use of different skills. Therefore, in addition to listening to teachers and reciting texts
before them, students were encouraged to become directly involved in the learning process through

debate, disputation, and writing commentaries on the most celebrated authoritative texts.

b. Writing Commentary (sharh) and Glosses (hashiya)

In addition to being an important learning tool, the tradition of writing commentary
served other diverse purposes.’® In Twelver Shi‘ism certain texts and works embody normative
and formative values. These texts gave rise to a class of scholars whose main intellectual
endeavour was to interpret and comment upon this canon.?® Over the centuries a rich literature
of interpretation and commentary on the canonical hadith collections as well as on the most
important works in every scholarly field from Arabic grammar to usii/ al-figh was produced.
Almost every scholar of note wrote a commentary or gloss on one or several of the
authoritative texts including al-kutub al-arba ‘a and the most important legal texts. The sharh,
ranging from mere explication of difficult words and concepts to lengthy and important
doctrinal elaboration, helped students to achieve a better understanding of the matn (text), the
principal focus of instruction. Although commentaries were first and foremost interpretations,
they served as one of the most important mediums through which authority was articulated. In
effect, authoritative interpretation of a corpus of texts gave scholars enormous power and
respect in pre-modern Islamic society.”* Commentaries, especially Qur’anic exegesis, were also
a means of polemical exchange.?? Every so often the commentators supplemented the
authoritative texts with new meaning(s) and context(s) based on their ideology and intellectual
predilection. For example, in his Sharh Usil al-kafi, Mulla Sadra not only elucidated the

meaning of the prophetic traditions from a philosophical perspective, but also demonstrated
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how the literalists had frequently gone astray in their understanding of the Imams’ sayings. In
his The Calligraphic State: Textual Domination and History in a Muslim Society, Brinkley
Messick asserts that medieval works of law were “open texts,” the very “internal discursive
construction” of which required constant interpretation and commentary. He also maintains that
writing commentaries is not only an act of dialogue and communication with the past but also
helpful in developing certain scholarly fields.”®> As Muhammad Qasim Zaman has shown,
Islamic jurisprudence developed largely by means of interpretive elaboration on basic texts.

The discursive form of the commentary was, in fact, one of the principal

means through which the law was not only elaborated but also expanded and

modified to meet the exigencies of changing times. Commentaries allowed

scholars to preserve the identity and authority of their school of law, their

legal tradition, while simultaneously providing them with the means to make

sometimes important adjustments in that tradition.**

Commentaries can also be thought of as one of the most important tools in preserving
the cultural memory of a community. Jan Assmann argues that, “the normative and formative
impulses of cultural memory can only be gleaned through the incessant, constantly renewed
textual interpretation of the tradition through which the identity of a community is established.
Interpretation becomes the gesture of remembering, the interpreter becomes a person who
remembers and reminds us of a forgotten truth.”?® Perhaps for this reason, many, if not all,
Safavid ‘ulama wrote a commentary on at least one of the four canonical hadith books. Writing
and studying commentaries, super-commentaries (sharh-i sharh), and glosses served various
purposes including helping students to achieve a deeper knowledge of texts, articulate

intellectual authority, and preserving cultural memory. Thus the tradition of writing

commentary cannot be seen as a sign of intellectual stagnation.*®
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c. Memorization

As I discussed in chapter 3, religious and cultural coherence may be maintained either
through commemorating significant events at regular intervals, or by memorizing certain
traditions and offering constant interpretation of them. Memorization and constant repetition
maintained the authenticity of reports and texts fundamental to a community.?” For this reason,
having a strong memory was one of the most important tools for a student. Almost all Muslim
pedagogues commented upon how one could improve memory. Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi
gave the following tips for improving memory: be industrious and committed; reduce
consumption; pray at night; recite the Qur’an; recite night prayers from memory; memorize the
Qur’an; and perform other virtuous deeds following the Prophet Muhammad’s model such as
brushing teeth, and good deeds such as trying your hardest in any matter undertaken. He also
recommended avoiding wrongdoing and sins, not eating things causing phlegm or continuous
defecation, and abandoning worldly sorrows.?® According to Tabrizi the causes of loss of
memory include: “eating sour apples, phlebotomy from the nape of the neck, eating green
coriander, urinating in stagnant water, eating things half-eaten by mice, and reading [texts
written] on tomb stones.”?® Although this sounds ridiculous, it nevertheless highlights the
importance scholars accorded to memory and memorization. In /Atijaj by Ahmad b. ‘Al
Tabars, it is also suggested that praising God, Muhammad, and his descendants causes
whatever is forgotten to come to mind again.*° Reciting certain benedictions also results in
remembering what is forgotten.>! Many authoritative texts on jurisprudence and in other fields,
including Arabic grammar, were composed and studied in verse form to facilitate
memorization.>? Versification has long represented a principal channel for the assertion of

scholarly views and rebuttal, as well as for the display of erudition and ingenuity.>



202

d. Question (su’al), Debate (mundazara), Discussion (mubahatha), and Dialectical
Disputation (jadal)

While encouraging students to ask questions, Shi‘ite pedagogues reminded them that
their questions should arise out of the desire to learn more and not in order to trouble teachers
and prove their own intellectual abilities.>* In fact, it was considered a scholar’s right not to be
troubled by irrelevant questions.>® Yet it was also said that a student must not be ashamed of
asking questions, because, as Ja‘far al-Sadiq said: “Knowledge is a lock and its key is
questioning.”*® As in this case there are other hadiths with different and offer sharply
conflicting, or at least, inconsistent, content about different issues. The extent to which hadith
was accepted as a source of guidance and knowledge had a tremendous impact on the
intellectual debates in Safavid Isfahan. While there were Akhbaris who gave precedence to
hadith and khabar literature as the most reliable source of religious knowledge, there were also
mujtahids who regarded the hadith literature as a potential source of Islamic law and guidance.
The harmonization of conflicting hadith, which had been an important duty of the scholars,
seems to have been neglected by Safavid scholars. For example, Muhammad Baqir Majlisi put
together a tremendous number of khabars and hadiths, many of which are clearly
contradictory.

Although references in the Qur’anic and hadith to dialectical disputation (jadal) are
overwhelmingly negative, it was a basic mode of intellectual enquiry in both jurisprudence and
theology. Disputation is described as a sign of human ignorance in the Qur’an, which
characterizes those who engage in such disputation as perverse, stubborn, arrogant, and
unreceptive to God’s word.?” Tabrizi relates a hadith from Ja‘far al-Sadiq, the sixth Shi‘ite
Imam, who expressed his contempt for the practitioners of jadal by claiming that those seeking

knowledge fell into three categories: the members of the first group seek knowledge so they
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can defeat their opponents in disputes; the second group seeks knowledge to gain worldly status
and amass wealth, mainly through deception and cheating; the third group utilizes their
knowledge to attain God’s satisfaction. These first two groups are clearly more interested in

disputation than in knowledge:

The first group annoys Muslims in disputes and if they are in an assembly, they start
talking about themselves, explaining that they have had a number of debates with a
certain scholar and have written several books; since they are ignorant and impatient,
they also mention a certain student mistreated them but was forgiven in spite of the fact
that they were capable of having him killed and beaten. Although they portray
themselves as humble and knowledgeable, they are not afraid of God’s [wrath], so His
Excellency (i.e., Ja‘far al-Sadiq) cursed them. As for the second group, the sixth Imam
said: Since their goal is wealth and worldly positions, as soon as they meet wealthy and
powerful people, they start flattering them and showing humility to deceive them. And
when they meet people of their own class, from scholars and students, they treat them
with outmost arrogance. Therefore, they accept bribes and gifts from the rich and
powerful and abandon their religion, so may God blind their hearts’ eyes and banish
their names from the rank of scholars so that their names may not tarnish the good
reputation of scholars.?®

Inspired by this khabar and similar sayings Shi‘ite pedagogues always warned students
about the negative effects of unbridled disputation and the emotions that could arise from it.
There was always a fear that jadal might be used as mere intellectual aggression and self-
promotion and not as a means by which to evoke wholehearted acceptance of the truth but only
as a mechanism of repudiation. The “people of disputation” (ah! al-jadal) were accused of self-
aggrandizement instead of convincing their opponents. Jadal was, nonetheless, not condemned
entirely: some disputations were considered desirable, provided they were fair and involved
reflection. Tabrizi advised students to pursue knowledge by means of discussion, argument,
and questioning:

It is essential that one do these things (i.e. disputation (jadal ) and debate (mundzara))

with fairness, alertness, and reflection, and by fortifying oneself against quarrel and
anger. It is incumbent upon the student in the quest for knowledge that he meditate at
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all times on the subtle matters of knowledge and that he adapt himself to it for only by
contemplation can subtle problems be solved. Students should benefit at any time and
in any circumstances from anybody.>
Despite the fact that dialectical disputation was harshly criticized by some while others
were ambivalent toward it, jadal and debate (munazara) were major pedagogical methods used
by mujtahids and theologians were used widely in Safavid learning circles.*® Sayyid
Ni‘matullah Jaza’ir1, one of the prominent pedagogues of the later period of Safavid rule,

encouraged students first to learn and understand books and then become involved in

disputation.*!

The Language of Instruction

Although Persian was the language of the Safavid court, belles-lettres, and chancery
correspondence, Arabic was used in scholarly circles and for scholarly writing, especially in the
religious sciences. It is unclear whether the actual language of instruction in Safavid madrasas
was Arabic or Persian. However, since the great majority of textbooks studied, including the
commentaries and glosses on them, were in Arabic, the study of Arabic formed an important
part of the curriculum.

Apparently the lack of Arabic was a big issue in scholarly circles of early modern Iran.
A number of scholars were blamed for not having a good enough knowledge of it. For example,
Afandi criticized Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi for his lack of Arabic and for the fact that he was ignorant
of the “religious sciences.” He also blamed Muhammad Qawal al-Din Isfahani, a philosopher
and student of Tabrizi’s, who according to Afandi lived as a recluse and lacked any religious or
divine knowledge, for his “corrupt ideas.”*? While Arabic was the main language for studying

Islamic law, philosophy, theology, and other religious sciences, Persian continued to be used
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for mystical literature and also for popular works destined for a wider audience.** MajlisT wrote
a number of his books, including Haqq al-yaqin, with a Persian audience in mind. The

narrative of the Shi‘ite martyrs was also recited in Persian in rawda khvant sessions.

Teachers and Learning

The teacher was assigned a pivotal position in Islamic educational institutions, so much
so that the extent of a person’s learning was first measured by the reputation of his teachers and
then by the number and kinds of books he had studied.** A teacher’s function was not confined
merely to instructing and training students in the prescribed subjects. A scholar’s personal
behaviour was expected to set a standard for the entire community.*> A scholar committing a
sin or making a bad judgment was thought can to cause wickedness, wrongdoing, and false
judgment to appear among people.*® Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, quotes ‘Alf, the first Imam,
who said: “If a scholar stumbles (i.e., makes a mistake) he will destroy the world.”*’ Religious
scholars managed the religious establishments and served as the main guardians of Islamic
cultural and intellectual traditions.*® Moreover, because knowledge was valued by the
community, the knowledgeable had the kind of authority that ruling establishments wished to
link their own authority. *

Safavid patronage of Shi‘ite scholars, therefore, constituted a major part of Safavid
religious policies. Many religious scholars of the time competed against each other to win the
Safavids’ favour and to take a post at the court, since they were well paid for their services. For
example, the author of Dastiir al-mulitk reports that “the shaykh al-Islam received the sum of
two hundred tumans annually from the royal treasury.”*® Some teachers also received large

sums of money. For example, Shah Sultan Husayn gave the professor of Madrasa-yi Sultani the
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sum of two hundred Tabrizi tumans.”* In addition to substantial fees, large parcels of lands
were granted to religious scholars. For example, Shah Tahmasb issued a royal decree that gave
al-Karaki vast parcels of lands and exempted him from paying tax.’? Shah ‘Abbas II granted a
district in Ardakan to ‘Ali Rida Tajallt. >3

There were, however, a number of scholars who wished to have nothing to do with the
ruling elite, and some probably remained very cynical about the Safavid shahs’ religious
rhetoric and policies, while still others found the milieu of daily politics harsh and unfulfilling.
But in general, the religious scholars were favourable towards the Safavids. The leading
religious scholars from the early years of the Safavid rule in one way or another supported the
Safavid leadership. In spite of periods of tension and rivalry among religious scholars, they
shared common interests. Implicitly or explicitly they recognized Safavid authority, as none of
the scholars wished to undermine Safavid rule, which was propagating Shi‘ism and patronizing
Shi‘ite scholarship. At times the Safavid shahs behaviour and decisions frustrated religious
scholars. For example, the pro-Sunni policies of Isma‘il II enraged the leading jurist of his time,
Sayyid Husyan Mujtahid, but overall, ‘ulamas’ criticisms of the Safavid ruling elite were few.

In sermons delivered at coronations by shaykh-Islams and in advice literature produced
by Safavid scholars, monarchial authority was advocated as the protector of the right religion,
justice, and agricultural wealth. >* As in earlier periods of Persian history, religious class
supported the ruler’s claim to his divinely ordained dominance and authority, which could not
be questioned. It was popularly believed that the shah had perfect wisdom and knowledge and
acted by divine instinct.>> Of course, no shahs could be all-powerful in practice. They all had
to consider and maintain the interests of other powerful elites, including leading religious

scholars, military emirs, noble families, and Sayyids. Only a wise and determined shah could
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convince all these diverse powerful and wealthy social groups to cooperate with him

effectively.

The Decorum Pertinent to Teaching

According to Safavid pedagogues such as Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’irT and
Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi, a good teacher is a truthful, modest, and humble person who treats
his students well. He is never supposed to become bored — if he does, God will take away his
knowledge, belittle him in the eyes of people, and remove peoples’ love for him from their
hearts. Even if he encounters someone who is not his student, whether of higher or lower rank
in terms of scholarship, he still must discuss issues with him fairly.>® He should never think
that, simply because he has acquired some knowledge, he need no longer continue to learn. Nor
should a teacher shun someone who lacks the right objective or pure intention because such a
student may improve after being educated. If a teacher feels that his student has accomplished
his learning, he should praise him in assemblies and gatherings and help him enhance his
position.>’

A teacher has to prepare in advance before teaching. He was expected to wear clean
clothes and sit down gracefully and calmly and continuously remember God’s name before he
enters a lecture hall.”® He should sit toward the gibla in such a manner that everyone can see
him. He must commence his lecture by reciting “In the name of God, the merciful, the
compassionate,” then recite a few verses of the Qur’an. Whenever he is questioned about
something to which he does not know the answer, he should simply say “I do not know the
answer” and must not be ashamed. Kulayni quotes Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq who said: “Whenever
a scholar is questioned and he says God knows, he is a true scholar, because an ignorant man

never says this!”*® Teachers were urged to be modest and avoid being greedy, jealous,
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hypocritical, or fanatic. ® The teacher was also advised to remain in the lecture hall after he
concludes his lecture in case someone had a question to ask. He should end his teaching by
giving advice and sermons concerning “the purification of hearts” and encourage students to
learn “the underlying secrets of knowledge.” Tabrizl laments that teachers rarely did this in his
time.®! Both al-Jaza’irT and Tabrizi advised teachers to examine treatises, books, and codes of
law very carefully, since the consequences would be dire if they failed to familiarize
themselves. But apparently many Safavid teachers were bereft of the desired qualities. As
Tabrizi reports, “teachers demand that students learn only a set of terms and nothing else.”®?
Tabriz1’s general observation and Muslim pedagogues’ overemphasis on memorizing certain
texts justify Marshall Hodgson’s sweeping assessment of Islamic education as “the teaching of

fixed and memorizable statements and formulas which could be learned without any process of

thinking as such.”®?

Choosing the Right Teacher and the Etiquette Observed When Attending Lectures
Shi‘ite pedagogues, including al-Jaza’irT and Tabrizi, advised students to pay the utmost
attention in the selection of their teachers because teachers played an essential role in
guaranteeing a successful academic future. A good teacher was the most knowledgeable, the
most pious, and the most advanced in years.®* Al-Jaza’ir1 stated that, “if a student chooses a
teacher hastily and then leaves the teaching circle of the unqualified, no blessing will come to
him.”®> Khabars quoted frequently in the Shi‘ite didactic literature indicate the proper manner
for attending a teaching circle. For example Tabriz cites this saying of ‘Alj, the first Imam:
Upon joining your teacher’s teaching circle, greet everybody and distinguish your

teacher by greeting him separately. Sit in front of him and not behind him; do not make
use of body language [hinting by eyes and hands]; do not stop him by frequently
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presenting different ideas of other scholars and do not get frustrated if his lecture is
long.%®
Students were advised to hold their teachers in high regard. Shi‘ite pedagogues, like
their Sunni counterparts, commented extensively upon the ways students should respect their
teachers.®” For example, Majlisi cites ‘Al Zayn al-*Abidin, the fourth Imam, who said:
Whoever taught you ‘%/m must be held in high regard and you must not try to surpass
him. [You must] treat him with utmost respect and also revere his teaching circle; when
he lectures you must listen to whatever he says very carefully and give all your attention
to him and not shout at him even if the teacher talks loudly, unless he is sitting far from
you. In this case, you may raise your voice to the extent that he hears you. If someone
asks the teacher a question, you should not answer that question but allow the teacher to
respond. Do not talk with somebody while the teacher lectures; do not talk maliciously
about somebody in his presence; if you are in an assembly where someone remembers
him in an ill manner, you must not allow him to make spiteful comments about him.
Y ou must not sit with his enemies and you must not become the enemy of your
teacher’s friends.®®
Morning was considered the best time for study. Tabrizi mentions that a student should
go to madrasa either on Thursday or Saturday and if he wishes he can start on a Friday because,
as mentioned in the prophetic traditions, “commencing undertakings on Friday is very good.” ®°
Students were also encouraged to occupy themselves with learning only and to avoid doing
such activities as teaching young children, and reciting and memorizing poems in their free
time. Tabr1z1 maintains that if poems contain wisdom it is permissible to recite them, but it is
forbidden to recite them on Fridays or at night. He urged students to refrain from teaching
young children for as long as possible. If students had to teach, they were to be paid for
teaching poetry, calligraphy, and the like but not for teaching the Qur’an.”® Al-Jaza’irT warned
students to avoid the company of the unscrupulous, because if students make friends with

unprincipled people, they cannot only fail to acquire knowledge but can also put themselves in

danger.” Tabrizi adds: “Students must avoid mocking the faithful or admiring prostitutes and
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young boys.” But even as Safavid teachers were devoid of the qualities desired by Shi‘ite
pedagogues, so too were students less than ideal. According to Tabrizi, there were unqualified
teachers who managed to teach only a set of terms. They failed to achieve any higher learning
goals, which might have provided students with all the necessary scholarly skills so that they
could contribute to various fields of scholarship.”> Within the ideal educational system
described by such Safavid pedagogues as Tabrizi and al-Jaza’ir1, debate and discussion were
essential tools for learning and vehicles for deeper understanding of textual meaning as well as
for developing new ideas. Because many teachers were unprepared and unqualified, students
had neither the skills nor the motivation to use their free time more effectively. Therefore, as
Tabriz1 reports: “It has become customary among some students to sit in a chamber or other
place, particularly during holidays, and make themselves busy with joking and laughing and if
they are talented they play music, speak riddles, recite poetry, and compose.””* To be sure not
all students kept themselves occupied with these trivial activities. There were hard-working
students who sacrificed even their health and well being for the sake of learning, as we discover

in autobiographical accounts by Sayyid Ni‘matullah Jaza’ir and Muhsin Fayd Kashani. "

Travel in Pursuit of Knowledge
In a teacher-centered education, travel in search of knowledge and the most renowned
scholars was one of the most important elements for enriching one’s learning experience. The
Qur’an repeatedly exhorts Muslims to “travel through the earth, and see what was the end of
those who rejected Truth.””> The Prophet Muhammad also encouraged Muslims to seek
knowledge as far as China. It is no wonder that rihla (travel in pursuit of knowledge) became a
feature of Islamic education. Through travel in its various forms, Muslim scholars and seekers

of knowledge exchanged ideas with their counterparts in all parts of the Islamic world. Muslim
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travel had a range of motivations, from hajj (pilgrimage to Mecca) and Aijra (emigration) to
rihla and ziyara (visits to shrines) for spiritual, intellectual, and religious reasons. At times, a
scholar might have incorporated all of these purposes in a single journey.”® Although these trips
were often long and perilous, the biographical accounts dating from the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries and the earlier period of the Safavid rule indicate a high degree of mobility
among scholars. They crisscrossed from the south of Lebanon and the island of Bahrain to
India and Isfahan, both to acquire knowledge and to enhance their career opportunities. While
some Arab Shi‘ite scholars made Iran their home, a number of Iranian scholars such as Abu al-
Fath Gilani, Aba al-Fadl al-Qadi, Sayyid Narullah Shushtari, and the famed Mir Fathullah
Shirazi moved to India.””

Scholars and students knew no boundaries in their desire to master the essential
subjects. It was normal for younger scholars to travel far from their hometowns to pursue their
education with more knowledgeable or prestigious teachers. Likewise, scholars from
established centres of learning travelled to smaller or more distant communities, aiming to
outshine potential rivals with a “big fish in a small pond” strategy. In his autobiography entitled
Risala-yi sharh-i sadr, Muhsin Fayd describes his formative years, during which travel in
pursuit of knowledge and to seek the most knowledgeable scholar played an important role:

I started my education in my hometown of Kashan, learning formal and exoteric

religious sciences including Qur’anic exegesis, Islamic jurisprudence, the principles of

the religion, and auxiliary sciences in the teaching circle of my uncle... At age twenty |
left Kashan for Isfahan and took part in the teaching circles of a number of scholars, but
because I was in search of esoteric knowledge (‘ilm-i batini), nobody in Isfahan could
teach me such knowledge. While in Isfahan I learned some mathematics and the like.

Finally I left for Shiraz in search of Prophetic traditions and there became a student of

the mujtahid of the age, that is, Sayyid Majid b. Hashim Sadiqi Bahrani, an expert in

exoteric sciences who taught me the knowledge of what is permitted and what is

forbidden and other legal issues. Finally, Bahrani issued me an ijaza. Then I went back
to Isfahan and joined the teaching circle of Shaykh Baha’ al-Din Muhammad ‘Amilt
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who also issued me an ijaza to transmit hadith. Afterward, I left for Hijaz; during the
pilgrimage I met Shaykh Muhammad b. Hasan b. Zayn al-Din al-‘Amili who also issued
me an ijaza to transmit hadith. On the way back home bandits killed my brother...

In spite of this event, I continued to visit various places in search of knowledge
and perfection (kamal), seeking out the teaching circle of every scholar who had any
spiritual knowledge. Finally I went to Qum and became a student of Mulla Sadra, the
foremost (sadr) mystic of the age and the moon in the sky of certitude. Sadr al-Din (i.e.,
Mulla Sadra) was the leading scholar in spiritual sciences. In the course of the eight
years I was his student I was busy with disciplining and training my soul (riyadat wa
mujahada) which resulted in my attaining insight into spiritual sciences.”’®
When Mulla Sadra left Qum for Shiraz, Muhsin Fayd accompanied his teacher and

attended his teaching circle for two more years. Finally, he returned to his hometown of Kashan
where he occupied himself with studying and teaching except for the time that he was
summoned to Isfahan by Shah Saff and later by Shah ‘Abbas to lead the Friday prayer.
Although the Safavids marked their political distinctiveness in the Islamic world by asserting
loyalty to the Imam Shi‘ite tradition, there were wide scholarly networks that linked Muslim

scholars all over the Islamic world.”® Safavid scholars often journeyed in search of knowledge

as well as to find patrons to support them and their works.

Studying and Marriage
Shi‘ite pedagogues generally advised students to marry only after they had completed
their studies. It was thought that “nothing is more harmful in attaining knowledge than
marriage.”®® Tabrizi writes, “whoever is ensnared in a woman’s trap is like a bird captured by
an insane child; he plays with it and enjoys it while the bird is restless and about to be killed,
exposed to all kinds of mischief and tortures.”®* He also tells this teaching story:
They found an old burglar in an inn.

A wise man suggested: “imprison him!”
A mysterious voice from a corner was heard:
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“If you want to punish him, make him marry, give him a wife!”%?

In Munyat al-murid, al-Shahid al-Thani insisted that if a student had not finished the
education he aimed for, he should not marry. ®* Ignoring this advice cost Sayyid Ni‘matullah
al-Jaza’ir1 to leave his wife after three weeks of marriage.®* Despite the cautions against
marriage for students, marriage was still a way of extending connections and binding personal
and intellectual relations. Marriage alliances enabled families to maintain their privileges and
have access to educational and material success. These relationships proved essential in
guaranteeing a successful career.” In fact, intermarriage among the members of scholarly
families was quite common. This secured highly coveted positions not only in academia and
judicial administration but also in charitable and religious institutions such as wagfs, mosques,

and shrines.

Graduation

Normally, upon finishing the recitation of a text or a set of texts, students asked their
teachers to issue them an ijaza to enable them to transmit what they had learned. Several types
of ijazas were issued by Safavid scholars. There were Jjazas issued to transmit hadith, and to
transmit texts that students studied with their teachers. Sometimes a teacher gave permission to
a student to transmit the teacher's magrii'at (what was read by a teacher) and masmii ‘at (what
was heard from a teacher), which the teacher had likewise received from his own teacher. %
The authorization to transmit (ijazat al-riwaya) granted the recipient the right to transmit a
specific text to the next generation of students on the authority of its issuer, and it established
the student's place in an unbroken chain of reliable teachers and transmitters (isnad) going back
to the text's original author. The process of obtaining these certificates was formally

maintained, especially in the science of hadith, and it played an important part in establishing
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scholarly credentials. Certificates of transmission were often written on the margins, end pages,
or covers of particular books that a student had studied under a teacher.®’

The ijaza was not considered a diploma granted to a student at the conclusion of a set
curriculum or a course of studies. That is, a Shi‘ite scholar acquiring an ijaza did not deem that
his learning endeavour was over. In effect, learning was a lifelong pursuit and a characteristic
ideal of Islamic piety.3® Students often tried to collect as many #jazas as they could to establish
themselves as eminent scholars who had benefitted from the teaching circles of a large number
of scholars and had become authoritative figures in the chain of transmitters of religious
knowledge in general and prophetic and Imami traditions in particular. The ijaza also
guaranteed the integrity of a manuscript copy used by a scholar. There were ijazas issued to
students who studied only part of a hadith collection. However, comprehensive ijazas were also
issued in which a scholar mentioned a long list of books on various religious sciences, which he
gave the student permission to transmit on his authority. One wonders, however, if someone
like Muhammad Fadil-i Mashhadi had actually studied the extensive body of literature listed in
the ijaza granted him by Muhammad b. Hasan al-Hurr al-‘Amili.®° The next chapter will shed
more light on the conditions of teaching and learning by discussing the criticism of the

education by a number of prominent scholars of the late Safavid period.
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' See for example, Aziz Talbani, “Pedagogy, Power, and Discourse: Transformation of Islamic
Education,” Comparative Education Review 40, 1 (1996): 70. As I will discuss later in this
chapter this claim is not entirely unsubstantiated.

? Astarabadi, al-Fawa'id al-madaniyya, 471, 571.

* Hossein Modarressi argues that the fact that Muhammad Bagir Majlist and his student Sayyid
Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’ir1 took a middle ground between traditionalism and Usiilism illustrates
how top-ranking ‘ulama permitted a measure of reasoning, however limited, within their ranks.
Modarressi, An Introduction to Shi‘i law, 54.

* See for example: Astarabadi, al-Fawa'id al-madaniyya, 571; Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi insaf, in
Ja‘farlyan, Dah risala az Fayd Kashani, 187-88, 190-91. Both Astarabadi and Muhsin Fayd
had deep knowledge of Islamic rational sciences (uliim al- ‘aqli).

> As I discussed in chapter 4, in many ijazas he issued, Muhammad Bagir Majlisi confirms that
he taught rational sciences to the mujaz (the person who received ijaza).

® For example Shaykh Ibrahim b. Sulayman Qatifi (d. after 1539) challenged al-Karaki’s
position on several issues like performing the Friday prayer in the absence of the Imam, land-
tax (kharaj), and accepting gifts from monarchs. Ghiyath al-Din Manstr Shirazi Dashtaki (d.
1542) also challenged al-Karaki on several issues. For more on their arguments see the
following: Rumld, 4 Asan al-tawarikh 1: 254-56, and 303-04; Tahmasb b. Isma‘il, Tadhkira-i
Shah Tahmasb, 14; Qummi, Khuldsat al-tawarikh, 237-39; Hurr al-‘ Amilt, Amal al-amil 2: 8.
Afandt quotes Majlist who had said: Qatifi was not very knowledgeable and he was not eligible
to challenge Shaykh ‘Alt al-Karaki. Afandt adds: “The other day I heard him saying Qatifl was
inferior to al-Karaki. Majlist denied Qatifi’s religiosity.” Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama’ 1: 55. Shah

Tahmasb in this regard writes: ” At this time scholarly controversy arose between the Mujtahid
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of the Age (i.e. al-KarakT) and Mir Ghiyath al-Din Mansiir, the sadr. Even though the Mujtahid
of the Age was triumphant, they did not acknowledge his ijtihdd, and were bent on hostility.
“We took note of the side of the truth, and affirmed him in ijtihdd.” Tahmasb b. Isma‘il,
Tadhkira-i Shah Tahmasb, 14.

” For more on his view see Cooper, “Allama al-Hilli on the Imamate and Jjtihad,” in Arjomand,
Authority and Political Culture in Shi’ism, 243-48.

® Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl, 70.

® Mulla Sadra, lksir al- ‘arifin, trans. William C. Chittick as The Elixir of the Gnostics: A
Parallel English-Arabic Text (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2003), 22.

' Mulla Sadra, Iksir al- ‘arifin, trans. Chittick, 23, 26.

" Muhammad Bagqir Majlisi, Jjazat al-hadith, 299-304.

' Cited in Gleave, Scripturalist Islam, 145-46.

" Dale F. Eickelman argues that the fact that recent mass education along with print and other
media have made deep inroads into the “‘ulama’s privileged access to authoritative religious
knowledge suggests that earlier scholars were right about print’s capacity to fragment authority.
Dale F. Eickelman, “Mass Higher Education and the Religious Imagination in Contemporary
Arab Societies,” American Ethnologist 19(4), (1992): 1-13; Muslim Politics, eds. D. F.
Eickelman and James Piscatori (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 37 ff.

" al-Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 343-44.

* al-Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 363-65, 377-78.

'* As T will explain later in this chapter, not all teachers and students followed this ideal

learning procedure.
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Y Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 106: 85-86. For more examples see Bihar al-anwar 106: 81, 106:
152, ff.

®Jean Chardin, Siyahat-nama-yi Chardin, trans. Muhammad ‘Abbasi (Tehran: Amir Kabir,
1956-66), 4, 234-35.

* In his autobiography, Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’iri reports: when I was in madrasa in
Shiraz, in hot summer days when my classmates slept on the roof, I locked the door of my
room and kept myself busy studying books, writing glosses, and correcting my notes until the
muezzin called for morning prayer... This was my condition for three years. At this time, I
began to write commentary on the Kafiyya, and another, entitled Miftah al-labib, on the
Tahdhib of Shaykh Baha’ al-Din Muhammad.” al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 4: 307-10
* For more on canon see Assmann, Religion and Cultural Memory, 64-65.

! Muhammad Qasim Zaman, The Ulama in Contemporary Islam: Custodians of Change
(Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 38.

?2 See for example, Theodore Pulcini, Exegesis as Polemical Discourse: Ibn Hazm on Jewish
and Christian Scriptures (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1998); Zaman, The Ulama in
Contemporary Islam, 40-50.

? See Brinkley Messick, The Calligraphic State: Textual Domination and History in a Muslim
Society (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), 30-36.

* Zaman, The Ulama in Contemporary Islam, 38.

> Assmann, Religion and Cultural Memory, 43.

?® Fazlur Rahman states that: “The later medieval centuries saw a marked decline — indeed a
stagnation — of intellectual life in the Muslim world. From the thirteenth and fourteenth

centuries onward there was an era of manuals, commentaries, and super commentaries.”
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Rahman, Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1982), 45.

? In his article entitled “The Art of Memory: Islamic Education and Its Social Re-production,”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 20 (1978): 485-516, Eickelmann argues the rote
learning which is often denigrated, is an effective learning method.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 257.

* Tabrizi, Fard'id al-fawa’id, 257

** Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 91: 51.

* For more information see Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 92:339, 83: 9.

%2 Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’irT reports that he memorized such books as al-Kafiyya, al-
Shdfiyya and Alfiyya by Ibn Malik. See al-Jaza’ir1, al- Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 306.

¥ For example, such texts as Alfiyya by Ibn Malik were versified in order to help students
memorize them.

** Students were also warned to not question things, which would perturb them upon disclosure,
reminding them of this Qur’anic verse: “O believers, question not concerning things, which, if
they were revealed to you, would vex you; yet if you question concerning them when the
Qur’an is being set down, they will be revealed to you. God has effaced those things; for God is
All-forgiving, All-merciful. A group of people before you questioned concerning them then
disbelieved them.” Qur’an 5: 101-103. In hadith literature there are sayings in which the
prophets and the imams are asked questions that they categorized as useless. See for example,
Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 23: 183.

* al-Kulayni, Usiil min al-Kafi 1:37; al- Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 343, 360.

*¢ al-Kulayni, Usiil min al-Kafi 1: 40; al-Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 360.
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*7 See Jane Dammen McAuliffe, “Debate and Disputation,” in Encyclopedia of the Qur’ai) ed.
Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Leiden: Brill, 2001-2006), 1: 511-14. Alongside the condemnation
of disputation, one also finds a certain acceptance willed by God who says: “Invite (all) to the
Way of thy Lord with wisdom and beautiful preaching; and argue with them in ways that are
best and most gracious: for thy Lord knoweth best, who have strayed from His Path, and who
receive guidance.” Qur’an 16: 125.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 248-49; al-Kulayni, Usiil min al-Kafi 1: 49; Majlisi, Bihar al-
anwar 2: 47, 80: 195. The Shi’ite hadith collections extensively reported sayings of Ja’far
Sadiq on the same topic, for instance see, al-Kulayni, Usiil min al-Kafi 1: 46-7; Majlisi, Bihar
al-anwar 95: 226.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 248. al-Jaza’irT also discusses the decorum pertinent to
mundzara. al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 370.

““In his The Mantle of the Prophet, Roy Mottahedeh says that: “These highly developed
techniques (jadal and mas’alah sdzi) tended to homogenize learning and to encourage
arguments (and technical vocabulary) to cross over from one field into another.” See Roy P.
Mottahedeh, The Mantle of the Prophet, 108.

" al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 363-65, 377-78.

* Afandi, Riyad al- ‘ulama’ 3: 230.

> Persian was the language preferred by the mystics to utter their highly provocative ideas,
which they consciously avoided describing in their Arabic works, giving us a picture of Sufism
that would otherwise be much poorer and conservative. In fact the erotic aspects of Islamic
mysticism are far more evident in Persian mystical literature. The fact that Islamic spirituality

bloomed quite luxuriantly in Persian and many Muslim mystics of Persian origin chose to relate
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their spiritual experience in Persian rather than Arabic seems significant. Was it out of fear of
persecution? Or is there a capacity in the Persian language to relate ineffable feelings and
thoughts? It is an interesting question that requires further scrutiny.

“ Many hadiths of the Imams and the Prophet’s companions stressed the importance of
teachers and their high position. According to Abti Dharr al-Ghifart (d. 650): “Looking at the
face of a scholar is better than emancipating a thousand slaves.” See Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 1:
203. al-Kulayni quotes Muhammad al-Bagqir, the fifth Imam, who said: “Talking with a scholar
on a rubbish heap is better than talking to an ignorant man on fine carpets.” al-Kulayni, Usii/
min al-Kafi 1: 39.

*In his Kanz al-fawa’id, Muhammad b. ‘Al b. ‘Uthman al-Karajaki (d. 1057) reports that the
sage Lugman advised his son: “O, my son, talk with scholars and seek their company and visit
them in their houses; maybe you can become one of them or similar to one of them.” Cited in
Majlisi’s Bihar al-anwar 1: 205.

‘ Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 2: 52.

¥ Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 2: 52.

*® See al-Jaza’ir, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 347-50.

* Some Shi‘ite scholars even claimed that ‘ulama were the actual rulers and Safavid shahs were
their deputies. For example, see Muhammad ‘Ali Kashmiri, Nujiam al-sama’ fi tarajim al-
‘ulamd’, ed. Shihab al-Din al-Mar‘ashi al-Najafi (Qum: Maktabat Basirati, 1980), 111.

° Mirza Rafi‘a, Dastir al-mulitk (Tashkent, 1991), 33.

°! Khatunabadi, Wagayi‘ al-sinin, 556.

*? For more on this decree see Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 5: 171.

> Nasrabadi, Tadhkira-i nasrabadi, 169.
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** A number of Safavid scholars produced important works in the genre of advice literature,
among them are the following: ‘All Naqi Tugha’1 Kamarahi, the shaykh al-Islam of Shiraz and
Isfahan wrote Himam al-thawdqib in 1634 in which he criticized Safavid administrative
system. Sultan Husayn Wa‘iz-i Astarabadi, a student of Shaykh Baha’t wrote Dastiir al-
wuzard’, a manuscript of which is kept in Kitabkhana-yi Astan-i Quds, manuscript no. 3492.
Mulla Muhmmad Bagir Sabzawari wrote Rawdat al-anwar. For more on this book and other
sources on this subject see Ja‘fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawt, 200-18.

** Muhammad Bagqir Sabzawari, Rawdat al-Anwar al- ‘abbast, 65-67.

°¢ All these advices are essentially inspired by the Divine revelations and the Prophetic
traditions. For information about teaching principles and techniques according to the Qur’an
see, Sebastian Giinther, “Teaching,” in The Encyclopedia of the Qur’an 5 (2005), 203-4.

*7 al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 350-58. Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 276. al-Jaza’irT’s
and Tabrizi’s educational ideas are very similar to the medieval Muslim pedagogues’
educational theories, for a comprehensive analyses of educational theories and ideas of
medieval Muslim pedagogues see, Sebastian Giinther, “Be Masters in That You Teach and
Continue to Learn: Medieval Muslim Thinkers on Educational Theory,” Comparative
Education Review 50, n0.3 (2006): 367-88. In this article, Glinther presents and analyzes the
educational theories and philosophies of Ibn Sahniin (d. 870), al-Jahiz (ca. 868), al-Farabi (d.
950), Ibn Sina (d. 1037) and Al-Ghazali (d. 1111). See also Sebastian Giinther, “Advice for
Teachers: The 9th Century Muslim Scholars Ibn Sahniin and al-Jahiz on Pedagogy and
Didactics,” in Ideas, Images, and Methods of Portrayal: Insights into Classical Arabic
Literature and Islam, ed. Sebastian Giinther (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 89-128. For information

about the views of al-Farabi and al-Ghazalt about the proper relationship between teachers and
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students see Giinther, “The Principles of Instruction Are the Grounds of Our Knowledge: Al-
Farabi’s (d. 950) Philosophical and al-Ghazali’s (d. 1111) Spiritual Approaches To Learning,”
in Trajectories of Education in the Arab World: Past Legacies, Current Challenges, ed. Osama
Abi-Mershed (London: Routledge, 2009), 18-19, 24-25.

*8 al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 354. Chardin describes a teaching session as follows:
In appearance the teachers, mainly mujtahids, were modest and serious, understanding,
reserved in speech, unassuming in their customs, simple in all their needs. They generally go
about dressed in white and rarely were they unaware of the modern developments in Europe.
Jean Chardin, Siyahat-nama-yi Chardin 4: 200-11.

> al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 356.

* MajlisT quotes Ja‘far al-Sadiq who said: “Eight things are calamitous for religious scholars:
greed, jealousy, hypocrisy, fanaticism, love of being praised, pondering something about which
the truth cannot be discovered, bombastic speech, showing little modesty toward God while
boasting, and not implementing what they know.” Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 2:52.

' Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawad’id, 277, al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3:354-56.

°2 Tabrizi, Fard'id al-fawa’id, 277, al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 354-56.

* Marshall Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 2: 438.

* Tabrizi writes: “Sunnis hold various views on the age at which a teacher should start
teaching; some say one should not teach unless he has reached the age of forty and some say
other things. Apparently, a scholar at any age, as long as he meets the criteria, can teach. And
whenever he is so old that his mind becomes weak, he must stop teaching.” Tabrizi, Fara’id al-

fawa’id, 278.
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% al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 362-63.

* al-Kulayni, Usi/ min al-Kafi 1: 37; Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 263.

* For example see, Burhan al-Islam al-Zarnuji, Kitab ta lim al-muta allim tarig al-ta allum, ed.
Marwan Qabbani (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islami, 1981), 78-98, Badr al-Din b. Abi Ishaq Ibrahim
b. Abi al-Fadl Sa‘dullah Ibn Jama‘a al-Kinani, Tadhkirat al-sami ‘wa-al-mutakallim fi adab al-
alim wa-al-muta allim, ed. Muhammad Hashim al-Nadwi (‘Amman: Dar al-Ma‘ali, 1998), 111-
132. See also Giinther, “Be Masters in That You Teach and Continue to Learn,” 383-84.
Wherein he represents the rules of conduct for students specified by al-Ghazali. Both al-
Zarntji’s and Ibn Jama‘a’s works are available in English translation. For a translation of al-
ZarniijT’s book see G. E. von Grunebaum and Theodora M. Abel, Instruction of the Student:
The Method of Learning (New York: King’s Crown Press, 1947). Noor Muhammad Ghifari
translated Jama‘a’s book under the title of The Memoir of the Listener and the Speaker in the
Training of Teacher and Student in the series One Hundred Great Books of Islamic
Civilization, vol. 10, Education and Pursuit of Knowledge (Islamabad: Pakistan Hijra Council,
1991).

*® Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar 71:5.

* Tabrizi, Fard'id al-fawad’id, 265; al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3:364.

"® Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 266.

M al-Jaza’irl, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 359; Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 267.

"2 Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 277. The goals of a successful education are spelled out in an
ijaza issued by ‘Abd al-‘Al1 b. ‘Alr Karaki to Mir Damad that I translated part of and presented
earlier in this chapter (P. 196). Al-Karaki granted Mir Damad the permission to transmit

knowledge when he was certain that Mir Damad had attained deep knowledge of a large
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number of subjects and had done scholarly research on these subjects and contributed to many
fields of scholarship and that he would be able to do so in future.

” Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 267. Unlike Tabrizi who perceived reciting poetry as a waste of
time, Ibn Sina and the majority of medieval Muslim thinkers, valued poetry highly as a means
of education for several reasons. For more on poetry and its use in learning see, Glinther, “Be
Masters in That You Teach and Continue to Learn,” 379-80.

™ Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’irT reports that, “while I was in madrasa in Shiraz, I had to copy
books for a pittance all night. During hot summer days when my classmates slept on the roof, I
locked the door of my room and kept myself busy studying books, writing glosses, and
correcting my notes until the muezzin called for morning prayer and then I put my face on the
book and slept for a moment ... often I had neither oil for my lamp nor bread to eat, but had to
work by moonlight, and my eyesight was permanently affected by the strain to which it was
subjected during this time. This was my condition for three years. At this time, I began to write
commentary on the Kafiyya, and another, entitled Miftah al-labib, on the Tahdhib of Shaykh
Baha’ al-Din MuhammAad...” al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 4: 307-10ff; see also “The
Life of an ‘Alim: Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’ir1,” in The Most Learned of the Shi a: The
Institution of the Marja‘Tagqlid, ed. Linda S. Walbridge (New York: Oxford University Press,
2001), 17-20; Devin Stewart, The Humor of the Scholars: The Autobiography of Ni‘mat Allah
al-Jaza‘iri (d. 1112/1701),” Iranian Studies 22, no. 4 (1989): 47-81.

” Qur’an 3:137; see also the following verses: 6:11; 12:109; 16: 36; 29:20; 30:9; 30:42.

' Muslim Travellers: Pilgrimage, Migration and the Religious Imagination, eds, Dale F.
Eickelman and James Piscatori (London: Routledge, 1990), xii; Golden Roads: Migration,

Pilgrimage and Travel in Mediaeval and Modern Islam, ed. lan Richard Netton (Richmond,
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Surrey: Curzon Press, 1993); Sam Gellens, “The Search for Knowledge in Medieval Muslim
Societies: A Comparative Approach,” in Eickelman and Piscatori, Muslim Travellers, 53.
”7S. M. Azizuddin Hussain, “Mir Fathullah Shirazi’s Contribution for the Revision of the
Syllabi of Indian Madrasas During Akbar’s Reign,” in Madrasa Education in India, Eleventh to
Twenty First Century, ed. S. M. Azizuddin Hussain (New Delhi: Kanishka Publishers, 2005),
24-36.

’ Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi sharh-i sadr, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala-yi Fayd Kashant, 58-64.

” For more information see McChesney, “Iran and Central Asia in the 17" Century” in
Melville, Safavid Persia: The History and Politics of an Islamic Society, 231-67.

% al-Jaza’ir1, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 358; Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 261.

*! Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 261.

% Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 261.

% Tabrizi writes: “If Shahid [al-Thani] had lived in our time, he would not have made this
exaggeration in his time! Tabrizi, Fara’id al-fawa’id, 261.

* al-Jaza’ir1 reports his personal experience in this regard. He writes: “ While I was in Shiraz,
my teacher offered me his daughter in marriage, an honor from which I excused myself by
saying ‘If God wills, after I have finished my studies and become a scholar I will marry’.” al-
Jaza’irT was in the middle of his studies in Shiraz when, at his parents’ wishes, he returned
home. His mother urged him to take to himself a wife. He at first rejected this offer and
reminded his mother that his studies were not yet completed. But when his mother insisted, al-
Jaza’irT obliged and married. Then being reproached by a learned man whom he visited with

abandoning his studies while still ill-grounded, he left his parents and his wife (he had only
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been married for three weeks) and returned to the Mansiiriyya Madrasa at Shiraz. al-Jaza’ir1, al-
Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 4:309, 311-12.

* For more information on this aspect of learning, see Richard W. Bulliet, The Patricians of
Nishapur: A Study in Medieval Social History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1972), 47; Michael Chamberlain in his Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus,
1190-1350 and Jonathan P. Berkey in his The Transmission of Knowledge: A Social History of
Islamic Education (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), discuss in more detail the
social uses of knowledge in Islamic societies.

$ Muhammad al-Hurr al-‘ Amili issued an ijaza to Muhammad Bagir Majlisi to transmit books
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* For more information on this aspect of Islamic learning see, Giinther, “Be Masters in That
You Teach and Continue to Learn,” 368-69.

T offered an analysis of this jjaza in chapter 4.
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Chapter 6

Critics of Learning Practices in the Safavid Period

It may be argued that the essence of Shi‘ite culture — its values, its customs, and even its legal
structure — is embodied in its system of education. Its curriculum and modes of transmission
therefore attract scrutiny. As discussed in chapter 4, the jurists had monopolized religious
learning, but in the mid-seventeenth century, the legal-oriented curriculum faced challenges
from both philosophers and Akhbart scholars. Proponents of Islamic philosophy as well as
traditionalism advocated restructuring the curriculum of higher learning. They argued that
educational restructuring was critical to restoring what they believed to be “true” Shi‘ism. This
chapter explores the major problems that faced Shi‘ite higher learning. More specifically, it
examines the criticisms made by such thinkers and theologians as Mulla Sadra, Muhsin Fayd
Kashani, Muhammad Bagqir Sabzawari, and Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi. Although these
scholars voiced their concerns in different periods and had differing intellectual perspectives,
their critiques have a great deal in common in. All of them depict the intellectual attitudes of
early modern Iran and criticize the literalist (zahir?) religious authorities. Each of them thought
that the formal religious sciences taught in madrasas as well as theological and philosophical
speculations fell short of what education should be. Mulla Sadra and Muhsin Fayd, in
particular, strove to formulate the approaches that they deemed would lead to what they
referred to as “epistemic certitude” (yagin). In differing ways and with varying degrees of
effectiveness, the critics discussed promoted an ideal of what education should be and wrote to
inspire those in the madrasas with a desire to restructure and pursue learning with a higher

purpose than personal ambition.
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In his monumental work, al-Asfar al-arba ‘a, as well as in his other works, including
Kasr al-asnam al-jahiliyya, Iksir al- ‘arifin, Risala-yi sih asl,' and Sharh-i Usiil-i kafi, Mulla
Sadra offers a comprehensive solution to revamp an education system that, in his view, had
been weakened by major deficiencies. Likewise in several of his reflections, including Sharh-i
sadr (written in 1655), Haqq al-mubin, Raf*-i fitna, Zad al-salik, Rah-i sawab, al-I ‘tidhar
(written in 1666), and al-Insaf (written 1672), Muhsin Fayd, a keen observer of intellectual and
spiritual conditions in the second half of the seventeenth century, criticized mujtahids and
mutakallims alike and offered a scholarship method that differed from that of the mujtahids
who favoured speculation (zann) over the definitive knowledge (gat’) offered by the Qur’an
and the Prophetic and Imam traditions.

The shari‘a-minded scholars opposed suggestions to supplement higher learning with
subjects outside the religious and auxiliary sciences. The traditional dichotomies between the
literalists and the philosophers with mystical leanings were contested once again, with an array
of influential figures engaged in heated debates. Literalist and shari ‘a-minded scholars accused

the Sufis and mystical philosophers of blasphemy, deficiency in intellect, and false reasoning.”

Mulla Sadra and the Problem of Conventional (rasmi) Learning
According to Mulla Sadra, the “essence of man,” namely his soul, plays a fundamental
role in unfolding the “text of being” and the inner meaning of Scripture. He believes that only
through self-knowledge ( ‘ilm al-nafs) can one truly understand the nature of the world and gain
true knowledge of one’s own being.’ For this reason, among the various branches of
knowledge, Mulla Sadra maintains that knowledge of the soul (nafs), which functions as a

prerequisite to knowledge of God, is the most important knowledge that one can acquire’.* A
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major portion of Mulla Sadra’s writings involves analysis of the epistemological significance of
the soul. Thus, his philosophy remains outside the domain of the formal sciences that he
classifies in his In lksir al- ‘arifin.” In his various works, Mulla Sadra argues that the literalist
scholars’ failure to gain knowledge of the soul, along with their love of worldly status, wealth,
and pleasures, caused them to deviate from the right path toward division, disagreement, and
confusion. He believes that literalist scholars are misled and seduced by Satan — overpowered
by their depraved and [evil]-commanding soul (a/-nafs al-ammara). He believes that due to the
failure of ‘ulamain knowing their souls, along with their misplaced ambitions, higher learning
has been reduced to dry legal formalism and many ignorant people have been representing
themselves as scholars to get access to the powerful in order to obtain worldly status and
wealth. He warns against what he sees as an ever-widening gap between true learning and the
shallow and half-baked training that students receive in madrasas. He believes that zahirt
scholars are destroying the very essence of Shi‘ism by reducing it to a mere corpus of legal
minutiae. In al-Asfar al-arba ‘a he writes:
I saw that the custom of our time was to inculcate ignorance and disseminate
misguidance and thoughtlessness. We became afflicted by a group who attack
understanding, whose eyes could not bear the lights of wisdom and the secrets, and
whose sight had become consumed like the sight of bats barred from the illumination of
knowledge and its effects. They consider profound meditation and reflection upon
divine matters to be heresy. They consider attempts to convert the masses from being
scum as misguidance and betrayal, as if they were Hanbalites whose literalist books of
hadith assimilate the necessary the contingent Eternal, and the incipient. They have
extinguished knowledge and its excellence and harassed spiritual knowledge and its
upholders.*
Likewise, in his Risala-yi sih asl, Mulla Sadra fiercely criticizes shari ‘a-minded

scholars for their strict literalism and anti-spiritualism, and accuses them of shallowness,

vanity, dilettantism, and indulgence in hair-splitting arguments and legal minutiae instead of
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delving into basic philosophical issues concerning the nature of reality, life, and truth. He uses
strong language to describe the feeble-mindedness of such people and admonishes them for
denying the spiritual hermeneutics (fa 'wil) and the spirituality of religion. In effect, many
passages of Risala-yi sih asl are Mulla Sadra’s criticism of literalist scholars for their
superficial understanding of what he believes are the “true” principles of Islam.” For example,
he argues that the literalist “‘ulama
assume they are knowledgeable because they have read a few books and attended the
lectures of a few teachers and took notes and memorized a number of hadiths and
attained knowledge from a few famed scholars. These people are dying for the
admiration of the masses and the reverence of the ignorant. I wish that you read nothing
and that you forget whatever you know. It is such bliss if the slate of your mind is plain
or in its original purity... your heart would be filled with gnosis and wisdom instead of
trivial information. It is better for you to wash it with the water of forgetfulness and
make it pure again so that, God willing, you retain useful knowledge.®
Mulla Sadra does not disparage the study of figh and other religious sciences and he
appreciates the works of the jurists in developing legal rulings to meet the community’s needs.’
But he believes something more is required from the learned, and that learning is more than
simple knowledge of what is allowed and prohibited. In other words, Mulla Sadra sees formal
learning as a great aid but also as a barrier, because one may be taken up by the consideration
of ideas to the exclusion of other kinds of learning that are more essential. He argues that the
study of formal sciences is useful as long as one is not attached to it or bound by it. It is neither
the end nor the goal. The goal is another way of knowing — another way of perceiving, of
being aware. This way of knowing transcends the necessities of figh and kalam and other

standard learning pursuits and it may well open the door to all those human yearnings and

needs that would be closed off to the formal sciences.
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Mulla Sadra also argues that aspiration to obtain clerical posts and love of the world
have led to superficial training in the practical religious sciences.' He holds that zahiri scholars
learn some Arabic and study a few books mainly to deceive the masses into seeing them as
scholars and leaders. For these reasons he reproaches those fagihs “whose knowledge does not
add up to more than six months of study” but who nevertheless have the audacity to attack
“those who have spent fifty years of their life studying these subjects and have devoted their
lives and energies to this pursuit and have given up prestige.”"' He writes:

Currently the designation of jurist (fagih) is being used for a person who, by issuing

unjust rulings, seeks access to governors and sultans. In the past, the title jurist was

ascribed to a person based on his knowledge of the Truth and the Hereafter. He was
considered [a jurist] based on his heart and soul. His preoccupations were with
cleansing one’s behaviour and transforming the bad into good, rather than with
knowledge of the rules of usury or divorce, with the division of inheritance and land, or
with legal ruses.”

In response to these sorts of critiques, the jurists had always justified their close co-
cooperation with the political establishment on the grounds that the ruling elites would act as a
political force that could make Twelver Shi‘ism a mainstream faith rather than a marginal one.
For example, ‘Alib. ‘Abd al-*Alf al-Karaki (d. 1534) justifies his close association with the
Safavid monarch based on the following rationale: “The ulama’s avoidance of guiding and
directing rulers not only caused the decline of the ulama’s position but also the fall of
educational institutions into ruin.”” In al-Al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya, Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-
Jaza’ir1 also takes up the matter: “A scholar should avoid seeking the proximity of kings and
the wealthy, and even if he can he should run away from them to protect knowledge. If a
scholar seeks the proximity of the powerful, he has in fact betrayed the deposit (i.e.,

knowledge) entrusted to him.” But he quickly adds that if religious scholars made themselves

close to a ruler in order to “elevate the word of God, to promote the religion, to eradicate
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heretics, to command right and forbid wrong, this is one of the best things that they can

achieve.” He then he lists the scholars who chose to cooperate with the temporal powers."

Mulla Sadra’s Critique and His Critics

Mulla Sadra had a critical attitude. He criticized Peripatetic (mashshda 1) philosophers,
theologians, and the “literalist” religious scholars and frequently rejected ideas proposed by
them. For example, in his Sharh on al-Kulayni’s Usil al-kafi, he criticizes theologians and
purely literalist and dogmatic disputationists (ah! al- jadal) for their ignorance of the sciences
of free-minded people (‘uliim al-ahrar).” In his Risala-yi sih asl, he also repeatedly criticizes
the mutakallims. For example, he singles out: “Those who appear to be learned but who are full
of evil and corruption, some of the mutakallims who are deprived of correct logic and stand
outside the circle of rectitude and the path of salvation, those who follow the religious law yet
are deprived of the law of servitude to the Divine and have deviated from the path of belief in
the Beginning (mabda’) and the Final Return (ma ‘ad), having tied the rope of imitation (faqlid)
around their neck, and having made the denial of the mystics (darwishan) their slogan.”"*

In response, Peripatetic philosophers and theologians, such as Mirza Abu al-Hasan Jilwa
(d. 1897) and Mulla Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi (d. 1669), rejected many of Mulla Sadra’s philosophical
formulations, and pointed out his inconsistencies and contradictions. They blamed him for a
lack of originality and accused him of borrowing extensively from the ideas of his predecessors
and presenting them as his own. Mirza Abu al-Hasan Jilwa in particular accuses Mulla Sadra of
stealing the ideas of earlier thinkers."” ‘Abd al-Husayn Zarrinkiib states that, “Mulla Sadra’s
transcendent philosophy is a combination of Peripatetic and Illuminative philosophies, Islamic

theology, and mysticism. In effect, Mulla Sadra and his proponents became the representatives
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of the mystics and Ishraqis who, for a long time, were the subjects of the harsh criticisms of the
jurists and shari ‘a-minded people.”** Such Safavid Peripatetic philosophers as Mulla Murad b.
‘Alf Tafrishi (d. 1641),"” Mulla Shamsa Gilani (fl. 1653),° Mulla ‘Abd al-Razaqq Lahiji,**
Muhammad Bagir Sabzawari,”” Agha Husayn Khvansari (d. 1686),”* Mulla Rajab-‘Ali Tabrizi’s
students, including Muhammad Rafi‘ Pir-zada,” Qadi Sa‘id Qummi (d. 1695),”® Shaykh ‘Al
Quli Khan Turkamani, (fl. 1685), Mulla Mir Muhammad Isma‘il Khatunabadi,”” Mulla
Muhamamd Tunkabuni, known as Fadil Sarabi (d. 1713),”® Aqa Jamal Khvansari (d. 1713),”
and later philosophers such as Mulla Isma‘1l Burdjjirdi Ha’ir1 (d. 1367/1946) and his students,
rejected many of Mulla Sadra’s major philosophical ideas.*

In his various works, including al-Asfar al-arba ‘a, Kasr asnam al-jahiliyya, and Risala-
vi sih asl, Mulla Sadra complains about the problems that exoteric scholars ( ‘ulama-yi qishri)
caused him, forcing him to live in isolation. ** They responded to his harsh criticisms by calling
his ideas as heretical and profane. They fiercely rejected his mystically inclined ideas. Despite
the fact that he condemned popular Sufism, they branded his doctrine Sufi and hence
unorthodox.” The dichotomy between mystics (or mystically inclined philosophers) and
literalists has a long history in Islamic intellectual history. Traditionally the literalist scholars
always opposed the spiritual hermeneutics of the mystics and mystic-philosophers and accused
them of misunderstanding or having gone astray from the revelation and the Prophetic
traditions.

Sayyid Muhammad b. Muhammad Mir Lawhi, who, like Mulla Sadra, was a student of
Mir Damad and Shaykh Baha’1, was one of the toughest critics of philosophers and Sufis.
Muhammad Tahir Qummi (d. 1688), a scholar with AkhbarT leanings in a number of his

polemics such as Hikmat al- ‘arifin fi radd shubaht al-mukhalifin ay al-mutasaffifin wa al-
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mufalsifin,® Tahafat al-akhyar, Fawa'id al-diniyya fi radd ‘ala al-hukama wa sifiyya, and
Muhibban-i Khuda, rejected the ideas of Sufis and mystical philosophers including Shaykh
Baha’1, Mulla Sadra and Muhsin Fayd for believing in the unity of existence, that is Ibn
‘Arab1’s doctrine of wahdat al-wujid, which had dominated mystical thought for centuries. He
believed their infidelity was greater than the unbelief of the Jews and Christians because they
denying the difference between the Creator and the created—he felt that whoever did not
denounce them and did not call them unbelievers was himself an infidel without religion.
Shaykh ‘Ali b. Muhammad ‘Amili (d. 1691) also harshly refuted Sufis in his Zad al-murshidin
fi radd al-siifiyya.** Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’1 (d. 1826) also rejected some of the ideas of Mulla
Sadra discussed in his Masha ‘ir and ‘Arshiyya.”® Mir Muhammad Nasir b. Muhammad Ma‘stim
Barfuriishi (fl. 18" century) considered philosophical books to be examples of heresy. Mulla
‘Al1 b. Husayn Karbala’1 (d. 1723), a teacher at the Madrasa-yi Maryam Begum, in his Siraj al-
salikin that he wrote for Maryam Begum, refuted the opinions of philosophers and mystics.
Aqa Buzurg Tihrani argues that one of the reasons the Safavid dynasty lost power was their
mistake in appointing mystically inclined philosophers such as Mulla Sadra to important
judicial positions:
The Safavids lost their power over time because they entrusted important official and

judicial positions to Akhbaris and such philosophers as Mir Damad, Mir Findiriski,

‘Abd al-Razzaq Lahiji, and Muhsin Fayd Kashani. They dismissed Usili scholars and

instead chose the shaykh al-Islams and sadrs from the Akhbarts. Mulla Sadra occupied

an important job in Shiraz, Fayd in Kashan, Muhammad Bagir [Sabzawari] in

Khurasan, and Muhammad Taqi Majlis in Isfahan.*

Literalist scholars obviously did not understand Mulla Sadra’s transcendent philosophy.
As he repeatedly states, for people who have no acquaintance with Islam’s spiritual dimension

and the inner meanings of Scripture, the notion of experiential knowledge of divine presence
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tends to appear both impossible and lacking in authority since it does not arise from common
experience. Much of the criticism of him centred on the contention that his ideas had developed
into abstraction —that nothing remained but a bunch of statements without real content, far
from the principles of religion. His critics argued against the concept of knowledge-by-
presence (al- ‘ilm al-hudiirt) on the grounds that, however much it might facilitate a philosophic
idea, it can never be authenticated. Because there is an epistemic asymmetry between self-
knowledge and other knowledge, they argued, non-inferential belief can be false. These
divergent and opposing orientations were most forcibly discussed in Safavid polemics as

pantheism and popular Sufism.

Muhsin Fayd Kashant and the Notion of Epistemic Certitude

Muhsin Fayd categorically rejected the pedagogical views of the mujtahids, mutakallims,
and conventional philosophers, claiming that they had deviated from the right path of the
Prophet and the Imams and relied on intellectual tools that did not yield what he called
epistemic certitude (yagin). He believed that seeking “sure knowledge” (gat’) is a religious
obligation for every Muslim who must first purify his soul and then acquire this knowledge
from infallible sources, namely the Qur’an, hadiths and akhbars (sayings and deeds) of the
Prophet and the Imams.”” The bulk of his tracts, namely, Sharh-i sadr, Haqq al-mubin, Raf*-i
fitna, Zad al-salik, Rah-i savab, I ‘tidhar, and al-Insaf are reactive and polemical objections to
the mujtahids and other intellectuals.

At the root of Muhsin Fayd’s epistemological principle is the certitude (yagin) found in

the traditions of the prophet and the Imams. He maintains that canonical hadith literature
should be viewed primarily as soteriology. He repeatedly cites the famous al-thaqalayn hadith

as proof. Because he insists that epistemic certainty, which is crucial for securing the Shi‘ite
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faith and for maintaining unity in the community, cannot be attained by means of scholarly
tools other than the Qur’an and the traditions of the Prophet and the Imams.*® He also blames
the mujtahids for causing widespread ikhtilaf (differences of opinion) amongst themselves and
division in the Shi‘ite community.” The plurality of opinion among mujtahids did not resonate
well with the perceived ecumenical nature of the religious discourse advocated by Muhsin
Fayd. Ikhtilaf was not something to be cherished. But rather viewed as a potential danger to
Shi‘ite solidarity and unity. Part of the reason for this view lies in Muhsin Fayd’s intense desire
for religious uniformity — unity of both opinion and action. But while he harshly criticizes
mujtahids for having different opinions about legal issues, he fails to point out the contradictory
and inconsistent nature of many hadiths and khabars. He fails to acknowledge that the
plurality of opinions of among mujtahids might allow for the complexity and conflict that is
part of intellectual creativity. In his Rah-i savab, which is his answer to a number of questions,
Muhsin Fayd responds to a question concerning ikAtilaf among the Shi‘ites. The questioner
asks why there are so many differences of opinion— so many in fact that Shaykh Qutb al-Din
Rawandi composed a book about the ikhtilafs between Shaykh Mufid and Shaykh Murtada, to
which Muhsin Fayd responds:
The reason for this ikhtilaf is that when the misguided people (i.e., the Sunnis) avoided
following the Book and the family of the Prophet, they developed the science of kalam
and the art of disputation which were used to refute the heretical groups and to convince
the enemies of the religion. They augmented its [the science of kalam] problems to meet
their own whims and wishes, assuming that they were correcting their own religious
beliefs. They also devised the science of jurisprudence, which is a kind of disputation
based on weak speculations (zuniin-i wahiyya) and in which it is hardly possible to
reach an agreement. They invented this science to deduce religious rulings at a time
when the Shi‘ites were in a state of precautionary dissimulation (fagiyya) and did not
feel safe. They were associating with misguided people and were hearing false
statements presented as truth from them... They abandoned the approach of the early

scholars who were satisfied merely to listen to the infallible Imams... Beware! Beware!
The best approach is for all the community to take their religious beliefs, including the
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principles (usil) and branches (furi ‘), from the Prophet and his appointed successors,

who are infallible.*

Besides critiquing the mujtahids’ differences of opinion, Muhsin Fayd criticizes their
method of scholarship. He is well aware of the impossibility of achieving consensus among the
mujtahids who develop religious rulings based on probable evidence, in particular their
personal opinions and use of giyas (analogy), which he sees as inferential.

They [mujtahids] treat the science of jurisprudence as the art of disputation; therefore
reaching an agreement is very rare in this field. Their approach was followed for a while,
thanks to the official support of some rulers. They changed the method of the early
scholars, which involved listening only to what the Imams have said. But these jurists
deliberate about what God, the Prophet, and the Imams did not discuss, argue, and debate.
That is why all these divergent opinions came about.*

By contrast, Muhsin Fayd praises such Aadith transmitters as al-Kulayni, Ibn Babiya
Shaykh Sadiiq, and Radi al-Din ‘Al b. Taws al-Hilli, who made religious rulings based on the
Qur’an and the traditions of the Imams. He claims that their works are reliable and their words
will never die, “because their discourse is the word of God and His messenger which will not
change until the day of the resurrection. These hadith scholars did not write about theology and
usiil al-figh unless they wanted to refute the opinions of the mutakallims and mujtahids.” **
Although the divergent opinions of jurists can be seen as representing intellectual creativity,
legal disputes were undeniably divisive. Muhsin Fayd dislikes this inevitable consequence of
ijtihahd. But, he consciously avoids labelling jurists heretics and infidels. Perhaps he thought it
did not make sense to use such polemical concepts as orthodox and heretical to denote different
legal currents within Islam. Muhsin Fayd also criticizes the jurists for their literalism and desire

for fame and power.” In Risala-yi rah-i sawab, he describes mujtahids as scholars who have

strayed and claims that these so-called ‘ulama seek worldly position and wealth. “They take
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great pleasure in defeating their opponents and rejecting the true scholars. These arrogant
‘ulama praise themselves in assemblies and easily issue religious rulings. They transmit the

opinions of the mujtahids who came before them without any investigating.”*

Theosophers and Pseudo-Philosophers

In the same vein as his teacher, Muhsin Fayd accords hikmat (Islamic philosophy) a lofty
status and considers it the most important branch of knowledge. He emphasizes that the hikmat
he advocates is the inheritance of the prophets and not what is taught in his time. In contrast to
the “erroneous” knowledge known as hikmat, Muhsin Fayd insists that he teaches only the way
of the infallible Imams, which is true hikmat. He argues that, like Islamic jurisprudence,
Islamic theology and philosophy have been contaminated by so-called theologians and
philosophers and writes the ancient hakims were virtuous people who curbed their desires and
had expert knowledge of the truth and of gnosis. Although their words are mysterious and one
cannot fathom their meanings from the words (alfaz) alone through exoteric reading, their
discourses free people from the traps of ignorance and deception. The wisdom of ancient
scholars is the legacy of the prophets, which is different from the conventional hikmat current
among recent scholars, since it has deviated. *

Muhsin Fayd identifies the Aikmat taught by the followers of the prophets, especially by
the Family of the Prophet, with mysticism because “the science of Sufism is indeed an
expression of the new and subtle points of Aikmat and secrets of noble sciences that were
uttered by the Prophet Muhammad.” He adds that in every age there are a few real Sufis who
possess this kind of wisdom and who are therefore the subject of exoteric scholars’ blame and

criticism.* Muhsin Fayd criticizes the so-called philosophers for their ignorance of religious



240

sciences. He blames them for studying and teaching books that are not related to the religious
sciences, claiming that such teachers are more interested in their salaries from charitable
endowments of the madrasas. “Some of them think attaining these sciences separates them
from the masses, as if they had acquired sufficient knowledge of the religion and attained
certitude, but it is not true at all! Knowledge does not mean excessive learning. Knowledge is a
light that God reflects in the heart of whoever He wishes to guide.”

Having criticized jurists, and philosophers, Muhsin Fayd also blames scholars who have
esoteric knowledge alone because “these are like stars that illuminate only their surroundings”
—they cannot lead people. Muhsin Fayd prefers those scholars who possess both esoteric and

exoteric knowledge, because “these scholars are like the sun that illuminates the whole world,”

making them worthy of leading people.*®

Muhsin Fayd’s Critics

A number of Muhsin Fayd’s contemporaries and later scholars rejected his ideas on the
grounds of inconsistency and heresy. For example, according to Mirza ‘Ali Tajalli,

Mulla Muhsin Kash1’s scholarship is flawed and shallow. He changes his mind

constantly. For a while he follows Ibn ‘Arabi’s mysticism, but he changes his stance

and adopts Muhammad Ghazali’s approach. For a short period of time he associates

himself with Peripatetic philosophers, but very soon he changes his position and adopts

the path of the [lluminationists (Ishrdqis). He does not pay attention to the opposition of

his fellow scholars and he carelessly records in his books whatever comes to his mind.”

Mulla Fadlullah Kashani (d. 1700), a relative of Muhsin Fayd’s, took issue with his
works. He wrote a gloss (hashiya) on Muhsin Fayd’s Haqq al-mubin in which he criticizes

mystical notions as well as Muhsin Fayd’s ideas. In his al-Nafahat al-malakiitiyya, Yusuf

Ahmad Bahrani (d. 1772) refuted and rejected Sufi ideas as well as the opinions of Mulla Sadra
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and Mubhsin Fayd along with those of the mujtahids. In his Lu’lu’at al-Bahrayn, Bahrani argues
that, “Some of Fayd’s ideas border on infidelity.”' Shaykh ¢Al1 b. Muhammad ‘Amili, (d.
1692), who wrote polemics against Sufis and philosophers, rebukes both Muhsin Fayd and
Muhammad Bagqir Sabzawari for their mystical and philosophical inclinations.”” Mulla Ahmad
TiinT and Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’irT criticized Shaykh Baha’1 for his association with heretics,
Sufis, and “lovers” — those believing in the Sufi doctrine of Divine love.” In one of his tracts,
Shaykh ‘Al b. Muhammad al-‘ Amilf attributed “some improper discourses” to Muhsin Fayd,
accusing him of believing in the Unity of Existence (wahdat-i wujid), of holding that infidels
will not be punished eternally in Hell, and that even mujtahids of high rank are not guaranteed
salvation, and so forth.”* Although Mulla Muhammad Tahir Qummi condemned Muhsin Fayd’s
ideas harshly as well, animosity between the two was brief. In order to seek Muhsin Fayd’s

forgiveness Muhammad Tahir went from Qum to Kashan on foot to meet him.”

Muhaqqiq Sabzawari’s Account of Safavid Higher Learning
In his Rawdat al-anwar al- ‘Abbast, Muhaqqiq SabzawarT sets out what he believed was
the correct relationship between the shah and the learned class, while reviewing the state of
education in late seventeenth-century Isfahan. He classifies scholars into several groups.
Hakims (philosophers) and mujtahids occupy the highest rank while grammarians and
philologists occupy the lowest. He writes:

[True] Philosophers (hakims) have deep knowledge of various branches of wisdom
including divine, natural, and mathematical sciences and know the principles and
branches of these fields. They also have full knowledge of the works and the ideas of
carlier hakims and sages. They have purified their souls from the love of the world and
mundane desires; therefore, everybody must hold them in high esteem. They are the

epitome of human beings. They are a rare breed. Every few centuries, only one or two
true hakims are born.*
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According to Sabzawari, people who currently call themselves philosophers are no
more than vain imitators of true hakims — they are unwilling to search for wisdom and unable
to teach virtue. Fearful of betraying their ignorance, these scholars seek only to appear wise by
endlessly debating trivial questions in intentionally obscure language. They are almost certain
to be regarded as preeminent philosophers. One needs little learning to be a success, just the
ability to ridicule, invent, and deceive:

In every age there are many people who claim that they are philosophers (hakims)

hoping with their false attributions to gain the trust of the ruler and thereby gain worldly

status and amass wealth. They spend a while studying the works of the true scholars and

then promote themselves as true hakims and attract many students who praise them and
waste their time learning about their futile disputes and verbal attacks.”

Sabzawart argues that in order to improve public life, every society needs mujtahids
who have thorough knowledge of the Qur’anic verses and Imamf traditions and have learned
what is required to make them capable of ijtihad. He describes mujtahids as scholars who are
more knowledgeable than Qur’an commentators, sadith transmitters, and fugahd. He writes:
“Their existence is more necessary than any other group [of scholar], because without them it is
impossible to know the permissible from the forbidden.”*® Sabzawari adds that, “there are some
people among this group who do not posses knowledge but they claim they are knowledgeable
just to gain high-ranking positions and wealth.””

Sabzawari’s primary concern is not to prescribe particular subjects or methods but to
defend the usefulness of learning. To improve public life he prefers learning that is essentially
practical rather than speculative in orientation. He feels it is incumbent upon Muslim scholars

to search for wisdom wherever it can be found, to read widely and critically the works of

philosophers, theologians, jurists, and mystics, and to make use of those ideas that conform to
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Islamic scripture and that reinforce the virtues taught by the Qur’an and the Imams. Sabzawari

emphasizes that there is nothing wrong with examining the opinions of the philosophers,

mystics and jurists:
If a scholar examines the book of the Sufis in order to learn about their beliefs—
because every book offers something of value—they [the literalist scholars, generally
the people of hadith and jurists] accuse him of being a Sufi. They claim all Sufis are
unbelievers and that the people of hadith and jurists understand only the literal meaning
of some verses of the Qur’an and Prophetic traditions and know nothing about the depth
of the noble verses of the Qur’an and secrets of hadiths; they deny and ignore the
hakims and even go further and call them unbelievers.”

Despite the fact that he took the middle ground, there were still some Shari’a-minded

scholars who rebuked Sabzawari for his mystical inclination.”

Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi’s Reflections

As a Muslim pedagogue, Tabrizi mostly echoes the other scholars’ concerns but he does
shed some light on the day-to-day problems of the teachers and students. He condemns
identifying education with learning formal sciences because “not only does it keep the
possessor away from righteousness but also causes depression. Those who constantly occupy
themselves with learning formal sciences ( ‘ulitm-i rasmi) will end up becoming depressed.

Formal science is nothing but fuss

Which yields neither a quality [time] nor a [spiritual] state!

And always brings depression to the soul

Alas! My master does not believe this discourse!”*

Tabriz1 criticizes those scholars who are engaged only with learning Arabic syntax,
morphology, Arabic philology, logic, and reasoning.”’ He also disapproves of learning the kind

of jurisprudence in which the main topics are rules concerning “menstrual discharge after
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childbirth, leases, oaths of condemnation (sworn allegations of adultery committed by either
husband or wife), invalidation testimonies, lawsuits, evidentiary hearings, and blood monies,”
because:

In his lifetime a jurist rarely needs to know these problems. Even if he or others need to

know [the rules] concerning these subjects, it is wajib-i kafa’t (i.e. communal

obligations that an individual undertakes only so that the community’s obligations are
fulfilled). Therefore, one needs not engage oneself learning them and neglect learning
the sciences, knowledge of which is considered unanimously by all Muslims to be
obligatory. So if a religious scholar is engaged with the aforesaid wajib-i kafa’r duties,
he is either an ignorant snob or a hypocrite. He is either betraying his own religion or
seeking worldly rank, status, and wealth. Therefore, it is incumbent upon him to
become aware of these two illnesses (i.e. ignorance and hypocrisy) and cure himself

before they become so strong they destroy him. *

Tabriz1 also argues that after learning whatever the early scholars wrote concerning
prayer, fasting, recitation of the Qur’an, and the like students should learn other subjects such
as ‘ilm al-nafs which are not discussed in jurists’ books. He advises students to purify their soul
from characteristics such as arrogance, hypocrisy, jealousy, and hatred and avoid backbiting,
spreading rumors, hypocrisy, reminding Muslims of their shortcomings, etc.®® Tabrizi reports
that there are some people who know neither the superficial aspect of religion nor its true
meaning. They do not attend Friday prayer or perform other recommended religious duties;
they choose solitude and claim they are knowledgeable, having contempt for religious scholars.
In fact, they are the ones who cause true scholars to become defamed and disgraced.®

Although Tabrizi acknowledges that there are some benefits to co-operating with rulers
and the wealthy, he urges religious scholars to avoid seeking proximity to kings. He maintains
that the scholar is the true ruler and he must not put himself in a situation or condition that

would cause him humiliation and shame; if he does, he belittles himself in people’s eyes. A

scholar should not accept gifts from kings even though religious law does not expressly forbid
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it. He should be content with less and live a simple life. ¥’ Tabrizi cites the following exchange

between a learned scholar and a mystic recorded in Munyat al-murid by Zayn al-Din al-‘ Amil1
(d. 1588):

A learned individual explained to one of the mystics why rulers and elites of our time

do not notice us (i.e.‘ulama) and why knowledge has no value for them. The sage

replied: Earlier the scholars had such high status that rulers and nobles sought their
services and sought knowledge from them while scholars avoided them. Therefore the
world seemed worthless in the eyes of the people and the value of their knowledge and
learning appeared great...but scholars of our time seek out rulers and give away their
knowledge for their world, so the world seems big in the eyes of the scholars and
knowledge appears worthless and insignificant in the eyes of rulers!®

Tabriz1 says that there are many students who are doubly ignorant because they do not
have thorough knowledge of some subjects and issues but also because they firmly believe in
things they lack knowledge of. He therefore recommends that students follow the advice given
by Abi ‘Ali Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Ya‘qub b. Miskawayh (d. 1030) who, in his Tahdhib al-
akhldq, argued that a teacher must encourage an ignorant student to study mathematical
sciences such as geometry and arithmetic in order to practice logical reasoning. If he studies
these subjects, he will enjoy certitude (yagin) and his soul will become invigorated after he
recognizes the errors of his opinions.”

Perhaps, both Miskawayh and Tabrizi were aware of the fact that logic and mathematics
would show students how to follow the steps to arrive at conclusions. By studying mathematics
students would also learn that an error in one step makes all the following steps and
conclusions wrong. Just learning this point is a step towards wisdom that they could apply to all
other subjects. Moreover, although mathematical concepts such as points, lines, circles,

triangles, numbers, and so forth have no external reality and are the product of mental activity,

the axioms of mathematics are unrivalled in their clearness and its conclusions are deduced
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from the most rigid demonstration and they are not arbitrary concepts. Mathematical
knowledge therefore possesses a truth of its own and its validity is unquestionable and
universally acknowledged. It is not strengthened by unanimous approval, yet it commands
unanimous agreement. These characteristics of mathematical knowing introduce students to a
system of ideal truth which is infinite and immutable — above and beyond each individual
mind. Because mathematical truth is self evident, and because it is exact and certain knowledge
gained by mental operations upon a few simple and uncountable definitions and axioms, it
abounds in new knowledge—that is, knowledge the mind did not possess when it knew only
the first principles. This new knowledge is valuable and rich in practical results. Therefore,
according to Tabrizi, learning the science that is all about abstract concepts—which gives us a
system of truth, accessible to all and supreme over all—is well worth learning. He argues that,

as with mathematics, certain knowledge must be the touchstone of learning.”

Isfahan’s relative political tranquility and stability during the period from the first
decades of the seventeenth century until the early decades of the eighteenth century created a
favourable condition for a dynamic intellectual atmosphere. Philosophers and traditionalists
with mystical leanings such as Mulla Sadra and Muhsin Fayd, who mastered both rational and
traditional sciences, contested the literalist scholars and criticized conventional religious
learning. The traditional dichotomies between the literalists and the philosophers with mystical
leanings were contested once again. An array of influential figures engaged in heated debates
and wrote a number of anti-Sufi and anti-philosophical polemics. Mainstream scholars for

example, claimed that they alone had the best and most correct understanding of the Qur’an and
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Prophetic and Imami traditions, whereas the opposing scholars insisted on more fragmented
and subjective knowledge.

The critics whose ideas I have been discussed were concerned about the decline of
learning. In differing ways and with varying degrees of effectiveness, they promoted an ideal of
what education should be. Mulla Sadra resuscitated a type of epistemology in which traditional
philosophy was mediated by mysticism. He harmonized scripture, gnosis, and philosophy,
while reinterpreting and reformulating Islamic principles in a new light. The doctrine
expounded by Mulla Sadra is not to be found in the study of formal sciences or in what is
normally understood as mysticism, nor is it to be found in the disciplines of theology or
philosophy. He proposed a type of transcendent philosophy different from other intellectual and
spiritual currents. For Mulla Sadra, self-knowledge and hikmat, and for Muhsin Fayd, the
revelation and Prophetic and Imami traditions, were indispensable, even inescapable means, for
gaining yagqin or epistemic certitude. In particular, their mystical inclinations prodded them to
earnestly reflect on the reformulation of learning. Muhsin Fayd followed the path of his mentor
and gave hikmat, which he identified with the traditions of the Prophet and the Imams, a lofty
status. What Muhsin Fayd found persuasive about traditionalism was the kind of certitude
(yagin) it led to.

All four thinkers discussed in this chapter held that higher learning had been reduced to
dry legal formalism and that many ignorant persons had been representing themselves as
scholars in order to obtain status and wealth. They warned against what they saw as an ever-
widening gap between true learning and the shallow and half-baked training that students
received in madrasas. They believed that zahiri (literalist) scholars were destroying the very
essence of Shi‘ism by reducing it to a mere corpus of legal minutiae. They claimed that zahiri

scholars learned some Arabic and studied a few books mainly to deceive the masses into seeing
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them as scholars and leaders. The masses might follow their words and trust them to perform
their religious ceremonies and duties, but for scholars such as Mulla Sadra, law was the
indispensable beginning; when completely internalized, the law also became an the end toward
which the spiritual quest was directed. As Sabzawari maintained, jurisprudence regulated
external behavior alone, yet he believed a true adherent had to also remain pure of heart. By
contrast, mujtahids believed their professionalism and specialization served the changing needs
of their society and that legal studies should therefore be the focus of higher learning.
Mujtahids accused mystic philosophers and traditionalists of not understanding the pressing
mundane needs of the masses. Moreover, mujtahids portrayed the Akhbaris’ method of
scholarship as reductionist and simplistic vis-a-vis the more systematized and dynamic
approach of ijtihad. Akhbaris tried to solve this problem by practicing a hermeneutics that
enabled them to recast the religious ideas expressed in the sayings of the Imams into concepts
of a fundamentally different culture, notably that of the religious community to which they
themselves, as scholars belonged.

The earliest and most vocal critics and opponents of these thinkers were zahiri scholars
and jurists such as ‘Alf Shahidi and Muhammad Tahir Qummi. They viewed mystic
philosophers as rivals whose growing influence posed a serious danger to the principles of
religion as they knew it. For their part, philosophers and Akhbar1 scholars reproached literalist
scholars for placing worldly ambition above wisdom, under the guise of defending the faith.
They blamed the decline of learning on the official scholars’ motives of vanity and desire for
wealth and power. Seeking to advance their careers, literalists were thought to no longer care to
learn or teach the subjects that would best serve the needs and interests of the faith and the

umma. Philosophers and Akhbarfs also criticized the official scholars’ useless disputations as a
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jumble of ludicrous objections and irrelevant analogies, calling such wordy disputations
deceptions that did not assist students in their search for truth.

These scholarly figures do not account for all Safavid pedagogical activities. But the
four scholars whose ideas and criticisms were discussed here were collectively disappointed in
pedagogical activities because teachers showed no real effort to engage in what their real focus
should have been. The above-mentioned four scholars challenged prevailing thinking regarding
the appropriate educational setting and curriculum by analyzing the literalism of zahiri scholars

and the mundane ambitions of jurists.
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! Risala-yi sih asl in some sources are introduced by different names: Risala dar ta ‘n-i
mujtahidin, Risala-yi radd bar munkirin-i hikmat, and Risala-yi sih fasl. For more information
see S. H. Nasr’s introduction to Risala-yi sih asl, 27.

? See for example, Afushtahi Natanzi, Nugawat al-athar, 514.

3 Mulla Sadra, al-Shawahid al-rubiibiyya fi al-manahij al-suliikiyya, ed. Jalal-Din Ashtiyani
(Mashhad: Markaz-i Nashr-i Danishgah, 1360/1981), 14; Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl, 43, 44.
Ibn al-‘Arabi held a same view and argued: “Sound knowledge is not given by reflection, nor
by what the rational thinkers establish by means of their reflective powers. Sound knowledge is
only that which God throws into the heart of the knower. It is a divine light for which God
singles out any of His servants whom He will, whether angel, messenger, prophet, friend, or
person of faith. He who has no unveiling has no knowledge.” Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Futiihat al-
Makkiyya 1: 218, 19, quoted in William C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Tbn al-
‘Arabi's Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 170.
* Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl, 38-39. In his al-Asfar Mulla Sadra divides ‘i/m into Divine
inspired knowledge (/aduni) and formal (suwari) knowledge. He asserts that one can reach a
greater certainty through the knowledge—by-presence. Needless to say, he believes this sort of
knowledge is much more functional and vital to the process of human perfection than the
formal instruction ( ‘ilm suwari) acquired in a madrasa with the aid of a teacher. See Mulla
Sadra, al-Asfar 3:325.

> In Iksir al-‘arifin, Mulla Sadra classifies sciences into various branches. The sciences are
either of this world (dunyawr) or of the other (ukhrawt). The first is divided into three
categories: the science of words ('i/m al-agwal), the science of acts ( ‘i/m al-af'al), and the

science of states of contemplation or thought ('ilm al-ahwal or afkar). The sciences of the other
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world, which inaccessible to ordinary people and are not destroyed with the death of the body,
include the knowledge of angels and intellectual substances, the knowledge of the Preserved
Tablet (lawh al-mahfiiz), and the knowledge of the Exalted Pen (al-galam al-a ‘la), i.e., of the
Divine decree and of the first determination of the divine essence which Mulla Sadra, following
the earlier divine philosophers, also calls by the name of the reality of Muhammad (al-haqiqat
al-Muhammadiyya). These sciences also include the knowledge of death, resurrection, and all
that pertains to life in the hereafter. Within the rubric of these four broad categories of sciences,
a wide range of subjects is covered, however, Mulla Sadra argues there are knowledges that
have an ultimate benefit for the soul and those that do not. He insists that the intellectual
sciences, in general, are essential for eliciting genuine conviction, because real faith cannot
depend on faqlid (imitation). Surprisingly, the most famous branches of religious learning, such
as ‘ilm hadith, and ‘ilm rijal, are excluded from Mulla Sadra’s classifications. For more
information on Mulla Sadra’s classifications of sciences see, Mulla Sadra, lksir al- ‘arifin, trans.
Chittick.

® Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 1: 6.

" Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl, passages 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, ff.

® Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl , 74-75.

* In his al-Shawahid al-rubiibiyya, Mulla Sadra praises the mujtahids and argues that the masses
should seek guidance from them. See Mulla Sadra, al-Shawahid al-rubiibiyya, 377-78.

' Mulla Sadra, Kasr asnam al-jahiliyya, 99-109; Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl, 75; and
passages numbers: 8, 10,11,12, 13, 14, 15, 16ft.

' Mulla Sadra, risala-yi Sih asl, 86-87.

2 Mulla Sadra, risala-yi Sih asl , 84; Mulla Sadra, Kasr asnam al-jahiliyya, 155-59.
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13 <AlTb. ‘Abd al-‘Alf al-Karaki, al-Rida ‘iyyat wa khardjiyat, 40-41.

1% al-Jaza’iri, al-Anwar al-nu ‘maniyya 3: 34

¥ Mulla Sadra, Sharh-i Usil-i kafi, ed. and trans. Muhammad Khvajawi (Tehran:
Pazhtihishgah-i ‘ulim Insani wa Mutali‘at-i Farhangt, 1383/2004), 19, 26-27.

' Mulla Sadra, risala-yi Sih asl, 38. These kinds of criticisms have a long history in Islamic
intellectual history. For example, see Sebastian Giinther, “In Our Days, Religion Has Once
Again Become Something Alien: Al-Khattabi’s Critique of the State of Religious Learning in
Tenth-century Islam,” in Todd Lawson, Text and Society, American Journal of Muslim Social
Scientists, special issue (2008): 1-30. Al-khattabi in particular harshly criticizes Muslim
theologians who just pretend to be knowledgeable. He writes: “These people (i. e. mutakallims)
who may find the path to the truth rough, and the time to gain fortune long if they love speedy
gain. Thus they shorten the path to knowledge and content themselves with bits and pieces
detached from the sense of the foundations of jurisprudence, calling them “causes” ( ‘ilal). They
take them as banners for themselves in pretending to be knowledgeable and use them as a
shield in their meetings with their opponents, and as a target for them [in order] to start
discussing and arguing [with them] in debates and clashes over them. At the end of the
discussion, the “winner” will have been accredited with “astuteness” and “superiority.”
Giinther, “In Our Days Religion Has Once Again Become Something Alien,” 13.

Y For more on him, see Ja’fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-yi safawt, 234-38. See also
Sayyid Mustafa Shari‘at Musawi’s introduction to Mir Lawh1’s most important work — Kifaya
al-muhtadr, 21-129.

18 See Zarinkiib, Justujii dar tasawwuf-i Iran, 245-49.



253

19 In his Risala-yi mubahathat, * Ali Tafrishi discusses the disagreements between Mulla Sadra
and Mir Damad. The manuscript of this book (in the author’s own calligraphy), which includes
his marginalia is kept in the Kitabkhana-yi Markazi Danishgah-i Tihran under number1803.
There is another copy of this source copied by Mulla Zahira, the son of the author, which is
kept in the Kitabkhana-yi Danishkada-yi Addabiyyat-i Danishgah-i Tihran, under number 44.
20" Gilani rejected Mulla Sadra’s theory of the unity of intellectual forms (suwar al- ‘agliyya)
with the Truth. See Muhammad Taqi Danishpaziih, Majalla-yi Jawidan Khirad 4, no. 2 (1360).
20.

21 In his Shawariq al-ilham and Gawhar-i murad, Lahiji, a student of Mulla Sadra and his son-
in-law, rejects some of Mulla Sadra’s ideas, including his notion of the unity of the ‘@gil and
ma ‘qitl and the primacy of existence.

22 In his glosses on Ibn Stna’s Shifa’ Sabzawari rejects some of Mulla Sadra’s views.

23 In his glosses on Ibn Stna’s Shifa’, Khvansari rejects some of Mulla Sadra’s views.

24 Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 21: 190.

25 Tihrani, Kawakib al-muntashara, 309; Muhammad ‘ AlT Mudarris, Rayhanat al-adab 4: 412;
‘Alt Dawani, Mafakhir-i Islam (Tehran: Amir kabir, 1363 /1984), 7: 174

26 Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 23: 53; 12: 37; 1: 308; 2: 514; 7: 154; 16: 174; 20: 327; 18: 137;
Muhammad Taqi Danishpazhtih, Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Kitabkhana-yi markazi-i
Danishgah-i Tihran, 16: 564-66

%7 For more information on him see chapter 7.

28 Danishpazhiih, Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Kitabkhana-yi markazi-i Danishgah-i Tihran 3:

213.



254

< Amili, Amal al- amil 2: 57; Afandi Isfahani, Riyad al- ‘ulama 1: 114; Khvansari, Rawdat al-
jannat 2: 214.

3% For some of their objections to Mulla Sadra’s ideas, see Maniichihr Sadiiqi Suha, Tarikh-i
hukama wa ‘urafa-yi muta’akhkhir (Tehran: Hikmat, 1381/2002), 23.

31 Mulla Sadra, al-Asfar 1: 4-8; Mulla Sadra, Kasr asnam al-jahiliyya, 155; Mulla Sadra,
Risala-yi sih asl, 56. He categorizes them collectively as either ‘ulama-yi gishri or ‘ulama-yi
rasmi or arbab-i rusiim, but he does not name any specific scholar.

32 Both Mulla Sadra and Muhsin Fayd wrote books and tracts denouncing popular Sufism. In
his Kasr al-asnam al-jahiliyya Mulla Sadra harshly criticizes those who pretended to be Sufis
and held extremist views. See Mulla Sadra, Kasr asnam al-jahiliyya, 46-50.

** There are copies of this manuscript in a number of libraries, including Majlis, Astan Quds,
and Danishgah Tihran. Ja’fartyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-yi safawt, 241. For more on him
see Mudarris Tabrizi, Rayhanat al-adab 4: 487; Muhammad ‘Alt Kashmiri, Kitab Nujium al-
sama’, 46; ‘Amili, Amal al-amil 2: 277.

3% Tihrani, al-Rawdat al-nadra, 404; Tihrani, al-Kawdkib al-muntashara, 454.

* Todd Lawson, “Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in Twelver Shi‘ism: Ahmad al-Ahsa’1 on Fayd
Kashani (the Risalat al- ‘llmiyya),” in Religion and Society in Qajar Iran, ed. Robert Gleave
(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005), 127-54.

*® Tihrani, al-Kawakib al-muntashara, 6.

37 In his Risala-yi zad al-salik, Muhsin Fayd describes the soul’s journey towards God. For
more, see Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi zad al-salik, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashani, 79-
91.

38 Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi rah-i sawab, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashani, 120-24.
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39 Muhsin Fayd, Risala-i su’al wa jawab in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashant, 117.

0 Muhsin Fayd, Risala-i su’al wa jawab in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashanit, 117-19.
In his Safinat al-najat, Muhsin Fayd reiterates the same notion. He writes: “ When the epoch of
the infallible imams came to an end... the Shi‘ites mixed with the Sunnis and became familiar
with their books as youths, since these were the books that commonly taught in the madrasas,
mosques and elsewhere- for the kings and governments officials were Sunnis, and subjects
always follow the lead of their kings. The Shi‘ites studied the religious sciences together with
the Sunnis and read books on Islamic legal theories written by the Sunni scholars... they (i.e.
the Shi‘ites) approved some of what the Sunnis had written and disapproved some... ” See
Muhsin Fayd, Safinat al-najat, ed. Muhammad Rida al-Naqusani (Tehran, 1960), 9-10.

*! Muhsin Fayd, Risdla-i su’al wa jawab in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashant, 117-18.
*2 Muhsin Fayd, Risala-i su’al wa jawab in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashani, 125.

*3 Mulla Sadra, Risala-yi sih asl, ed. Nasr (1340/1961), 7, 36-45.

* Mubhsin Fayd, Risdla-i su’al wa jawab in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashant, 133-34.
In his Risala-yi insaf, he also reiterates the same critiques. See Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi insaf, in
Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashant, 185-86.

* Ja‘farlyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawi, 283; Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi sharh-i sadr in
Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashant, 48-49.

‘** Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi sharh-i sadr, in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashani, 52-54.

7 Ja‘farlyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawr, 284-86.

** Muhsin Fayd, Risala-yi sharh-i sadr in Ja‘fariyan, Dah Risala az Fayd Kashani, 55-56.

* Cited in Ja‘fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-i safawi, 273.

*! Bahrani, Lu 'lu’at al-Bahrayn, 121.
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*2 Tunkabuni, Qisas al- ‘ulama, 300.

** Ma‘sam ‘Ali Shah, Tara’iqg al-haqa’ig 1: 178-80, 257-82.

** Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 7: 10-31.

** For more on his life and works see, Shamla, Qisas al-khagant 2: 58; Muhammad Tahir
Qazwini, ‘Abbds-nama, 305-06; Khatiinabadi, Waqayi * al-sinin, 525-35; ‘Abdullah Afandi,
Riyad al-‘ulama 5: 80-82. Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’1 also criticizes Muhsin Fayd and his mentor
Mulla Sadra for their mystical and philosophical tentendcies. See Todd Lawson, “Orthodoxy
and Heterodoxy in Twelver Shi’ism,” in Gleave, Religion and Society in Qajar Iran,134.

*® Sabzawari, Rawdat al-anwar, 597-98.

°7 Sabzawari, Rawdat al-anwar, 598.

*® Sabzawari, Rawdat al-anwar, 599-600.

** Sabzawari, Rawdat al-anwar, 602.

* Sabzawari, Rawdat al-anwar, 598-99, 602.

* For example, Aqa Buzurg Tihrani maintains that Safavids lost their power over time because
they entrusted important official and judicial positions to Akhbaris and philosophers including
Muhammad Bagqir Sabzawari. Tihrani, al-Kawakib al-muntashara, 6.

*2 Tabrizi, Fard'id al-fawa’id, 245.

 Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 246.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 246-7; Hilli, Munyat al-murid, 155-57.

* Hilli, Munyat al-murid, 154-55; Tabrizi, Fard'id al-fawa’id, 247-48.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 243-44.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 251-52.

* Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 251.
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*‘AlT Ahmad b. Muhammad ibn Ya'qib b. Miskawayh, Tahdhib al-akhlag, cited in Tabrizi,
Fara’id al-fawa’id, 275.

"® Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 275.
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Chapter 7

Sayyid Mir Muhammad Baqir Khatiinabadi: The First Rector of

the Madrasa-yi Sultani

This chapter examines the life and career of Sayyid Mir Muhammad Baqir Khattnabadi (d.
1715) the first Safavid mulla-bashi (head of religious scholars) and the first rector and teacher
of the Madrasa-yi Sultant. The son of Mir Isma‘1l Khattinabadt (d. 1704), one of the most
renowned teachers of Isfahan, Mir Muhammad Bagqir first came to prominence as Shah Sultan
Husayn’s tutor and achieved such high rank and authority that at the court of Shah Sultan
Husayn not even the grand vizier dared to smoke in his presence without asking his
permission.” A number of scholars have commented on the influence of the first Safavid mulla-
bashi on Shah Sultan Husayn, but little has been written on Mir Muhammad Bagir
Khattinabadi himself.” This chapter investigates Khattinabadi’s educational and intellectual
formation as far as the sources permit and then links him to the institutions and ideas that he
represented and the socio-political role he played in the troubled milieu of early eighteenth-
century Iran.” Khattinabadi had three overlapping careers: he was Shah Sultan Husayn’s advisor
in religious matters, the mulla-bashi, as well as the rector and teacher of the Madrasa-yi

Sultani.* Despite these responsibilities, he authored a number of treatises and translated works

from Arabic into Persian.

Khatanabadi’s Formative Years
Sayyid Mir Muhammad Baqir Khatinabadi was born into a scholarly family that hailed

from Khattinabad, a village near Isfahan. This family had a long tradition of service at the
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Safavid court and continued to serve the political establishment until the second half of the
twentieth century.” Khatiinabadi’s father, Mir Muhammad Isma‘il, was one of the students of
Rajab ‘Al Tabrizi along with Muhammad Rafi‘a Mirza-zada, Qadi Sa‘idd Qummi (d. 1695) and
Shaykh ‘Alt Quli Khan Turkamani Isfahant Qummi (d. 1685). Mir Muhammad Isma‘1l also
attended the teaching circles of Muhammad Taqi Majlist and Mirza Rafi‘a Na’ini. The Safavid
scholars of the late seventeenth century: “the notable scholars of this time, (i.e. 1105/1694) are
Mulla Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, Aqa Jamal and Aqa Radi Khvansari, Shaykh Ja‘far Qadi, and
Mir Isma‘1l Khatiinabadi.”® Mir Muhammad Isma‘il was a teacher and the leader in prayer
(Imam jama ‘at) in the ‘Abbasi Mosque, today the Imam Mosque.” He donated extensive
properties, including a public bath and several orchards, to a madrasa that is currently known as
the Takiyya-yi Khattinabadi.® It is a building several storeys high and has a rich architectural
history. It is a burial place for Khatiinabadi’s family and some other ‘ulama. He was, however,
more famous for his teaching skills and scholarly output than for his pious activities.

Judging from his extensive scholarly works, Mir Muhammad Isma‘il had knowledge of
philosophy, Qur’anic exegesis, hadith, figh, mathematics, and astronomy. Mir Muhammad
Isma‘1l’s works, which are still in manuscript form, range from a fourteen-volume Qur’an
commentary written in Persian to tracts on philosophy and anti-Sufi polemics. He also wrote
commentaries on al-Kulayni’s Usil al-kafi and Ibn Sina’s al-Isharat wa-al-tanbihat .’
Manuscript number 3453, kept in the Kitabkhana wa Markaz Asnad Majlis, contains a number
of Mir Muhammad Isma‘il’s unpublished works." This manuscript contains a short
autobiography of Mir Muhammad Isma‘il Khatinabadi that includes mention of his criticism of

Sufis. There is a copy of his unpublished hashiya (gloss) on Ibn Sina’s al-Shifa’ in the
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Kitabkhana-yi I1ahiyyat Danishgah-i Tehran."! Mir Muhammad Isma‘il’s hashiya on Sharh-
Isharat by Nasir al-Din TusT is kept in the Kitabkhana-yi Ayatullah Gulpayigani.'” Part of Mir
Muhammad Isma‘il’s Sharh-i Usil-i kafi, which according to ‘Abd al-Nabi Qazwini is a
voluminous book wherein he refutes Mulla Sadra’s Sharh-i Usil-i kafi, is held in the
Kitabkhana-yi Ayatullah Gulpayigani.” But despite Mir Muhammad Isma‘il’s extensive
scholarly output and his teaching skills, ‘Abd al-Nabt Qazwini claimed that his thoughts were
superficial (afkar al-sathiyya) and that he had a shallow mind."

Despite his close relation with Shah Sultan Husayn and the fact that he became the most
high-ranking cleric at the Safavid court and acted as the rector of the largest madrasa of early
modern Iran, there is a paucity of information about Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattinabadi’s
formative years. It is surprising that the life and career of the first Safavid mulla-bashi is not
discussed in detail in Safavid or post-Safavid biographical dictionaries. Our main sources of
information about him are Wagayi‘ al-sinin written by ‘Abd al-Husayn Khattinabadi, a cousin
of Mir Muhammad Bagir, the deeds of endowment of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, and
administrative manuals including Tadhkirat al-mulitk written during the early decades of the

eighteenth century.

Khatinabadr’s Scholarly Achievements
Mir Muhammad Baqir Khattinabadi was an expert in jurisprudence, hadith, and
philosophy, but unlike his father, he did not produce any notable works on hadith, fafsir, or
philosophy. He was a good translator. Seven of his works are translations of various Arabic
books ranging from the Christian Gospels (al-Andjil al-arba ‘a,) to one of the most celebrated

Shi‘ite Qur’an commentaries, namely, Majma  al-bayan fi tafsir al-Qur’an by Abi ‘Alf al-Fadl
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b. al-Hasan al-Tabarst (d. 1153) as well as al-Tabars1’s other book, Makarim al-akhlag. He
translated al-Mashkil by Hajj Baba b. Muhammad Salih Qazwini, ‘ Uyin al-hisab by
Muhammad Bagqir Yazdi, the famed mathematician of the Safavid period, and al-Balad al-amin
by Ibrahim Kaf*ami, ‘Ahd-nama-yi Malik-i Ashtar and Ka’inat al-jaww or Athar-i ‘alawi by
Radi al-Din Abi Nasr al-Hasan b. al-Fadl al-Tabars1.”” His other works are short treatises on
religious rituals. They include Adab-i du‘a, a collection of Qur’anic chapters recited in the
obligatory prayers, Ta ‘qibat-i namaz, Risala dar ab-i nisan wa qamar dar ‘aqrab,”® and
Nawriiz-nama, a calendar based on hadiths and khabars."”

Among Mir Muhammad Baqir Khattinabadi’s works, his glossed translation of the
Gospels stands out for several reasons: in 1697, at a time when Christians and other religious
minorities were under pressure,’® Shah Sultan Husayn commissioned the first mulla-bashi and
rector of the biggest Shi‘ite madrasa in early modern Iran to translate the Gospels into Persian."
Although the Bible was translated into Persian from the reign of ‘Abbas I onwards, this was
done by Christian priests living in Iran.” Khatunabadi was the first Shi‘ite religious scholar to
translate the four Gospels into Persian.”' Reflecting the polemical tradition in Islamic
translations to prove Islamic truths and challenge Christianity. Mir Sayyid Ahmad ‘ Alawi (fl.
1650), Mir Damad’s son-in-law and a critic of Shaykh Baha’1, wrote three books (Lawami i
rabbanni dar radd shubaht al-nasrani or al-Lawami * al-ilahiyya, Mussaqal-i musaffa, and
Luma ‘at al-malakiitiyya), in which he refuted Christian beliefs. Zahir al-Din Tafrishi and ‘Al
Quli Jadid al-Islam (fl. early 18" century) had challenged Christian beliefs as well and authored
a number of polemical works.” Despite supporting these critiques, it seems that Shah Sultan

Husayn did not force Christians to convert to Islam, but neither did he discourage those who
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wanted to direct Christians to the “right path.” ‘Abd al-Husayn Nawa’1 has published letters
from Shah Sultan Husayn to the Pope in which the Shah assured the Pope that the Christians

were under the protection of the court.”

Khatinabadr and the Illegitimacy of the Post of Shaykh al-Islam

Many post-Safavid historians, European travellers, missionaries, merchants, and some
modern scholars believed that the immense influence of the clergy, especially Muhammad
Baqir Maijlisi, the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, and the first two mulla-bashis, Mir Muhammad
Bagqir Khattinabadi and Muhammad Husayn Tabrizi, combined with the personal inadequacies
of the last several shahs, caused the collapse of the Safavid rule.” But as recent scholarship
suggests, the Safavid collapse came as a result of intertwined political, economic, military, and
ideological crises, partly external in origin but primarily inherent in the Iranian political
economy and central administration of the time.”> As Safavid rule was experiencing socio-
political and economic crisis, so too did the Safavid religious community which had lost its
coherence upon the death of Muhammad Bagir Majlisi. As I will explain in the next few pages,
upon Majlist’s death Shah Sultan Husayn had difficulty making the scholars whom he
considered suitable for the important religious office of shaykh al-islam accept the post and he
was not quite satisfied with Majlisi’s successors.

Among the scholars on whom the Shah wished to onfer the post of shaykh al-Islam was
his tutor, Mir Muhammad Baqir Khattinabadi. In his Wagqayi ‘ al-sinin, ‘Abd al-Husayn
Khatiinabadi reports that the shah continued to maintain a close relationship with his tutor * —
the shah apparently had complete faith in Mir Muhammad Bagir Khatainabadi and consulted

him on religious matters and in almost all his decisions because, according to ‘Abd al-Husayn
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Khatiinabadi, “no one but Mir Muhammad Baqir was qualified to issue religious rulings
(ifta’).””” He reports,

In 1703 the Shah invited Muhammad Bagqir to the Iftar (the ritual evening meal) and

talked for seven hours with him about the forms of prayer ritual. Thereafter the Shah

instructed Muhammad Bagir Khatiinabadi to write a treatise on prayer and supplication.

He set about it at once and finished the work in two days. A few weeks later on the 27th

of the same month the shah invited the Sayyid to the /ftar again. During this long

meeting, the shah instructed him to write another treatise on supplication (du ‘@) and its
conditions and decorum. In the month of Rajab the shah asked Khattinabadi to translate

Majma ‘ al-bayan [fi tafsir al-Qur'an by al-Fadl ibn al-Hasan Tabarsi] and write a

commentary on this book.”*

According to ‘Abd al-Husayn Khatiinabadi, on March 15 1704 Shah Sultan Husayn
summoned Mir Muhammad Baqir Khattnabadi to the court and offered him the position of
Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, which he declined. The shah and his high-ranking courtiers,
including the court historian, Mirza Ibrahim, the court astrologer Mirza Ashraf, and his
physician, Mirza Mu‘zz insisted that Mir Muhammad Bagqir accept the post but Khatanabadi
again declined for religious reasons as well as the illegitimacy of this post (bih wujith-i
shar ‘iyya wa bayan ‘adam mashrii ‘it in shughl) in his eyes.” It is surprising that Khatinabadi
considered the post of shaykh al-Islam — one of the most important posts if not the most high-
ranking religious office at the Safavid court —illegitimate. Unfortunately the sources do not
give more information about Khattinabadi’s reasons. Because Khatiinabadi finally accepted to
become the mulla-bashi, the head of religious scholars, he did not believe that the religious
scholars should reject official posts and obviously he did not deem Safavid rule illegitimate.
Apparently it was only the post of the shaykh al-Islam that he considered illegitimate.*

After Khatiinabadi‘s decline, Shah Sultan Husayn offered the post to Aga Jamal

Khvansari (d. 1710), which he too rejected.” Perhaps Aqa Jamal was aware of conditions at the
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Safavid court and knew that the court was filled with power-hungry and greedy officials—
under a monarch who was weak willed and open to manipulation. Therefore, it would not be
possible to manage the religious affairs of the state and he could also become entangled in
situations that would damage his scholarly reputation and religious integrity. Khvansari was
also against the observance of Friday prayer.”” Abisaab argues that perhaps because religious
scholars —including the rationalists and “Sufi-bent” scholars of the late Safavid period—found
that both the court and religious authority lacked the qualifications and conditions to control the
performance of Friday prayer, they were not under pressure to validate Safavid rule.”

After they declined the position, Shah Sultan Husayn asked both Khvansari and
Khattinabadi to recommend someone for the post. Khatinabadi replied: “When I don’t trust
myself [to hold this post] how can I trust anyone else?”** Aqa Jamal Khvansari replied, “There
are a group of scholars you know the conditions of and none of them are mujtahids or
religiously qualified [to act as the shaykh al-Islam] — in order to have someone attend to
people’s business, give the post to someone you consider more pious and more of a seeker of
knowledge.” One wonders if Khvansari exaggerated that there was not a single distinguished
scholar qualified for the post of shaykh al-Islam of the Safavid capital or whether in fact no
qualified mujtahid had come out of the Safavid educational institutions in more than two
hundred years of history. Apparently during the late Safavid period religious scholars had lost
the respect of society due to their lack of knowledge and improper behavior (as reported by
Tabrizi).*

Moreover, from Khvansar1’s response we can infer that he did not consider even
Khatiinabadi to be a mujtahid and qualified scholar. Apparently there existed some rivalry
between Khvansart and Khatiinabadi. ‘Abd al-Nabi Qazwini reports that, “Khattinabadi was

vain in teaching and in his absurd criticisms he objected to Khvansari.”” The author of
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Tadhkirat al-mulitk expressed his disappointment at Shah Sultan Husayn’s decision to appoint
Mir Muhammad Bagir Khattinabadi as the chief mulla while someone like Aga Jamal
Khvansari was passed over.*® But according to their contemporary, ‘Abd al-Husayn

Husayn’s assemblies and accompanied him on his pilgrimage to Mashhad.” Even at the
Madrasa-yi Sultani’s inaugural ceremony, Khattinabadi invited Aqa Jamal KhvansarT to give
the first lecture.”

Shah Sultan Husayn eventually selected Muhammad Bagir Majlisi’s son-in-law, Mir
Muhammad Salih Khattnabadi, to be the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan from among the four
scholars who were considered suitable to hold this post. They were Shaykh °Al, the professor
of the Madrasa-yi Maryam Begum, Mirza ‘Abdullah Afandi,* Mirza ‘Ali Khan, and Mir
Muhammad Salih Khattinabadi.” According to ‘Abd al-Husayn Khattinabadi , Mir Muhammad
Salih, who then was fifty-eight years of age, accepted the position without any hesitation. But
in 1712 Muhammad Salih expressed the desire to be replaced by his own son. Muhammad
Salih’s request made the shah so resentful that he dismissed Muhammad Salih from the post
and took away from him the awgaf Aqa Hishyar and Khusraw Aqa Bath™ and appointed Mir
Muhammad Bagir Khatiinabadi as the mutawalli of these pious endowments. Mir Muhammad
Bagqir encouraged Shah Sultan Husayn to forgive Muhammad Salih, but the shah rejected his
request. Finally with the help of the shah’s aunt, Maryam Begum, the monarch forgave
Muhammad Salih and again appointed him as shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan.* From the
not have good relations with the shaykh al-Islam and apparently Muhammad Salih held this

post for only a short period, because according to ‘Abd al-Husayn Khatiinabadi, when Shah
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Sultan Husayn wanted to install the silver door of the Madrasa-yi Sultani, Muhammad Husayn,
the son of Mulla Shah Muhammad Tabrizi was present instead of Muhammad Salih as the
Shaykh al-Islam in the ceremony.”

The difficulty Shah Sultan Husayn faced in finding scholars whom he trusted for the
post of shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan and the fact that whoever was appointed to a religious office
managed to keep it for only a short time, reveal the volatile atmosphere that marked the
religious community during the first two decades of the eighteenth century. Obviously Safavid
clergy was experiencing crisis during this time, since it did not produce a charismatic and
ambitious individual like Muhammad Baqir Majlisi who was willing to organize the religious
affairs of Safavid society when a weak monarch was in power. Moreover, it seems the Safavid
court and religious scholars of the later period of Safavid rule were not only in disarray, but had
also lost the zeal to spread Shi‘ism—unlike the religious scholars of the earlier Safavid period.
For example, al-Karaki travelled widely within the Safavid realm to spread Shi‘ism. He visited
Herat, Kashan, and Tabriz, disseminating the Shi‘ite creed and ensuring conformity with the
Shi’ite school of law, known as Ja‘fari.* He came up with a manual instructing Shi‘ite converts
on various socio-economic matters, particularly the collection and administrative of land tax.
His writing was so authoritative that Shah Tahmasb ordered all provincial governors to adopt
the religious directives of al- Karaki.”” ‘Abd al-Husayn Khatiinabadi reports that in 1671 when
he was sojourning in the holy city of Mashhad, two individuals came from the mountainous
region of Badakhshan known as Baburiyya. They brought a very neatly written letter from their
emir and asked the mutawallr of the Imam Rida’s shrine to travel to their region in order to
teach the Imami path of Shi‘ism to the people of Baburiyya.*® They brought some gifts as well.

At that time, the mutawalli of the shrine was Mirza Shah Taqi, the son of Mirza Baqir-i



267

Mutavalli. The mutawalli sent the letter with the gifts to the court of Shah Sulayman who asked
the mutawalli to send a qualified person to do the mission. As Khattinabadi put it,
one night over our conversation the mutawalli, told me that he had taken a
prognostication about whether he should ask me to go to the region or not. He told me
the prognostication was ominous. Then, the mutawalli asked me to suggest a qualified
candidate so that he could send him. I asked someone whom I considered a well-suited
candidate but he did not want to go there and others were unfit. So, I did not deem it

appropriate [to introduce them to the mutawalli]. Eventually, those two individuals went
back home empty-handed.”

Khatinabadr and the Madrasa-yi Sultant

In 1704 Shah Sultan Husayn commissioned the construction of the Madrasa-yi Sultant.
When it was completed he appointed Mir Muhammad Baqir Khattinabadi as the professor in
1706. Although Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi began teaching in 1706-7, Madrasa-yi
Sultant was not inaugurated until 1710. The shah summoned an audience of military
commanders, high-ranking officials, religious authorities, prayer leaders, and students to take
part in the opening ceremony of the madrasa.” According to ‘Abd al-Husayn Khattinabadi, on
Rajab 10, 1121/ 15 September 1709 Mir Muhammad Baqir gave his inaugural lecture and
began teaching Tahdhib-i hadith, Sharh-i mukhtasar-i Usiil, and Sharh-i Lum ‘a.”' Although
there is a dearth of information about Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi’s students and what
he taught, the deeds of endowment of the Madrasa-yi Sultani provide information about his
duties. In addition to his teaching duties, he was entrusted with a number of administrative
responsibilities. His approval was needed for every expenditure related to students and
religious observances performed in the madrasa. According to the deeds, he received “the sum

99 52

of twenty Tabriz1 tumans in addition to his teaching fee,” > which was fifty Tabrizi tumans

according to the 1123/1711 deed of endowment.” As the rector of the Madrasa-yi Sultani Mir
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Muhammad Bagir Khatiinabadi was responsible for selecting students who possessed fine
dispositions, intelligence, and discernment, and who could benefit from the opportunities
presented by the madrasa and be beneficial to others after the end of their stay. He also had to
assign chambers (hujras) to students. If anyone did not possess the desired traits and other
conditions laid down by the trustee, and if the teacher did not deem a student’s stay in the
madrasa advisable, the teacher could expel him and replace him with someone who possessed
the right characteristics and then give the stipend to the replacement. The teacher was to divide
the sum of 528 Tabr1z1 tumans among the madrasa’s chambers. The occupants of each chamber
received the sum of one hundred dinars daily in addition to other stipends that had been
assigned to it from other wagfs.”* If the teacher felt there was a need for a student to act as the
head-student, he could choose one from the roster of students and give him an extra hundred
dinars daily to do whatever was required.” He also supervised the distribution of benefits such
as medicine, wood to be burned in winter to keep the rooms warm, and, if needed, a nurse. The
teacher had to sign and stamp all the receipts.*® Of the large number of students who attended
Khatiinabadt’s lectures in the Madrasa-yi Sultani, we have the names of only a few: Sayyid Nir
al-Din, a son of Sayyid Ni‘matullah al-Jaza’iri, Sayyid Ahmad ‘Alawi and his two sons, Sayyid
Isma‘il and Sayyid Muhammad.”

The teacher of the madrasa was to choose fourteen pious Twelver Shi‘ites to recite the
Qur’an.”® They were to be given residence in the madrasa and were to come to its mosque and
recite the Qur’an — one part (juz’) of the thirty parts of the Qur’an in the morning and another
part in the afternoon.” If one of the reciters could not be present at the mosque, he needed to
inform the teacher and obtain his permission to recite the Qur’an in his own chamber. If he

could not recite the Qur’an even in his own room, he had to find a substitute to come to the
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mosque and recite it on his behalf. If that was not possible, then he would have to recite the
Qur’an wherever he could. Each of the Qur’an reciters was to receive two hundred Tabrizi
dinars per month.*”® The teacher of the madrasa was to choose the four muezzins of the
madrasa-mosque complex as well. After a couple of years, Mir Muhammad Baqir Khatanabadi
had to relinquish his teaching position to his son Amir Sayyid Muhammad because he was so

occupied with advising the shah.”

Khatiinabadr as the First Mulla-bashi of Iran
Although Mir Muhammad Bagir Khattinabadi declined Shah Sultan Husayn’s request to

become the shaykh al-Islam of Tsfahan, he continued to enjoy the monarch’s attention.”” Apart
from being Shah Sultan Husayn’s companion in Isfahan and accompanying him along with
Aqa Jamal Khvansar on his visit to Mashhad in 1706-7 in order to instruct him in the proper
performance of rituals,” Mir Muhammad Bagqir was busy teaching and writing.** Shah Sultan
Husayn, who was dissatisfied with the occupants of the office of shaykh al-Islam, at a royal
assembly in late 1712 finally gave Mir Muhammad Bagqir a robe of honour and appointed him
as the mulla-bashi, an office that had almost the same responsibility as the shaykh al-Islam.

‘Abd al-Husayn Khatiinabadi reports:

On the last Sunday of the month of Rab1’ al-Thani of the year 1124 (15 June 1712), the
Nawwab-i Ashraf (i.e. Shah Sultan Husayn), ordered that His Excellency the Mujtahid
of the Age, Amir Muhammad Bagqir, may God protect him from harm, be the head of all
the ‘ulama and the religious notables, and the dignitaries. In the assembly of His
Majesty no one has priority over the Mujtahid of the Age in seating and standing and he
delivers the reports, and everyone must give precedence to that most learned of the
‘ulama. In short, none of the sadrs and the ‘ulama and the sayyids have precedence over
him in any matter.”
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According to the Tadhkirat al-mulitk and the Dastir al-muliik, the mulla-bashi was the
chief mulla (religious scholar), and the Safavid monarch enquired about religious problems and
legal issues through him. In assemblies and gatherings, he had a special place near the throne,
and none of the learned or the sayyids could sit closer to the shah than he. He would request
stipends for the students and the deserving, try to remove oppression from the oppressed,
intercede on behalf of the guilty, investigate the problems of the sacred law, and give
instructions concerning prayers and religious affairs, but he would not otherwise interfere in
any other matter. He was required to be in attendance in the company of the shah on all his
journeys. The mulla-bashi was in charge of distributing charitable endowments (auqdf) as
well.® The mulla-bashi received the annual salary of two hundred tumans.®” This figure was the
same as the salary of the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, and of the qadi of the capital. It was much
lower than the supplementary salary of 1,360 fumans received by the sadr-i khdssa, so it must
be assumed that he had even larger basic revenues from his commissions from the suyurghals
and the awgafs.”® Later, during the Qajar rule, the mulla-bashi was the royal tutor and did not

serve as the foremost religious scholar.” His role was of socio-religious nature and not political

The Mulla-bashi and the Bread Riot of 1715
Mir Muhammad Baqir Khattinabadi’s special relationship with the shah and his rise to
the highest position in the Safavid religious hierarchy did not go uncontested. His exalted
position and Shah Sultan Husayn’s attempt to subordinate all religious functionaries to Mir
Muhammad Bagqir’s authority generated opposition and inevitably invited slurs and backbiting
by rivals and competitors. In 1715, a time of mounting economic hardship and political turmoil,

a sixteen percent rise in the price of wheat and flour caused widespread unrest. A rumour
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circulated that Mir Muhammad Bagqir had asked Shah Sultan Husayn how people could
complain about the price of wheat and flour at 7.2 ‘abbdsis when they were paying eight
‘abbasis for tobacco.” The rumour turned the mob against the mulla-bashi. According to ‘Abd
al-Husayn Khatiinabad, after the mob demonstrated their anger at the door of the ‘Al Qapi,
the royal palace, shouting a thousand insults at the shah, it left for Mir Muhammad Bagqir’s
house, set it on fire, and fatally wounded him. He died soon after at the age of fifty-seven and
was buried next to his father in the cemetery of Baba Rukn al-Din. Apparently Shah Sultan
Husayn knew nothing of this incident and his death went unpunished. ”* Some of the ‘ulama
who held high-ranking positions at the Safavid court at times faced challenges and hostilities,
but the tragic death of the first mulla-bashi was unprecedented.”” In his al-Shuhada’ al-fadila
Amini calls him a martyr (shahid) and states that he may have been poisoned.”

‘Abd al-Husayn Khattinabadi reports that Fath ‘Ali Khan Dagqistani, who was then
qullaragast and later became the grand vizier, was responsible for what happened to Mir
Muhammad Bagir Khatiinabadi.”* But because he was afraid of the shah, Fath ‘Al Khan
punished Gurgin Bayg Gurji on account of the fact that he had led the mob to Mir Muhammad
Baqir’s house. When he was taken to the Naqgsh-i Jahan Square to be executed, Gurgin
protested that he had not done this on his own: “Fath ‘Ali Khan ordered me to do it and now he
is punishing me.” In the end, Aqga Rafi‘, the son of Aqa Jamal Khvansari, asked Shah Sultan
Husayn to forgive Gurgin, which the monarch did and ordered him to be set free.”

Dutch sources provide more details about the same events and about Mir Muhammad
Baqir’s role as the mulld bashi. In March 1715, when a bread riot ensued due to the
unprecedented rise in the price of bread, Shah Sultan Husayn convened the royal council. Fath

‘Al1 Khan, the qullaragasi, made it known that the current dariigha (mayor) of Isfahan, who
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acted as the muhtasib, had been unable to force those who kept the warehouses sealed to sell
their grain, since the hoarders included Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi and other high-
ranking clerics, as well as a number of palace eunuchs. The court had to put someone with
more authority in charge as muhtasib. The shah then appointed Imam Quli Khan Zangana, the
amir akhur-bashi, who was a son of the grand vizier, Shah Qult Khan. Shah Sultan Husayn also
sent officials to the residence of Mir Muhammad Bagqir to order him to make a large amount of
grain available in the Nagsh-i Jahan square the next morning. In the meantime the mob
gathered around the residence of Mir Muhammad Bagir with the intent of plundering it. The
angry demonstrators set the door of his house on fire, but before they could enter the house, the
monarch, having heard the news, sent Fath ‘Alf Khan to inform the people that grain would
soon be available. This calmed tempers and averted further unrest. The shah then tried to
placate Mir Muhammad Bagqir by ordering the royal nazir to have the damage to the mulla
bdshi’s mansion repaired and a new door installed. Mir Muhammad Bagqir, suspecting that it
was the qullaraqast, that is, Fath ‘Ali Khan, who had incited the crowd, tried but failed to
discredit him with the shah. Mir Muhammad Bagqir also complained to court officials. Finally
the grand vizier also made a large quantity of flour available on the market and he was
followed by the eunuchs and the mullas, so that the price of bread fell to acceptable levels.”
Upon the death of Mir Muhammad Bagir Khattinabadi in 1715, Shah Sultan Husayn
appointed Khatiinabadi’s son as the professor in Madrasa-yi Sultani and named Mir
Muhammad Bagir’s other son as teacher in the Masjid-i Shah. He appointed Mulla Muhammad
Husayn b. Mulla Shah Muhammad Tabizi as the mulla-bashi. Tabizi became very active in
plotting against the grand vizier, Fath-‘Ali Khan.” Mirza Muhammad Khalil Mar*ashi explains

how a number of courtiers, including Shah Muhammad Tabizi, destroyed the life and career of
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Sultan Husayn’s grand vizier, Fath ‘Ali Khan, whose rise to power with his questionable
credentials suggests that even under the pious Shah Sultan Husayn, religious zeal did not
interfere much with the type of secular and often pragmatic power politics that was typical of
the Safavid administration.”® Mar‘ashi says that all the amirs, including the qurchi-bashi (i.e.,
Muhammad Quli Khan Shamld, the son of Muhammad Mu’min Khan-i Shamla) who, after the
dismissal of Fath ‘Ali Khan Dagqistani, was appointed as grand vizier, the qullar-agasi (i.e.,
Rustam Khan and Mustafa Khan), the Mir-Shikar-bashi, and two very important and influential
figures at the court, namely, Mulla Muhammad Husayn, the mulla-bashi, and Mirza Rahim, the
hakim-bashi, united against Fath ‘Alf Khan and finally in 1720 found an opportunity to accuse
him of conspiracy and rebellion against the Shah.””” Due to his naiveté and ignorance, Shah
Sultan Husyan believed their reports and imprisoned Fath Al Khan. It was rumoured that the
mulla-bashi exchanged his noble position for that of an executioner. According to one report,
with his own hands, and, based on another account, using his (i.e. the mulla-bashi’s) son’s
dagger, he gouged out Fath ‘Ali Khan’s eyes after tying him down. Fath ‘Ali Khan’s properties

were also confiscated.®

A closer examination of the life and career of Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattinabadi
affords us a new perspective on the conditions of the religious and scholarly community in
early modern Iran. The religious community of the first decades of the eighteenth century was
in disarray and religious scholars had lost their influence and respect among the elite and the
public alike. Moreover, the first mulla-bashi was not as powerful as scholars once believed.® It

is true that Shah Sultan Husyan granted Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattinabadi extensive power
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over the rest of the ‘ulama and indeed over all state functionaries. He even asked the amirs to
respect the mulla-bashi’s decisions. But Khattinabadi was not the first mulla to have these
privileges bestowed upon him. The shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan arguably had the same
responsiblities as the mulla-bashi. Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattinabadi’s duties as the first
mulla-bashi were similar to those of Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, who, according to ‘Abdul-Hadi
Ha’irT, “was for all intents and purposes the actual ruler of Persia.” In 1686, Shah Suleyman
appointed Muhammad Baqir Majlisi as the shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan.* Majlisi’s term as
Shaykh al-Islam continued into the reign of Shah Sultan Husayn. In a royal decree issued in
1694, Shah Sultan Husayn asked Muhammad Bagqir Majlisi to make himself available whether
he was in the capital or on a trip, should the shah need to consult him on a religious or legal
issue or problem. The shah entrusted Majlist with “enforcing the good and forbidding the evil”
and implementing religious laws, punishing heretics and sinners, collecting fifths (khums) and
alms from people who would not pay them on their own, and distributing them amongst the
needy. MajlisT was also asked to organize the management of mosques, madrasas, and shrines.
He was also in charge of appointing the professors (mudarrisin) of madrasas and many other
judicial duties. Shah Sultan Husayn ordered all the sayyids, the nobility, viziers, kalantars,
merchants, farmers, and the artisans of Isfahan and its suburbs to consult Majlist on religious
law. They were expected to treat Muhammad Baqir MajlisT with the utmost respect and obey
his rulings.*® This decree clearly proves that as the shaykh al-Islam, Muhammad Bagir Majlisi
had more responsibilities and power than the mulla-bashi, Mir Muhammad Baqir
Khattnabadi,.

Therefore, the office of mulla-bashi did not give Safavid clergy more power. Only

politically ambitious religious scholars attempted to shape the socio-political world according
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to their own religious agendas. These ‘ulama used religious offices to implement their own
religious ideals. Among numerous Safavid shaykh al-Islams only a few, including Muhaqqiq
al-Karaki and Muhammad Baqir Majlisi, profoundly influenced the socio-political realm.
Clearly the first mulla-bashi was not as ambitious as Muhammad Bagir Majlisi. Perhaps it was
due to the fact that Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattinabadi was not the foremost scholar of his
time and his official duties as the rector of the Madrasa-Sultant did not carry great socio-

political or religious weight.
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' Qazwini, Tatmim Amal al-amil, 77-78

? See for example, Arjomand, “The Office of Mulla-bashi in Shiite Iran,” Studia Islamica 57
(1983): 135-46; Arjomand , “The Mujtahid of the Age and the Mulla-bashi,” in Arjomand,
Authority and Political Culture in Shi ‘ism, 80-97; Turner, Islam without Allah?, 165-66.

* There is little information about Mir Muhammad Bagir Khatiinabadi. His life, unlike many of
his contemporaries, is not documented in detail in the biographical dictionaries.

* *Abd al-Karim b. Mahdi Jazi, Tadhkirat al-qubir, 158. He says: “On his tombstone, Mir
Muhammad Baqir Khatinabadi is identified as the first professor of the Madrasa-yi Chahar
Bagh, the tutor of Shah Sultan Husayn and the mulla-bashi.”

> Tihrani, al-Kawakib al-muntashara, 60. This family should not be confused with another
prominent Khattinabadi family who held the Friday Prayer leadership from the time of the
Safavids to the end of Qajar rule. Some of their family members such as Aga Najafi and his
father, played prominent roles in the religious affairs of Iran until the first decades of the
twentieth century.

® Khatanabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 550.

" Qazwini, Tatmim Amal al-amil, 69; Jazi, Tadhkirat al-qubir, 100.

® Khattuinabadi, Wagqgayi‘ al-sinin, 555-56.

’ ‘Abd al-Karim Jazi writes Mir Muhammad Isma‘il has a fourteen-volume Tafsir written in
Persian. See Jazi, Tadhkirat al-qubir, 100. In his al-Kawakib al-muntashara, Aqa Buzurg
Tihrand lists his work. See Tihrani, al-Kawakib al-muntashara, 60-61.

' This manuscript contains parts of his Persian Tafsir-i Qur’an, related to the exegesis of the
following chapters: Jum ‘a, Taghabun, Talag, and Tahrim, and also Mir Muhammad Isma‘il’s

al-Anmiizaj al- ‘ulizm, which is written in Arabic, in which he discusses all the various branches
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of knowledge he had learned. Of the whole book of al-Anmiizaj al- ‘uliim only the part on
geometry, in which Mir Muhammad Isma‘1l refuted and rejected some of Agqa Husayn
Khvansari’s views, survives. See Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatit- Majlis 10:328. There is also his al-
Ta ‘ligat, written in Arabic, in which he discusses various philosophical, mathematical, and
medical subjects. In this work Mir Muhammad Isma‘il rejects some of Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi’s
ideas. See Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis (Tihran: Chapkhana-yi Danishgah Tihran,
1341/1962), 10:1325. Also mentioned in the manuscript are Mir Muhammad Isma‘il’s Risala-
yi mukhtasara (Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis 10:1331), Zad al-musafirin wa tuhfat al-
salikin (Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis10:1332,) in addition to an incomplete version of
Risala-yi mufassala on the Friday prayer (Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis10: 496.) There is
also reference to Mir Muhammad Isma‘il’s Ma ‘alim al-din wa ma ‘arij al-yaqin fi usil al-din
(Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis 10: 1329), Minhaj al-yagqin fi usil al-din wa mi ‘raj al-
adhhan ila durj al- ‘irfan ( Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis 10: 1330,) and his Sharh on Sharh-
i Dawani on ‘Adudt’s ‘Aqgayid (Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis 10: 1331.)

"' See Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis 10: 496.

"2 Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 6: 110; Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Madrasa-yi Golpayigani 3: 182.

Y Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 13: 95; Qazwini, Tatmim Amal al-amil, 69; Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i
Madrasa-yi Gulpayigant 3: 222. Mir Muhammad Isma‘il’s other works that are in the
manuscript format are kept in the following libraries: the manuscript of his Nowriiziyya, written
in Persian for the Safavid Shah Sulayman, is kept in the Kitabkhana-yi Majlis, see Tihrani, a/-
Dhari‘a 24: 381; Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Majlis 10: 500. There are two tracts by Mir
Muhammad Isma‘il in the Kitabkhana-yi Astan-i Quds-i Radaw1: Tagwim al-iman wa tahgig

al-igan written in Persian in two volumes — the first volume is the proof of ‘Ali’s Imamat and
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the Shi‘ite beliefs and the second volume is on Aajj. The other work is a short tract on doubts
(shubahat) of Khurasani Akhbaris. See Fihrist-i nusakh-i khatti-i Astan-i Quds 14: 153.

" Tihrani, al-Kawakib al-muntashara, 61, quoting Qazwini’s Tatmim Amal al-amil.

" There is a manuscript of Ka 'inat al-jaww or Athar-i ‘alawi by Mir Muhammad Bagqir
Khattinabadi at the Kitabkhana-yi Markazi Danishgah-i Tihran, no. 1266. For more on this text
see Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 22: 147.

'* A copy of Qamar dar ‘agrab by Khatiinabadi is kept in the Kitabkhana-yi Markazi
Danishgah-i Tihran under number 1266. See also Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a 19: 13. A copy of this
book is also kept in Kitabkhana-yi Madrasa-yi ‘Alf Shahid MuttaharT under number 1844.

" A copy of Nowriiz-nama by Khatunabadi is kept in the kitabkhana-yi Markazi Danishgah-i
Tihran under number 1266/2 in addition to some of his other treatises. See also Tihrani, al-
Dhari‘a 24: 379.

' It has been argued that the increased influence of the ‘ulama over Shah Sultan Husayn had
grave repercussions. Not only was the intervention of the clergy detrimental to the shah and his
kingdom, but their involvement in politics had a serious impact on religious minorities,
including Sunni Muslims who were living mainly in the peripheral provinces of the country.
The Zoroastrians in Isfahan were forced convert to Islam. The Armenians of Julfa lost their
privileges. Consequently, persecution of the religious minorities and Hindu merchants harmed
the Safavid economy. For more information on this, see Arjomand, The Shadow of God, 158-
59; Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs, 484-85; Aptin Khanbaghi, The Fire, the State
and the Cross: Minority Religions in Medieval and Early Modern Iran (London: 1. B. Tauris,
2006), 93-131. Rudolph P. Matthee also asserts that, toward the end of Safavid rule, the

position of Christians in Iran deteriorated alongside all other non-Shi‘i groups in the country.
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He maintains that the growing pressure on these groups was mostly the result of worsening
economic conditions. Matthee, “Christians in Safavid Iran: Hospitality and Harassment,”
Studies on Persianate Societies 3 (2005): 3-43.

" At the same time, either as a coincidence or as a sign of heightened polemical debate among
Muslims and Christians, Father Ludovico Marracci was preparing his Latin translation of the
Qur’an, which was published the following year (1698) in Padua, Italy. Franco Ometto states
that “Khattin-abadt did not scruple to concoct a hodgepodge of philosophical excogitations and
quotations from the Qur’an and the Gospels... he bases his argument on doubtful Christian
opinions and anecdotes without any sort of historical basis unlike Marracci, who quotes only
Muslim commentators, and eschewing the fanciful inventions of Christian resentment and
ignorance of Islam and the Prophet.” Franco Ometto, “Khatun Abadi the Ayatollah Who
Translated the Gospels,” trans. Karen Christenfeld, Islamochristiana, no. 28 (2003): 55-72.

* For example, Father John Thaddeus translated the Psalms and presented them to Shah ¢ Abbas
in 1616 (MS. in Bodleian Library, Oxford); Father Pierre de la Mére de Dieu (d. 1672)
retranslated the Gospels into Persian (ms. formerly in the hands of J. Chardin, now MS. no. 337
of Ryland’s Library, Manchester).

*! The trend towards translation of the Bible into Persian continued. Upon his victorious return
from India, Nadir Shah Afshar ordered his court historian, Mirza Mahdi Khan Astarabadi, to
translate the Gospels into Persian. Two of Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattnabadi’s descendents
helped him with this translation. They were Mir Muhammad Ma‘stm Husayni Khattinabadi (d.
1742) and Mir ‘Abd al-Ghani Khattinabadt (d.1750). Four Jewish scholars, eight Christians,

and four other Muslims scholars helped Astarabadi with this project. The translation took about
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a year to finish (from May 1740 to June 1741). This translation was published by Nashr-i ‘Ilm
in 1388/2009.

*2 For more information see Qazwini, Tatmim Amal al-amil, 62-63; Ja‘fariyan’s introduction to
Khatiinabadi’s translation of the four Gospels. See Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khattinabadi
Tarjuma-yi anajil-i arba ‘a, ed. Rastl Ja‘fartyan (Tehran: Nashr-i Nuqtah; Daftar-i Nashr-i
Mirath-i Makttb, 1375/1996), 30-59.

® Asnad wa mukatabat-i siyasi-i Iran az sal-i 1105 ta 1135 H. Q., 67-73, ed. Nawa’1 (Tehran:
Mu’assasa-yi Mutala‘at wa Tahqiqat-i Farhangi, 1363/1984), 100-103.

* Lockhart, The Fall of the Safavi Dynasty and the Afghan Occupation of Persia (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1958), 29-30. W. Floor states: “During the reign of Shah Soltan
Hosein, Persia lost respect and authority, both internally and externally... [The shah] was under
the influence of the harem eunuchs, the harem women and the important theologian,
Mohammad Bagqir Majlisi.” Floor, The Afghan Occupation of Safavid Persia, 19.

? John Foran, Fragile Resistance: Social Transformation in Iran from 1500 to the Revolution
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1993); Foran, “The Long Fall of the Safavid Dynasty: Moving
beyond the Standard Views,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 24 (1992): 281-307;
Newman, Safavid Iran, 104-16.

?¢ Khattnabadi, Wagqayi‘ al-sinin, 556.

*” Khattnabadi, Wagqayi‘ al-sinin, 557. He does not give, however, a sample of the religious
rulings issued by Mir Muhammad Bagir.

? Khattinabadi, Waqayi* al-sinin, 552. Shah Sultan Husayn also asked him to determine the
birth date of Imam °Alq, since the leading scholars could not agree. Khatinabadi, Wagqayi ‘ al-

sinin, 559.
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* Khattnabadi, Wagqayi ‘ al-sinin, 553. The author of Dastiir al-muliik reports that “the Shaykh
al-Islam received the sum of two hundred tumans annually from the royal treasury.” Mirza
Rafi‘a, Dastir al-mulitk (Tashkent, 1991), 33.

*® For more information see, Mansir Sifatgul, Sakhtar-i nihad wa andisha-yi dint dar Iran-i
asr-i Safawt, 418.

*! In the tradition of his father, Aqa Husayn Khvansari, and brother, Aqa Jamal, avoided official
positions while maintaining a close relation with the Safavid court. See Khatunabadi, Wagqayi
al-sinin, 559-61. Although Aqa Husayn Khvansari refused to accept an administrative position
at the court, Shah Sulayman asked him to act as his deputy when he had to leave the capital.
See Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 2: 350.

% Ja‘fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-yi safawi, 137.

* Abisaab, Converting Persia, 126.

* Khatanabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 554.

* Khatanabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 554.

*® Tabrizi, Fara'id al-fawa’id, 277, 279.

7 Sifatgul, Sakhtar-i nihad wa andisha-yi dini dar Iran-i asr-i Safawi, 428.

* Minorsky, ed. and trans. Tadhkirat al-mulitk, 41.

* Khatanabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 554.

‘* Khatanabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 559.

! Afandi was a student of Muhammad Baqir Majlisi. He is the author of Riyad al- ‘ulama’ wa
hiyad al-fudala, one of the most important biographical dictionaries produced in the early

decades of the eighteenth century. He also built a madrasa in Isfahan. For more information on
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him, see Muhammad Bagir Sa‘idi’s introduction to his translation of Afandi’s Riyad al- ‘ulama’
(Mashhad: Bunyad-i pizhtihishha-yi Islami-i Astan-i Quds-i Radawi, 1366/1987), 1: 1-37.

*? Khatanabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 555.

* My sources do not furnish information about these wagfs.

* Khatunabadi, Wagayi‘ al-sinin, 565. But the awqgadf remained under the control of Mir
Muhammad Baqir Khatiinabadi. See Khattinabadi, Wagqayi * al-sinin, 566.

* Khatanabadi, Wagayi‘ al-sinin, 567.

* See Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 4: 358.

¥ Khvansari, Rawdat al-jannat 4: 347, 354-60; Bahrani, Lu 'lu’at al-Bahrayn, 153; Abisaab,
Converting Persia, 28.

*® Earlier in his chronicle he had mentioned that these two individuals were sent by Shah Ra’is
b. Shah Babur, the king of Baburiyya. People living in this mountainous region were Shi’ite
and their poets composed numerous praises of the twelve Imams. The two individuals had told
him that the tomb of Nasir Khusraw was located in their region. Khattinabadi, Wagayi ‘ al-sinin,
258,

¥ Khatunabadi, Wagayi‘ al-sinin, 532.

*° Khatanabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 559.

°! Khatanabadi, Waqayi‘ al-sinin, 561. There is no information about which commentaries on
these books Mir Muhammad Bagqir taught.

*? Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 128.

> Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 169.
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** 1t seems it was the duty of teachers to choose students and to distribute stipends among them.
Chardin reports: “Students greatly respected their principals (teachers) to whom they owed not
only their instruction, but also their entry to college.” Ferrier, A Journey to Persia, 131.

> Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 169-70.

*® Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awqaf, 222; Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi also briefly mentions the job
duties of the first professor of the Madrasa-yi Sultani. See Fara’id al-fawa’id, 291.

*7 ¢ Abdullah al-Miisaw1 al-Jaza'irT al-Tustari, al-Ijaza al-kabira, eds. Ayatullah al-Mar‘ashT al-
Najafi and Muhammad al-Sammami al-Ha’irT (Qum: Maktabat al-Mar‘ashi, 1409/1989), 59,
127, 130.

*® In the madrasa’s wagfiyya it is not specified whether the reciters were students. My
assumption is that they were individuals whose main duty was to recite the Qur’an.

*® The tradition of Qur’an recitation at madrasas has a long history in both Sunni and Shi‘ite
societies. For example, there were six Qur’an reciters at the Ikhlasiyya complex who were to
recite a section of the Qur’an every day. See Subtelny, “A Timurid Educational and Charitable
Foundation,” 47.

* Sipinta, Tarikhcha-yi awgaf, 165-66.

® Khattinabadi, Wagqayi* al-sinin, 561-63.

®2 Shah Sultan Husayn also gave Khattinabadi the sum of one hundred tumans for
accompanying him to Mashhad and upon their return from pilgrimage to Mashhad, the Shah
bought a house for Khattinabadi for the amount of 300 tumans. See Khatiinabadi, Wagqayi‘ al-

sinin, 556-57.
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* Shah ‘Abbas II also gave the sum of 200 tumans to Muhaqqiq Sabzawarf as his pilgrimage
expenses to Mashhad. He had already given him 500 fumans to donate to the shrine of the
eighth Imam. Khatiinabadi, Wagqayi * al-sinin, 525-29

* Khattnabadi, Wagqayi‘ al-sinin, 556.

* Khattnabadi, Wagqayi ‘ al-sinin, 566; Minorsky, ed. and trans. Tadhkirat al-mulitk, 41. 1t is
interesting that throughout the Wagqayi‘ al-sinin, he is referred to as “the Mujtahid of the Age”
and not as mulla-bashi.

° Minorsky, ed. and trans. Tadhkirat al-mulitk, 41; Muhammad Taqi Danishpajth, “Dastir al-
Mulik,” Majalla-yi Danishkada-yi adabiyyat wa ‘uliim-i insani 16, nos. 1 and 2: 64.

*” Khattnabadi, Wagqayi‘ al-sinin, 556.

* Danishpajiih, “Dastur al-Mulak,” Majalla-yi Danishkada-yi adabiyyat wa ‘ulium-i insani 16,
nos. 1 and 2: 64-69.

* Arjomand asserts that the office of mulla-bashi lost its prominence in post-Safavid times due
to the rejections of “Safavid caesaropapist rule on behalf of the Hidden Imam” by the post-
Safavid political establishment and also the “de jure and de facto autonomy and autocephaly of
the Shi‘ite hierocracy.” Arjomand, “The Mujtahid of the Age and the Mulla-bashi,” in
Arjomand , Authority and Political Culture in Shi ‘ism, 90.

’® For the value of these currencies see Abii al-Hasan Diyanat, Farhang-i tarikhi-i sanjishha wa
arzishha (Tabriz: Nima, 1988), 2: 45-46.

' Khattnabadi, Wagqayi ‘ al-sinin, 554-56, 567-69; W. Floor, A Fiscal History of Iran in the
Safavid and Qajar periods, 1500-1925 (New York: Bibliotheca Persica Press, 1998), 230;
Matthee cites additional detail on this riot from Dutch sources. See Matthee, “Blinded by

Power: The Rise and Fall of Fath ‘Ali Khan Daghestani,” Studia Iranica 33/2 (2004): 187-89.
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In the context of the food crisis in Isfahan, the dariigha was fired. In the same year, at the death
of the Kurdish vizier, Shah Quli Khan Zangana, his son-in-law Fath-‘Ali Khan-i Daqistani was
appointed as the grand vizier. For more see Matthee, The Politics of Trade in Safavid Iran: Silk
for Silver, 1600-1730 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 215; W. Floor, The
Afghan Occupation of Safavid Persia, 26.

7> For example, a rumour spread about Mir Damad, who had a close relationship with the
Safavid court during the reigns of both ‘Abbas I and Shah Safi. It was said that Shah ‘Abbas
was unhappy about him leading the Friday prayer. As soon as he heard the rumour, Mir Damad
stopped leading the Friday prayer and wrote a letter to the Shah, asking him to allow him to
leave for the hajj. He also reminded the Shah that, because of his scholarly renown, he would
be murdered [by the Sunnis]. Nonetheless, he insisted that the Shah allow him to leave for
Mecca and Medina, so that in the tradition of some of the great mujtahids he could be killed
and acquire the status of a martyr. Upon receiving this letter, Shah ‘Abbas went to Mir
Damad’s house and asked him for forgiveness. Mir Damad would go on to lead the Friday
prayer service in Isfahan after the enthronement of Shah Saft (1038-52/1629-42). For a copy of
this letter see Ja‘fartyan, Kawushhda-yi taza dar bab riizgar-i safawi, 134-37; Ma‘sim ‘Al
Shah, Tara’q al-hagayia, 82, 96.

73 < Abd al-Husayn Amini Tabrizi, al-Shuhada’ al-fadila (Najaf: Matba‘at al-Ghari, 1936), 234-
35.

™ For a detailed examination of his life and career see Matthee, “Blinded by Power,” Studia
Iranica 33, no. 2 (2004): 179-220.

7> Khatanabadi, Waqayi al-sinin, 568.
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" For more information on the Dutch reports see Matthee, “Blinded by Power,” Studia Iranica
33, no. 2 (2004): 187-88.

77 Khatiinabadi, Wagayi* al-sinin, 567-9. For more on the second Safavid Mulla-bashi see
Muhammad Hashim Asif, Rustam al-tawarikh, ed. Muhammad MushirT (Tehran: Chap-i
Taban, 1348 /1969), 144-67.

¥ Matthee, “Blinded by Power,” Studia Iranica 33, no. 2 (2004): 214.

7 Someone forged a letter to a Kurdish chief, purporting to have come from Fath ‘Alf Khan. It
urged the chief to send troops to assassinate the shah and his family. The letter was shown to
Shah Sultan Husayn. Fath ‘Alf Khan was arrested. He was blinded and tortured to tell where
his valuables were hidden. See Lockhart, The Fall of the Safavi Dynasty, 121.

8 Mar‘ashi, Majma * al-tawarikh, 49-50

8! For example Arjomand sees the office of mulla-bashi as the “intermediate stage in the
institutionalization of religious authority in Shi‘a Iran.” For more information see Arjomand,
“The Mujtahid of the Age and the Mulla-bashi,” in Arjomand, Authority and Political Culture
in Shi ‘ism, 80-97.

82 < Abdulhadi Ha’ir, “Majlisi,” EI, 2" edition. NarT, Majlist’s biographer, quotes a certain
Shah Sahib, who said: “Considering the importance and influence of Muhammd Baqir Majlisi
among the Twelver Shi‘ites, it is more accurate to call their religion Majlist’s sect rather than
attributing this religion to earlier authorities.” Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar 102:14.

83 Nasir1, Dastir-i shariyaran, 20-21.

* Ja‘fariyan, Din wa siyasat dar dawra-yi safawi, 97-101, 412-14. The original copy of this
farman is kept in the kitabkhanih-yi Astan-i Quds in collection no. 9596. Shah Sultan Husayn

also sent a decree to the Beglar Baygi of Qarabagh ordering him to destroy winemaking
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facilities and to punish wine-drinkers. The original copy of his decree banning gambling and
other unlawful activities, and obliging women’s hijab is kept in kitabkhanih-yi Astan-i Quds.

For more see Fihrist-i kutub-i Kitabkhana-yi Astan-i Quds-i Radawi 9: 294,
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Conclusion

Although there were many Shi‘ite centres of learning in Iran in pre-Safavid times, Shi‘ite
education remained precarious until the appearance of a powerful Twelver Shi‘ite dynasty to
support. It was during the rule of the Safavids that the Shi‘ite “‘ulama for the first time
developed a long-standing relationship with the political elites for the first time. The relations
between the Safavid ruling elites and the religious authorities were mutual and symbiotic —
their power and influence characterized and constituted the socio-religious and cultural
institutions of early modern Iran. Safavid rulers were aware of the fact that they could not
sustain their rule and legitimacy simply through violence and political coercion. They also
knew that, in the long run, they needed a certain amount of support from their subjects to
maintain stability as well as to implement their socio-political and religious agendas.
Patronizing Shi‘ite scholars and building magnificent mosque-madrasa complexes were part of
the socio-cultural and religious policies of the Safavid shahs. In fact, educational and cultural
institutions were as central to the process of Iran’s religious conversion to Shi‘ism as they were
to intellectual productivity. Safavid madrasas became places where an entire system of values,
beliefs, intellectual preferences, and attitudes was developed and relayed to society as a whole.
The successful process of Iran’s conversion to Shi‘ism depended on the ability of the Safavid
ruling elites to produce a substantial cohort of intellectuals specializing in the conceptual and
legal elaboration of Shi‘ite dogma.

As an important socio-spiritual group from time of early Safavid rule, the ‘ulama, or
religious scholars, supported the Safavid leadership either by accepting official positions,

including teaching posts, the offices of sadr, shaykh al-Islam, and gadr, or just by giving
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political and religious advice to the reigning monarchs. As mujtahids, members of the Safavid
‘ulama developed religious rulings; as judges and shaykh al-Islams they administered justice;
and as administrators of awgaf, they often had substantial influence on cultural and intellectual
affairs. For example, Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi was entrusted with many
responsibilities. As the teacher of the Madrasa-yi Sultani he was in charge of training students
and was responsible for their well- being. He was also expected to supervise the observance of
religious rituals performed in the madrasa. As the mulla-bashi, he had the final say in religious
matters. While many Safavid scholars competed against each other to win the Safavids’ favour
and to take a position at the court, there were a number of ‘ulama who considered themselves to
be independent of the ruling elites and were regarded as such by the population at large. They
usually refrained from joining the Safavid court. But even the most secluded ones sometime
had to accept the monarchs’ invitations to join the court, if even for a short period of time (e.g.,
Muhsin Fayd Kashani).

By contextualizing the Madrasa-yi Sultani within its political, social, and religious
settings, this study has not only explored the ways in which Safavid madrasas were
administered and operated but also revealed how the Safavids’ religious policies affected
intellectual inquiry. To enhance his pious image and, more importantly, to demonstrate the
stability of his rule and economic might in the face of the socio-religious and political
challenges that contested his political authority, Shah Sultan Husayn founded this large
mosque-madrasa complex and donated vast agricultural lands and urban properties to support
its personnel— its professor, students, and the upkeep of its buildings — and to pay for the
religious activities that were stipulated in the terms of the wagfs. This cultural and religious

institution, like other Safavid madrasas, played a role in either the domination or exclusion of



290

certain ideas and practices while providing a space for religious scholars to construct religious
law and to define and disseminate the political establishment’s brand of “orthodoxy.” Shah
Sultan Husayn, like other wdagifs, appointed the teacher and other members of the madrasa’s
personnel. He designed the curriculum’s general orientation and determined the kinds of
religious observances that were to be performed in the madrasa. The Afghan invasion and the
instability of political power it brought about resulted in the intellectual and economic
impoverishment in Isfahan that undermined the primary goals for which the madrasa had been
established, but in spite of all these events, the Madrasa-yi Sultani has kept functioning as a
centre of religious studies and religious rituals until today. The present state of the Royal
Madrasa shows it has benefited from a good administration.

Madrasas were multifaceted cultural institutions that attested to the Safavid shahs’
power and religious piety, providing the continual realignment and recombination of
discourses, political interests, and structures of power. Safavid madrasas became centres for
cultural forms and intellectual discourse that very often acted on behalf of the established
power. Educational activities by their very nature simultaneously create, sustain, and suppress
contestations over inclusion and exclusion. The curricula reflect alterations in the Safavids’
sources of legitimacy as well as conflicts among religious scholars. The curriculum of Safavid
madrasas underwent significant shifts during the two hundred and twenty years of Safavid rule.
I delineated some of these shifts and explained some of their dominant discourses. In the
sixteenth century, the Usiilt mujtahids monopolized higher learning and played an active role in
directing cultural and religious institutions as well as the institutionalization of Shi‘ism in Iran.
The Safavids continued to look to the “‘ulama to support their major policy decisions and
throughout Safavid rule the Ustli mujtahids, who regarded Islamic law as an assimilating

sphere of activity, cooperated with the political establishment in developing new religious
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rulings to meet the exigencies of the changing times. The religious scholars of the first half of
the seventeenth century were polymaths and prolific authors. They had deep knowledge of
Shi‘ite jurisprudence, Islamic philosophy and theology, hadith, and Islamic spiritualism. The
wide range of their knowledge is reflected in the curriculum of the madrasas, which I have tried
to reconstruct based on the available primary sources as well as their intellectual productions.
For the masses, these jurist-philosophers advocated public adherence to juridical conventions,
but they had an elitist interpretation of Islam intended for the few. The revival of Akhbarism in
the final decades of Safavid rule had a substantial influence on cultural and intellectual affairs.
It undoubtedly enabled the expansion of intellectual debates among the traditionalists, jurists,
and theosophers of the second half of the seventeenth century and beyond. Philosophical
inquiry, once an important topic in teaching circles, lost its importance and fell outside the
purview of the madrasa curriculum in the final decades of Safavid rule. But the teaching of
Usiili-oriented jurisprudence remained one of the main subjects in the curriculum despite the
revival of traditionalism. The Safavid court always needed a group of ‘ulama to develop
actively a method or program for organizing the judicial and cultural affairs of the realm. It was
inevitable that ‘ulama —even the traditionalists who co-operated with the Safavid court —
would utilize reason as well as other sources of religious law. It was not possible in this study
to reconstruct entirely the curriculum of the Safavid madrasas because, apart from the fact that
there are no precise data on the textbooks studied, Shi‘ite learning, like all Islamic learning,
has a personal, informal, and therefore fluid nature.

In the Madrasa-yi Sultani, as well as in other madrasas of Safavid Isfahan, the ‘ulama
transmitted knowledge that originated in the Qur’an, Prophetic and Imami traditions, legal
treatises, and textbooks through recitation, dialectical disputation, and memorization. The

preferred method of teaching and the standards by which the transmission’s authenticity was
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measured reveal the different views of mujtahids, theologians, philosophers, and Akhbaris. For
Akhbarfs, education was an act of transmitting the Prophetic and Imam traditions to
succeeding generations through circulation, collection, and transcription. Compared with
traditionalists and their doctrine of the primacy of the Imami traditions, mujtahids developed
more diffuse forms of authority. They validated the use of a wider variety of intellectual
innovation. By considering revelation to be the main engine in the production of religious
knowledge, and by making traditions and personal reasoning its interpretative basis, mujtahids
could easily develop religious laws. Theosophers on the other hand, promoted a lofty ideal of
what education should be. According to them learning was a process in which scripture, gnosis,
and philosophy are harmonized. Regardless of what method of instruction these various
pedagogues considered the best way of instilling knowledge, learning continued to remain a
process of socialization in which students developed close relationships with the older
generation of scholars. These relationships proved essential in guaranteeing a successful career.
Isfahan’s relative political tranquility and stability during the period from the first
decades of the seventeenth century until the early decades of the eighteenth century afforded
the development of a dynamic intellectual atmosphere. It was a time when the Safavids were at
the zenith of their power. Although there were a number of original personalities, highly
accomplished and creative figures in the various fields of Islamic civilization, Safavid
pedagogical undertakings as well as the bulk of Safavid scholarship were for the most part, not
ground-breaking. This is evident in the work of the critics whose ideas I discussed. For
example, according to Mulla Sadra, Muhsin Fayd, and Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi, higher
learning had been reduced to dry legal formalism and many ignorant people represented

themselves as scholars in order to obtain worldly status and wealth. These critics warned
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against what they saw as an ever-widening gap between true learning and the shallow and half-
baked training that students received in madrasas. They believed that literalist (zahir?) scholars
were destroying the very essence of Shi‘ism by reducing it to a corpus of legal minutiae.

Madrasa-yi Sultani, like other Safavid madrasas, was more than a centre of
disseminating religious knowledge. Madrasa institutions during Safavid rule not only acted as
agents in the social construction of collective memory, but also played an important role in
retrieving and reconstructing the Shi‘ites” own past, and hence their distinct identity within the
flux of Muslim cultural identity. Shah Sultan Husayn, like his predecessors, made use of a wide
array of means available to him to reinforce the notion of a common past, to create a common
present, and to guarantee a common future. He made provisions for the commemoration of
significant events in the history of Shi‘ism. All commemorative rituals celebrated in the
Safavid madrasas were designed to touch an individual’s psyche in order to revivify the most
essential elements of Shi‘ite collective consciousness and memory. They introduced something
from the distant past to be remembered at regular intervals. In addition to sponsoring
commemorative rituals, Shah Sultan Husayn provided for the cost of pilgrimages to Mecca and
Medina and visitation to the shrines of the Imams.

During Safavid rule, Shi‘ite cultural memory was constantly being reconstructed in the
light of present circumstances, perceptions, and cultural memory. Thus it was not a simple
retrieval of knowledge stored in the collective archives of Safavid culture, but rather the re-
contextualization of that knowledge, or a contemporizing of the past that suited Safavid needs.
Madrasa institutions, therefore, were not only places for transmitting the curriculum and
textbooks that were considered “orthodox,” but they also provided a space for the constant re-
articulation of the community’s past. During the final decades of Safavid rule, the traditions of

the Imams were seen as the most reliable sources of knowledge and their deaths came to serve
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as a symbolic and moral resource for organizing and interpreting the community’s new
experiences and for mobilizing the community to face fresh crises. Learning and transmitting
the traditions of the Imams, along with the active memorializing of pivotal events in the Shi‘ite
religious calendar in the Safavid madrasas helped Safavid society to mediate between events of

the past and the present and to find direction for the future.
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Appendix

Diploma of appointment issued to Mir Muhammad Bagqir Khatiinabadi by Shah Sultan
Husayn, appointing him rector of the Madrasa-yi Sultani.' MS, Tehran, Kitabkhana-yi
Markazi Danishgah-i Tihran, no. 2224 (no foliation).”
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! This is a copy of the hukm (diploma of appointment) issued by Shah Sultan Husayn
probably in 1117/1705-6. The date of the copy of the document is 1 Rabi‘ al-awwal
1182/July 17, 1768. It is difficult to determine whether this is an exact copy of the
original document, or merely a summary of it.

* The MS contains chancery documents and letters (munsha 't wa makatib). For more
information about this manuscript see Muhammad Taqi Danishpazhth, Fihrist-i

mikrufilmhda-yi Danishgah-i Tihran 1:230-33.
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