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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND QURANIC REFERENCES

The transliteration system employed in this work for
Arabic romanization is that of the Library of Congress.
Persian personal names, words in book titles, and geographi-

cal names, however, are transliterated according to the

standard Persian pronunciation. Titles of certain well-

known figures are given in the form by which they are
usually reproduced in English (e.g., Baha'u'llah).

For tr- noun, "ShI%" is used; for the adjective,
“shit¢r."

All Quranic references are to the English translation

of the Qur’3n by Maulvi Muhammad Ali (London, 1917).
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout its history, Shifl Islam has witnessed
numerous sectarian developments and extremes of ideological
diversity. One of the most important and influential
developments occurred during the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries when Shaykh Ahmad Ahs3’l (d. 1241/1825)
founded a new school of thought which, although still within
the ShI¢T fold, became the focus of sectarian polemics.
Shaykh Ahmad maintained that the religious leaders no longer
taught the truth, and that truth should be received directly
from divine sources. His school was the direct result of
the religious and social struggles of the period, and it, in
turn, later contributed to social and religious change.

To place the Shaykhll school in the context of Islamic
schism, it is useful to sketch the definition of and
approach toward religious sects in general as formulated by
Western scholars on the basis of study of Christian sects,
and then to provide an Islamic perspective on the subject.

The term "sect"” refers to a body of believers which has
become sepérated from the main body of the religious commun-
ity. wﬂile one sect of a religious body differs in nature,
ideology, and purpose from other sects of the same religion,
sociological studies show that sects share certain common
social features: they originate out of protest, whether
aggressive or nonaggressive, against the parent organiza-

tion's beliefs, doctrines, or rituals; they usually consist

of people who belong tu a lower class than the members of
the parent church and are sometimes geographically isolated;
they almost always begin functioning under a charismatic
leader; and they come into being as a result of the church's
inability to meet the social and psychological needs of‘some
of its members.

B. R. Wilson, a leading authority on sectarianism, has
distinguished six types of sects on the basis of the sect's
response to the world: (1) conversionist sects, whose
“reaction towards the outside world is to suggest that the
latter is corrupted because man is cortupted";2 (2) revolu-
tionary sects, whose “attitude towards the outside world is
summed up in a desire to be rid of the present social order
when the time is ripe--if necessary, by force and violence":J
(3) introversionist sects, "whose response to the world is
neither to convert the population nor to expect the world's
overturn, but simply in retiring from it to enjoy the
security gained by personal holiness. This type is com-
pletely indifferent to social reforms, to individual
conversion and to social rovolutionl";4 (4) manipulationist
sects, which, "previously called gnostic, are those which
insist especially on a particular and distinctive knowledge.
They define themselves vis-i-vis the outside world essen-
tially by accepting its goals';s (5) thaumaturgical sects,
or "movements which insist that it is possible for men to
experience the extraordinary effect of the supernatural on

their lives“;6 and (6) reformist sects, which "seem to
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In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
Shaykh Ahmad Ahs3a’I (d. 1241/1825), a native of Ahsa,
founded a new school of thought within the Imdmi Shi‘a. The
heterodox doctrines of Shaykh Ahmad laid the foundations for
a new approach to Shi‘I theology and caused the traditional
ShTti theologians to denounce him as an innovator in their
polemical works.

Shaykh Ahmad's doctrines were a synthesis of the views
of the Akhbari and the Usull schools. He emphasized the
importance of the igégg and prepared his students for the
advent of the Twelfth Imam or MahdI, whose appearance had
been axpected for centuries.

Shaykh Ahmad wrote extensively, traveled widely and,
with his erudition and personal magnetism, won over adher-
ents from different parts of the country and from different

social and intellectual backgrounds including many members

ix

of the royal family.

After Shaykh Ahmad's death, the leadership of his
school fell to Sayyid Kazim RashtI, his close student, who
continued Shaykh Ahmad's approach and, in numerous works,
elaborated his thoughts. The death of Sayyid Kazim was
followed by a series of crises, agygravated by the fact that
he did not designate a successor.

The teachings, Particularly the predictions, of both
Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kazim prepared their followers for
the acceptance of the expected MahdI. when the B3b, the
founder of the Bibl religious movement, claimed (in 1260/
1844) that he was the expected one, many Shaykhls accepted
his claim.

The ShaykhI school was the latter branch of the Imami
Shi‘a, an intellectual link between Islam and the Babi
movement, and a point of departure for a series of religious
and social developments in later periods which had a great

impact upon the intellectual life of the Persians.




constitute a case apart. But the dynamic analytic approach

to religious movements demands a category corresponding to
those groups which, though sectarian in more than one
respect, have affected transformations in their early
response towards the outside world.”7

In the Western literature on Islamic schism, es§ential
terms such as "sect," "theological school," "group," and
"gchool of law" are used inconsistently and often inter-

changeably. For example, the writers of articles in the

Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam have used the various terms

listed above to define or describe schisms with common
elements and similar natures. There one finds under
"al-Murgii'a,” "name of one of the early sects of Islam,"8
and under "al-Muftazila" one reads, "the name of the great
theological school which created the speculative dogmatics
of Islam.”’ The "Kharidjites" are called "the earliest of
the religious sects,"10 and "al-2aidiya" are described as

1l Furthermore,

12

"the practical groups of the Shi‘a.
"MalikIs" are called "the school of law,"” and for the

"Hanafites" the Arabic term "madhhab"~-without even its
. " - 13
equivalent in English (which could be “school”)--is used.
In contrast to the undifferentiated approach illustra-

ted above, the introduction to al-Farq Bayn al-Firaq, a

well-known book by one of the most eminent Muslim heresio-
graphers, AbG Mansir ‘Abd al-Qadir b. Tahir al-Baghdadl

(d. 429/1037), is a good example of a Muslim scholar's

approach toward and evaluation of sects in an Islamic

context.

According to al-BaghdiadI, a Tradition on the authority
of the Prophet Muhammad reads, "My people will be divided
into seventy-three firga [sections, groups] of which only

one will be saved."l4

Al-Baghdadl categorizes the Islamic
sects into seventy-three, of which the only one to be "saved"
is the SunnI. He differentiates the groups into two main
categories. The first category deals with theological
questions such as the understanding of God, His unity,
justice, and other attributes; free will versus predestina-
tion; the possibility of seeing God on the Day of Judgement;
and the qualities of the Prophet Muhammad. Each sect
maintains its own attitude toward these questions, and each
group, crnsidering itself right and justified, accuses the
others of being infidels. The second category comprises
jurisprudential questions defined by an understanding of
Quranic teachings. The jurisprudential attitudes of a sect
are not considered grounds for accusing its members of being
infidels.

To decide who belonged to the saved sect and who did
not, al-Baghdadi had to provide a definition for the term
"Muslim.” He enumerates various definitions according to
different sects, and then he states the definition which,
apparently, is accepted by the saved sect, namely the
Sunnis.

According to the KaramIya sect, a Muslim is one who

beliaves in the oneness of God and in His Prophet Muhammad.




According to another sect, a Muslim is one whc believes that
(1) the universe is accidental (hadith), (2) God and His
attributes are eternal, (3) Muhammad is the messenger of

God for the entire human world, (4) Muhammad's religion will
last forever, (5) the Qur’3an is the main source for religi-
ous order, and (6) the Kafba is the direction of obligatory
prayer. Al-Baghdadl then asserts, as the last condition of
belief, that a true Muslim does not set up or adhere to
heretical doctrine (bidfa), of which he identifies two
categories. The first category of heretical doctrine causes
a believer (Muslim) to become a nonbeliever. For example,
the members of Bayaniya or MughayrIya sects would not be
considered Muslims because they maintain the divinity of the
imams. Belief in incarmation, or belief in the acceptabili-
ty of marriage between a man and his daughter's daughter,
which was practiced by the MayminIya, made them cease to be
Muslims, according to al-Baghdddi. Similarly, the belief
that Islam would be abrogated on the Last Day was a rereti-
cal doctrine which caused the Ab3adiya to become non-Muslims
in his view.

The second category of heretical doctrine does not
cause the believer to become a nonbeliever, but it does
deprive him of some social rights. For example, he can
neither lead the group prayer nor marry a woman from among
the saved sect, the Sunnis.

Al-Baghdadl's approach to Islamic sects appears to

imply that only heretical doctrines concerninq religious

matters played a role in generating new sects in Islam. To
support his claim that social and economic factors did not
Play any part, he contends that the controversial issues
raised immediately after the death of the Prophet were also
of theological or religious nature, and that Abi Bakr, who
became the first successor (caliph) of the Prophet, solved
them all by quoting the Prophet's statements (hadith); thus,
none of the issues caused schism in Islam at that tinme.
Such controversial issues included the question of whether
the Prophet was dead or had ascended to heaven like Jesus;
whether the Prophet should be buried in Mecca, his birth-
place, or in Medina, the city of Emigration where he
established his religion; whether the Prophet's successor
(imd3m) could be a man from outside the Prophet's clan
(Quraysh) or had to be a member of the Quraysh. Although
every one of these issues had immediate socio-political
implications, it is significant that traditional Muslim
perspective assigns merely theological value to them. In
fact, two jurisprudential issues had been raised: (1) could
anyone inherit from the Prophet, or did his property belong
to the community? and (2) was a non-zakat (alms) payer still
a4 Muslim? Even the imamate, the question of who would
succeed the Prophet, which split Islam, was originally
perceived as a religious issue and only later developed into
a social and political dispute.

In actuality, the "religious"” prob}ems that caused

schism in Islam, like the issue of the imamate, could also




fall into the categories of jurisprudential, theological,
and philosophical differences in the interpretation of the

Qur’3n and hadith, the validity and authenticity of hadith,

daily worship practices, and theological discussions about
God, the prophets, the angels, and man's predestination or
free will.

The applicability of the terms "“sect,” "movement,"
"school,” and so on, to these doctrines depends upon the
definition of these terms within the framework of Islamic
history, the social function of the group, its sense of
group golidarity, and the relationship of the schismatic
group to the parent group. It must be borne in mind,
however, that it is nearly impossible to draw a line between
"sects"” and "schools" in Islam, or to affix a certain term
to a certain group and expect the term to be applicable in
all the historical phases of that group.

The Shaykhl school has been referred to in Persian
works as "firga" (division, section) or "madhhab" (school,
religious creed), but more often as "Shaykhlya," a term
consisting of "Shaykh" and the sufix "iya" which denotes
either a group of people who follow a certain person, for
example, “Zaydiya," or a group with a certain ideological
system, such as "Qadariya."

In this work the term "ShaykhI school® is used, being
the preferred term of the Shaykhis themselves and appropri-

ate to a theological study of the ShaykhI ideology, which is

intended as a primary attempt at clarification of the

intellectual parameters of the Shaykhi school, as well as
examining the issue in its wider historical context.

The Shaykhi sciool, although primarily a theological
school, had definite practical and sociological implications,
promoted group cohesion, strengthened the moral order, and
offered new approaches toward dogmatic, traditional prin-
ciples of ShI*T thought. Although the school's theoretical
approaches were a revolution in the Shita, they were strong-
ly rooted in ShI®T Traditions and the utterances of ﬁhe
ShI‘I imdms. The school reevaluated Shi‘T dogmas, redefined
the religious norms, reconsidered the traditional under-
standing of Shi¢T beliefs, and introduced a series of new
doctrines, not in the name of a new independent value-
oriented movement or religious revolution, but as a system
which claimed to be the very essence of ShI ‘T thought. Many
Shi¢I authorities did not accept this claim, however, and '
considered the ShaykhI school to be heresy.

The doctrines of the ShaykhI school were a syncretism
of indigenous religious ShI¢I beliefs, and were not imported
from foreion cultural or religious ideologies. Of the
theological, sociological, and ritual aspects that character-
ize the school, this study is concerned mainly with the
theological aspects, for it is the theological doctrines of
the school that form its strongest connection to the
mainstream of ShIY thought, and also constitute the most
significant links between the school and the B3bi religious

movement. In studying the theology of the school, only the




basic ideas of Shaykhi ontology and eschatology will be
discussed. A detailed discussion of the sources which
influenced the ShaykhI school, and of nature of the similar-
ities between the ideology of the Shaykhi school and other
theological and philosophical trends of thought, is beyond
the scope of this work.

In spite of the fact that numerous significant social
and political events took place during this era, few
scholarly works about the period have been written. The
religious and intellectual climate has received even less
scholarly attention. The abundance of historical sources,ls
travelers' narratives, biographical works, political
documents, and religious treatises produced in this era
requires careful study and presents a challenge to the
scholar.

This study employs an analytical approach based on
primary sources written by Shaykh Ahmad and Sayyid Kazim
RashtI, his successor. In discussing points of controversy
between the ‘Shaykhi school and other trends of thought,
referaence is made to scholarly works by specialists in the
field.

Shaykh Ahmad's contribution in reconciling conflicting
beliefs unified a group of people from different social
backgrounds and geographical regions and prepared them
intellectually to accept the Bab, who in the middle of the
nineteenth century claimed to be the fulfillment of the

Islamic expectation of the MahdI and ultimately proclaimed

that his was a religious system independent of Islam, with a
new revealed Holy Book.

While the Shaykhi school was not a value-oriented,
religious revolutionary, messianic, and charismatic movement,
it contained the seeds of all these features, which were
later to germinate and davelop to fruition in the Bibl
movement, a movement which proved to be broader in scope and
more comprehensive in ideoclogy than the Shaykhil school which
had preceded it, |

1o




CHAPTER I

NOTES
" The Religious, Intellectual Climate of Iran During

1. The term "ShaykhI," the adjective from the word_"Shaykh," the First Half of the Nineteenth Century
is derived from the title of Shaykh Ahmad Ahs3’i.

2. B. R. Wilson, "A Typology of Sects," Sociology of . The Q3j3r period (1193/1779-1342/1924) was character-
Religion, ed. Roland Robertson (Great Britain: Penguin .
Education, 1969), p. 364. ized by the transformation of long-established institutions

3. 1Ibid., p. 365. and the emergence of new approaches to social and religious

4. 1Ibid., p. 366. life in Iran. It was a period of despair, of decline in

5. 1Ibid., p. 367. intellectual creativity, and of spiritual and material

6. Ibid., p. 368.: deprivation. It was a period of European imperialistic

7. 1Ibid., p. 369. designs, during which Eastern and Western cultures met and

8. Shorter Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1953 ed., s.v. "al- clashed. The transformation of institutions gave rise to
Murdji’a,” by A. J. Wensinck.

several major political and religious reforms which, in
9. 1Ibid., s.v. "al-Muftazila," by H. S. Nyberg.
depth, scope, and creativity, differed from many other
10. Ibid., s.v. "Kharidjites," by G. levi della Vida.

reforms in Persian history.
11. 1Ibid., s.v. "al-2aidiya,"” by R. Strothmann.
Shi¢T Islam, as the fundamental element in the life,
12. 1Ibid., s.v. "M3likis," by W. Heffening.
manners, and attitudes of the Persians, has had a great
13. 1Ibid., s.v. "Hanafites," by W. Heffening.
influence upon the mentality, character, and attitudes of
l4. AbG Mangir ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Baghdadi, al-Farq Bayn al-

Firaq (Tehr3n: Amir KabYIr, 1344), p. 3. the Persians in their social and private life. Islam has
15. Hafez Parmayan remarks that, "No period in Persian also played a peculiar and influential role in all aspects

History is so rich in source materials as that of the

recent Qijir (1794-1925)." "Observations on Sources for of the intellectual and moral climate of the nation.

the Study of Nineteenth- and Twentieth Century Iranian

History," International Journal of Middle East Studies, Therefore, no study of the socio-political history of the

Vol. 5 (Jan. 1974}, No. I, p. 4I.
Persians could be attempted without a close consideration of

religious attitudes.
A comprehensive study of the religious climate of the
period is still to be undertaken. . In such a study, the

activities of the religious circles, the life and the

11 12




contributions of the individual fulama, and relations among
the ‘ulama themselves and with the people, rulers, and
religious minnorities are important elements which must be
considared in order to comprehend the roots of the religious
reformas.

The intent of the present chapter is to sketch the
basic facts in the religious life of the Persians in order
to provide a foundation for the discusgsion of the main
ShaykhI doctrines.

Shi¢I Islam has been a factor in the religious life of
Iran from the early period of the Islamic era. ?rom the
Safavid period (907/1501-1145/1732), to the present, except
for a short time during the Afshiar Dynasty (1148/1736-1210/
1795), shifa has been the official religious system of Iran.
The strong intellectual connection of the Persian ShI%a with
the ShI¢T centers of ‘Atabxtl must be emphasized. The holy
shrines of the Shi‘I im3ms and the ShI‘T circles of ‘Atabat
have always attracted the Persian Shit'a and have been the
most respected places for Shi‘Il studies in the Islamic
world. Although Iran has several well-known centers for
these studies, such as Mashhad, Qom, Isfahin, and Tehrdn, it
is generally believed that the best schools and the most
qualified teachers for advanced studies in Shi¢i doctrines

are located in SAtab3t. Attendance at the lectures of the

ShI¢I fulami in fAtabiat and study in their circles is the

utmost desire of the ShI‘T knowledge seeker.

The curriculum of the circles consists of the study of

13

the Qur’3an, ShI'Y tafsir (interpretation), hadith (Tradition),
figh (Islamic jurisprudence), and Arabic grammar. The
students begin their career by memorizing the Qur’3n and by
studying the Arabic language through memorization of the
Nigab al-Sibyan of Badr al-DIn Mahmidd b. AbI Bakr FakEhI

(d. 1208/1793). Alongside the Nigadb, or a little later in
their studies, the Amthila and Sarf MIr of MIr Sayyid Sharif
Jurjani (816/1413) are studied as basic texts for Arabic
grammar. In the literary sciences (e.g., Ma‘anI, Bayan, and
Badif), the Mutawwal of Mas‘Gd b. “Umar Sa‘d TaftZz3nl

(d. 793/1390) is the basic text. In principles of juris-

prudence the Ma‘dlim al-Usgil of Shaykh Hasan b. Zayn al-DIn

al-Shahid al-ThanT, or the Qawanin al-Muhkama fi al-Usil of

MIrza AbU a'-Qasim b. Muhammad Hasan, known as Mirza-i Qomi
(d. 1231/1815), is taught. Although the basic courses
offered in each circle are almost identical, the material
covered in each course and the duration of the course
depends on the interest of the teacher.2

Fields of specialization do not exist, and each learned
man can teach whatever he wishes. The teachers of higher
rank are expected to answer any questions and discuss any
religious issue. In spite of the lack of specialization in
religious studies, some of the fulami are better known for
their knowledge and authority in certain fields. The most
respected teachers are those who can teach different courses
to many students,

The term of study in ‘Atab3t is not fixed. Students

14




may stay in ‘Atabat anywhere from a few months to five, or
even seven, years. They usually complete a course by
writing a treatise on a religious subject. If the treatise
is approved by the teacher, the writer is awarded an ijaza
(authorization, license).’ An ijaza is a great honor for a
student and the official recognition of his academic, moral,
and religious qualifications. The fame and the esteem of
the issuer of an ij3za is significant for the later relig-
ious and academic life of the receiver: biographical books
always provide the names of the ‘ulamd from whom the :éiig
has received his ijizas.4

In spite of the fact that the religious circles of
‘Atabat and Iran provided religious education for hundreds
of Shi‘a, the general public, which was illiterate, lacked
any formal religious education, and the general knowledge of
the ShI*f community rarely went beyond the details of daily
rituals. In such a society, the religious undarstanding of
the individuals is based on obedience to religious leaders.
The fact that in Persian society only a certain group of
people receive a religious education is partly due to the
fact that a person traditionally follows the occupation of
his father, and, as a result, several members of one family
often receive a good education, and even reach the highest
ranks of religious leadership.s

During this period, a great number of books and
treatises were written in various fields of Islamic

sciences.® 1t is reported, for example, that Mulla Muhammad

15

Ja‘far Astarab3adl (d. 1263/1846) wrote 70 books,7 and Sayyid
K3zim RashtT (d. 1259/1843) wrote 150.% although, on the
basis of these reports, the number of religious works of the
period approaches several thousand volumes, the majority of
them are in the nature of marginal notes to the well-known
works of the earlier ShI'I writers. Rather than encouraging
originality and creativity, ShI°Yy scholarship has pursued
various forms of tagriz (eulogy), tahshiya (insert;on). and
talkhig (abridgment) on the important works of the.past.9
For example, among the works written by Astardbadi, fourteen

are in the form of tabshIya and sharh (exeqesis).lo

Very rarely did an filim concentrate his works in one
field. Fame and Popularity among the ‘ulam3 also depended
on their versatility. The result was a multitude of authors
who contributed very little to the critical study of Shi‘¢i
scholarship.

The language of the scholarly texts in Islam has always
been Arabic. Although during this period the tendency
toward writing religious texts in Persian was beginning to
increase among some of the ‘ulam3, the main works of all the
distinguished ‘ulam3 were still being written in Arabic.

An examination of the religious works of the period
reveals that aside from a few influential and well-respected
works on figh, such as Shaykh Murtada Angari‘'s (d. 1281/1864)
works, greatest attention was given primarily to the minor
questions of figh, while much less attention was given other

religious fields. This is understandable, for each mujtahid

16




tried to consolidate his authority as the "marja‘®-i tagqlid"

by providing an immediate and personal framework of legal
sanctions relating to a plethora of daily dilemmas in the
lives of his followers. Works on figh were so common that
it is hard to find an filim who did not write a few works on
this subject. It is not surprising, then, that only a small
number of them have been accepted and widely used by the
entire ShI¢T community.

In the field of tafsir nothing was written that is
comparable, either‘in length or in quality, to the earlier
ShI‘I tafsirs, such as the Majma® al-Baydn by TabrisY

(4. 548/1153).11 The well-known books of tafsir written in

this period are commentaries on a few verses or chapte;s of

the Qur’an. A full, comprehensive commentary was not

attempted.lz

The ‘ulami, collectively known in Persian society as
the Jamifa-i Rihaniyat (the spiritual concourse), were in

charge of religious rituals.13 The members of this group,

although differing from one another in rank, all functioned
as commentators on the gur’in and Islamic law, religious
leaders, judges, teachers, arbitrators, managers of the holy
shrines, and recipients of the income of the religious
endowments (augdf). They were also entitled to receive the

14 on behalf of the imams.

khums
The ‘ulama were in charge of various socio-religious
affairs of the community. They were trusted by the people

as representatives of the holy im3ms among the Shi€a. They
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were also considered the true leaders, decision makers,
reliable sources, and leading authorities in religious
doctrine, and were thought to be the arbiters of the common
good of the community. Such an attitude gave the fulami
power and influence and enabled them to assume leading roles
in social conflicts. The fulam3 were also a refuge fér
people who were treated unjustly. In this respect they were
the main link between the ruling class and the masses.

The involvement of the fulami in various socio~
religious affairs produced a noticeable competition among
them for students, attendance at daily prayers, and income
from ggggg. In most cases, it was accompanied by ideologic-
al disputes. The most common device used against one's
rivals was takfir (accusing someone of being an infidel),
which could cause the accused person to lose his following
and even be put to death by the followers of the issuer of

the takfir. Takflr was always pronounced in the name of

defending and protecting Islamic interests.

The relationship between the ‘ulam3 and the ruling
class was not fixed and determined. It varied on an
individual as well as temporal basis. As the nature of the
relationship was affected by many factors, any generaliza-
tion on this subject must be made with care. Since religion
was the most influential factor in the private and social
life of the Islamic community, naturally the fulama were
the most respected and influential group. They ascribed to

themselves the roles of interpreters of the Word of God and
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protectors of Islam on earth. As a result of such functicns,
the rulers of Islamic societies needed the support of the
fulama to consolidate their political positions. They would
obtain wider support and popularity if they could establish
friendly relations with the ‘ulam3. Politically or militar-
ily weak rulers particularly required their support. It is
generally true that, as the power and stability of a ruler
increased, his appeal for fulam3d‘'s support decreased, but it
must immediately be added that the personal tendencies of
the ruler played a fundamental role in defining his rela-
tions with the €ulam3. A ruler with a religious interest
was more attached to the fulamd than a ruler lacking such an
interest. From the standpoint of the fulami, the personal
tendencies of the 5§;;g were significant in defining his
relations with the rulers. While some of the fulam3 were so
detached from material involvement that they paid no heed to
the rulers, others were active in political affairs. This
group, which did not object to being paid by the court,
carried out its commands and tended to forget their roles as
spiritual leaders. It is true, however, that an :§££g was
better able to fulfill his function if he had a satisfactory
relationship with the rulers. Mutual support was, therefore,
of benefit to both sides.

Fath ®AlY Shdah (d. 1250/1834), who was a man with a
strong religious sense.ls respected, financially supported,
and paid visits to the fulam3. The Shah invited Mulla

Jaffar of Astar3bad (d. 1263/1846) to Tehrin and housed him
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near the royal palace, visiting him at least once a month.16
It is also reported that Fath €AlT Shidh visited Mulla ¢Abd
Alldh 2zorozI (d. 1257/1841) and presented gifts to him and
to his students.17 Mulla 'Abd al-Razzaq DonbolI (d. 1242/
1820) states that Nayib al-Saltana ®Abb3as Mirza (d. 1249/
1833) and Qa’im Maq3am (d. 1251/1835) expressed the utmoct
respect for the ‘ulama. Nayib al-saltana was said to attend
the congregational prayer every Friday, and Qa’im Maqam
would host a reception for the ®ulami every Thursday and

Friday.18

It is also reported that Muhammad ¢AlT MTrzZ

(d. 1237/1821), son of Fath ¢Alf sh3h and the governor of
Kermanshdh, invited Shaykh Ahmad Ahs3’T (d. 1241/1825) to
Kermansh3ah and paid him one thousand tom5n319 for his travel
expenses. Shaykh Ahmad was also paid a monthly salary of
seven hundred tomins.2?

In spite of such generosity and kindness, rulers did
not tolerate any serious opposition from the fulama:
whenever the ¢ulamad threatened the security of a ruler, he
would act against them.z1

Doctrinal conflict and c;isis was at a high level during
this period and affected the entire life and attitude of the
Persian shifa. 1In the year 260/873 when, according to the
ShI‘T belief, the Twelfth Im3m disappeared in Samarri and
his occultation (ghaybat) began, the Shlfa were cut off from
his direct religious and spiritual guidance. Prior to that

time, religious problems had been solved by asking his

advice or by emulating his conduct, deeds, and words.
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Therefore, the Traditions were consulted as the main sources
for Islamic law. This situation continued until the end of
the Lesser Occultation (which began in 260/873 and ended in
329/940).22 By the beginning of the Greater Occultation
(329/940), the ShIfa could only refer to the Qur’3an and the
Traditions on the authority of the Prophet and the imams,
since all material connection with the imams had been
severed in 329/940. In the early decades of the occultation
period, the most important collections of Traditions, which
are considered toibe second in validity only to the Qur’an,
were compiled by KolaynI (d. 329/940), $adlig (Ibn Babawayh)
(d. 381/991), and TosY (460/1067).

The occultation of the imam raised a fundamental
question: who would be the center of authority and what
would be the sources of legislation? Some ShI*Y scholars
believed it was permissible to employ “reason” to solve

problems for which the Qur’an and ;he Traditions offered no

clear solutions. Other ShI¢I scholars considered the Qur’an

and the Traditions to be sufficient sources for legislation
and maintained that there was no need to use individual
reasoning for new religious cases. In the early period, the
dispute between the two groups, although importapt, did not
create a serious rift in the ShI‘I community, but in the
late fifteenth century, when confessional affiliation
assumed major importance in the tribal struggles for power
in northwestern Iran, the gap widened until two separate

groups, the Akhbaris and the Ugllis, emerged.

21

The AkhbarIs identify as the earliest Akhb3rI scholars
Kolayni and Saduq, who collected and classified the
Traditions. The next great ShI*I scholar was Muhammad b.
‘AlT known as Ibn AbT Jumh@r of Ahs3 (d. about 901/1495) 23
who appeared a full five centuries later. Akhbari theology,
with a distinc; ideological system, begins with Mull3
Muhammad Amin Astarabadi (d. 1026 or 1031 or 1036/1617, 1621
or 1626).

#ulla Muhammad Amin b. Muhammad Sharif Astarabadl was
born in Astarabad and resided in Mecca and Medina. He was
the first ‘dlim to challenge the authenticity of the
mujtahids' (Usulis’) judgmants,z4 and in many books,
including the Fawa’id al-Madaniya, accused the mujtahids of

being the cause of corruption in Islam.25 Although the
founding of the AkhbarI school by Astarabidl marks the
division of the ShI®T fulami into two antagonistic groups,
it was not until the eighteenth century that the Ugull
ideology was identified with a particular founder.

After Muhammad AmIn Astarabadl, the AkhbarT school
included a number of scholars such as Mulli Muhsin Fayd

KashanI (d. 1091/1680), who wrote the Safinat al-Najat and

criticized the UsiilIs. Fayq states in the Safinat al-Najat

that religious legislation can be based only on the Qur’an
and the Traditions, not on the other sources used by the
Ugﬁlfs.zs After Fayq, the doctrines of the AkhbarI school
were developed by ‘ulama such as Mulld Muhammad Tahir of Qom

(d. 1098/1686) , Mulla KhalIl b. Gh3zI of Qazvin (d. 1098/
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1686),27 and Shaykh Muhammad b. Hasan Hurr ‘Amill (d. 1033/
1623) . Among these, Shaykh ‘AmilI is the most important

becauge of his work, Wasa’il al-ShTI¢a. He also wrote the

Fawa’id al-Tosiya, a book on Akhb3ri ideology which attacked

the approach of the Ugllis. 1In addition to the above works,

‘AmilI wrote the Hadfyat al-AbrZr, devoted to the disputes

between the Akhb3arIs and the UsiilIs. He also wrote the

Hid3yat al-Umma il3 Ahk3am al-A’imma. As a major voice of

“learned orthodoxy," he was opposed to the "ecstatic
heterodoxy” of the §Gfts.28

The views of Astardb3adl, which were supported and
enriched by the later AkhbarI fulam3d, were accepted by the
majority of the ShI€a in Iran, Iraq, and the Gulf provinces.
Shaykh ¢AlT b. Sulaym3n Bahrayni (d. 1062/1651) established

29 and was followed by Shaykh

the Akhbarl school in Bahrayn
Sulayman b. ‘Abd Allah M3hGzI (d. 1121/1709) and his
students. The intellectual activities of the Akhbﬁris in
Bahrayn made the province a major Akhb3ari center. The most
distinguished Akhbari scholar of Bahrayn was Shaykh ‘abd
Alldh b. $3lih SamahIjT (d. 1135/1722), who severely
attacked UgllI beliefs and went to extremes in his enmity
toward the Usliliis. SamahIji has described the views of the
AkhbarIs and the Uglilis in two of his works. The first, the

Munyat al-Mumdrisin fI Ajwabat Su’3al3t al-Shaykh Y3asIn

(YasIn b. Salah al-DIn), was cited by the famous biographer
MIrza Muhammad B3qir Kh3nsari (d. 1313/1895) to describe the

ideological differences between the two groups. The second,
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al-Nuhiya, clearly states that the ShIi‘ are not obliged to
obey the mujtahids because such an obligation is not
established by God, the Prophet, or the 1g§g§.30

The later AkhbarI scholar, Shaykh Ydsuf b. Ahmad
BahraynI (d. 1186/1772), well-known for his books, the

Hada’iq al-Nidira and the Lu’lu’at al-Bahrayn, was a

moderate. He criticized the extremist AkhbarIs in his work,

al-Durr al-Najafiya fT Radd al-AkhbSrl'ya.3l It was during

the lifetime of this man that the founder of the UsalY
school, Muhammad Bagir b. Muhammad Akmal al-Dfn of Behbah3n
(d. 1205/1790), known as WahTd Behbah3anT, rose against the
Akhbaris, and Shaykh YGsuf Bahraynl gave way to the new
UsUlY ideology.

Muhammad b. °Abd al-Nabi Akhb3rI (d. 1232/1816), better
known as Muhaddith NIshdborI, was the last distinguished

AkhbarI scholar. He wrote the Qal® al-Asis fT Naqd Asas al-

U§6132 and the Masadir al-Anwar fi al-Ijtihad wa al-Akhb3r

to criticize the Ugili mujtahids. Muhaddith Nish3borT was

killed by the UgulIs in 1232/1816 in Kagzimayn at the age of
54,33

The persecution of Muhaddith NIshaborT and the rise of
Muhammad B3aqir Behbah3nY put an end to the Akhbiri school;
Akhbari ideology, which had for centuries dominated the
religious and intellectual life of the Shifa in the main
Shi¢l scholastic centers, was replaced by the Usuall
ideology.

Although the historical roots of UsulY thought go back
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to the occultation period, and since then there have been
numerous Usill fulam3d among the Shita, Muhammad B3qir
Behbah3ni is considered to be the founder of the Usull
school.34 The new jurisprudential system he formulated was
subsequently adopted by the Shifa, and with some modifica-
tions was accepted by well-known scholars such as Shaykh
Murtada AngarI and Mulld Muhammad Kazim (d. 1329/1911),
known as Akhond Khor3sani.

Because of his contribution to the formulation of
UsllI thought, Behbahinl became known among the Shi‘a as
Mu’assis BehbahanI (Founder), Murawwij Behbahanl (Dissemina-
tor), Ostad-i Akbar (Great Teacher), and Ost3d-i Kull (The
Teacher of Everyone). He wrote a number of books, mostly in

Persian, among which the Risdla dar Ijtihdd va Akhbir is

significant for its repudiation of AkhbarI views and for its
support of the position of the mujtahid and his functions,
namely, ijtihad (individual judgment).ls He also wrote two

other works on the same subject: Inhisir-i Mardom bi

Mujtahid va Muqallid,36 on the theme that people are either

legists or imitators, and the Fawa’id al-Usiliya, a

refutation of the Fawid’id al-Madaniya of Muhammad Amin b.

Muhammad SharIf Astar3bidr.

BehbahanI's views on the legislative authority of the
‘ulamd won universal acceptance in ShI‘T circles through the
work and efforts of some distinguished students of the
Behbahani circle who wrote, preached, and popularized the

viewpoints of the UsTlis. One of these was Shaykh Ja‘far
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NajafI (d. 1227/1812), the author of the well-known work, -

Kashf al-Ghita . The beginning of this book is devoted to a

description of the Usdll approach to legislative problems.
Najaffl also wrote two other works on the same subject: the

first, al-Hagq al-Mub®n fi al-Radd ‘ala al-AkhbHrIYIn,37 to

discuss the views of two parties and to reject the extremist

Akhbaris, and the second, another Kashf al-Ghit3d , to refute

the views of Muhaddith Nishabor®. Najafil sent acopy of this
bock to Fath ¢Ali Sh3h to prove to him the falsity of the
beliefs of the AkhbarIs and of their leading authority,
Muhaddith NIsh3bort.38

Behbahani's views were elaborated in the works of the
later Usilis, and the repudiation of the Akhbiarls continued
in the works of other Usili ‘ulama such as Muhammad
Tabdtaba’T (d. 1242/1826) .37 The dispute between the
Akhbaris and the Usilis did not remﬁin on an inteilectual
level. It became so intense that the UsulIs killed
Muhaddith NishaborI for his Akhb3arI views and fed his body

to the dogs.4°

The polemical works‘l of the Ugulls and their violent
measures against the Akhb3arIs caused the AkhbarTs to lose
their leadership of the ShI ‘i community. The transfer of
religious leadership from the Akhbaris to the UsilIs was a
turning point in the history of Shil*‘T doctrire. Ii gave
the ‘ulam3a an active role in the political and social
development of the nation. The leadership of the Usull

‘ulama, such as that of Mir Sayyid Muhammad Tabataba’T,
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known as Mquhid,42 against the Russians (in 1241/1825)
during the reign of Fath ‘All Shdh, is a clear example of

the part the Usulls played in shaping the destiny of the

. . 4
Persian nation. 3

The crucial doctrine of the Akhbaris and the Usilis
rests on the question of the authority of the religious
leader.%% The Usulls believe that a Shl‘®a can reach the
position cf ijtihad through his personal study of Islamic
sciences. A man who is well educated and known for his

piety, nobility, and moral standing may become a mujtahid.

45

Whoever reaches these required qualifications is able to

interpret Islamic law and legislate regulations which do not
already exist in the Qur’an and the Traditions. In addition,
the Uslilis believe that a mujtahid is the representative of
the imam among the ShI®a and that obedience to the muitahid
is obligatory in the ShT¢I community. Therefore, the
personal understanding and judgment of a mujtahid, which is
based on the Qur’3n and the Traditions, must be accepted and
followed by the Shifa who are the imitators {mugallid) of
the mujtahid. Thus, the Ugﬁlfs believe that the "gate"

(bab) of ijtih3d is open for the ShI‘a.

For the Akhbarls, on the other hand, the personal
understanding of the mujtahid is not acceptable. Wwhile tha
AkhbarTs hold that only the text of the Qur’3n and the
Traditions are legitimate sources for legislation, the
UsllIs maintain that the principles (ugdl) from which

solutions to religious problems can be derived are four:
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(1) the Kit3ab (Qur’3n), (2) the sunna (the deeds, conduct,
and sayings of the Prophet and the iﬂéﬂir i.e., Traditions),
(3) ijma¢ (consensus of the authorities in a legal question
the precedent for which does not exist in the first and
second sources), and (4) ‘aql (reason).

Since the Traditions are substantially significant for
the AkhbarIs, they give full validity to all of the
Traditions collected in the Four Books of the Shi¢Y¥

Traditions, nameiy, KafT, Tahdhib, Istibgdr, and Man 13

Yahduruhu al-Faglh. For the Ugiilis, on the contrary, the

contents of the Four Books do not have the same validity.

The UgllIs allow action on the basis of "opinion"
(zann) when they cannot reach "knowledge" (:ilg), whereas
the AkhbarIs do not trust opinion. They contend that
knowledge is always attainable from the Traditions and is
trustworthy.

Usdll doctrine maintains that there are two groups in
ShI*T society: (1) mujtahids (legalists formulating
independent decisions in legal or theological matters, based
on the interpretation and application of the four gggi). and
(2) mugallids (imitators, who imitate the mujtahids as their
religious guides). The AkhbarTs believe that the ShIfa must
only imitate the infallible figures, that is, the imams, and
not the mujtahids, who are not infallible.

Concerning ijtihad, the UsGlls assert that it is
possible for anyone to reach the position of ijtih3d through

his personal endeavors during the occultation period (which
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lasts until the appearance of the Mahdi), and whenever he

has reached that position he is qualified to legislate
religious regulations. The Akhb3rTs, on the other hand,
believe that perfect religious knowledge cannot be obtained
during the period of occultation because knowledge must be
obtained from infallible sources, i.e., the imams: thus
knowledge is obtainable only from the Traditions. Therefore,
they deny that the mujtahids possess perfect knowledge and
understanding on religious questions.

The ‘Ilm al-égﬁl‘a is a significant field of study for
the Ugilis and a mujtahid must be a master in this field.
The Akhb3rIs disregard the ‘Ilm al-Ugiil and believe that
sound knowledge of the terminologies employed in the
Traditions is sufficient to understand the law.

Another fundamental point of dispute between the two
schools deals with the imitation of a deceased mujtahid.
While the Usilis do not regard it lawful to imitate a
deceased mujtahid, the Akhbar¥s do.

Regarding the use of the Qur’an and the Traditions, the
Ustlis prefer to use the esoteric meaning of these works,
whereas the AkhbarIs are inclined to use the interpretations
of the Qur’an and the Traditions offered by the im3ms, if
they are available. In regard to the "chain of Traditions,”
while the Usilis do not allow reference to Traditions
related by an authority who is not infallible, the Akhbaris
recognize as authentic Traditions related by ordinary people.

A comparison of the two schools shows that the Usull
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school believes in the indivi&ual authority of the mujtahids.
The school also admits the freedom of personal understanding
and, as a result, keeps the "gate" of ijtihad open. The
flexibility of the Usuli approach toward law may have been
the major reason for its appeal to the majority of the Shl¢a.
This flexibility and the individualistic nature of the
UstilIs may also have aided the ShI‘T law to be more
adaptable to the new needs of the society.

While the social and geographical background of the
leading AkhbarT authorities show that they were mainly the
residents of Mecca, Medina, and the Arabic provinces of the
Gulf area, the UsilIs were mainly Iranian, either residents
of Iran or ‘Atabat. In addition, because Muhammad Bagir
Behbahanl, the founder of the UsiilI school, wrote mostly in
Persian, and also because the UsUlY fulama participated in
nationalistic movements during the Q3jar period, the Usilis
may be considered as forerunners of the nationalistic
movement which, in its early days, appeared in religious
form. As such, the Usilis may perhaps be regarded as the
Persian element against the Arabs, or at least against the
Arabic element, which predominated in the intellectual and
social background of the AkhbarT leaders. The Persian
nature of the UsilI school was probably a reason for its
popularity among the Iranians. From the intellectual point
of view, it is evident that the rise of the Usiilis repre-
sents the return of “"rationalism” to the religious attitude

of the Persians_after beiny dominated by the fundamentalist
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approach of the Akhbaris.
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NOTES

‘Atab3t, literally, "threshholds,” refers to the Shi‘i
Cities_in Iraq, namely, Karbal3l, Kazimayn, Najaf, and
Samarra.

For further information about the curriculum and the
life of the religious circles see ¢Abbas ‘AlT Kayvan,
Bosfor, 1308/1929), PP. 98-100;

Hajj Nama (Tehr3n:
Muhammad Hasan Kh3n $anT¢ al-Dawla, Matla® al-Shams
(Tehran: np, 1302/1884), vol. 2, pp. 31-32; Comte

Arthur de Gobineau, Les reli ions et les philosophies
dans l1‘'Asie Central (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1900),

p. 105.

Muhammad ¢AlI Mu®allim HabIb3badf, Makirim al-Ath3r
(Isfahdan: Muhammadrf, 1377/1957), vol. I, p. Ba.

For a typical ij3za, see that of Mull3 ¢all Waciz-i
KhiyabanI in the Kitab-i ‘Ulami-i Mu®3sirin (Tehran:
IslamIya, 1366/1946), pp. 408-409.

For example, in the families of Tabataba’I, Behbahani,
and Kashif al-Ghit3d, a few individuals reached the
highest rank of leadership.

E. G. Browne states that, "The literature produced by
this large and industrious body of men (‘ulam3), both
in Arabic and Persian, is naturally enormous, but the
bulk of it is so dull or so technical that no one but a
very leisured and very pious Shi®a scholar would dream
of reading it. The author of the Qigasu'l-f‘Ulama
remarks that the *®ulam3 often live to a very advanced
age, and as their habits are, as a rule, sedentary and
studious, and they devote a large portion of their time
to writing, it is not unusual to find a single author
credited with one or two hundred books and pamphlets.”

(A _Literary History of Persia [Cambridge: The Univers-
ity Press, 19 . vol. 4, pp. 376-377.

Mu‘allim HabIb3b3df, Mak3rim al-Athir, p. 86.

Ibid., p. 213.

E. G. Browne states that, "Many of these writings are
utterly valueless, consisting of notes or glosses on
Super commentaries cr commentaries on texts, grammati-
cal, logical, juristic or otherwise, which texts are
completely buried and obscured by all this misdirected
ingenuity and tail.” A Literary History of Persia,

p. 377.

Mu€allim HabIb3badf, Makirim al-Athir, pp. 87-90.
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19.

20.

21.

22.

Husayn KarIman shows that the term Tabrisi is the
Arabized form of the Persian word Tafresh. Tabrisi,
hcwever, is commonly mispronounced Tabarsi. See Husa n
Kariman, Tabrisi va Majma® al-Bayan, 2 vols. (Tehrin:
Tehran University, 1340 sh), vol. 1, pp. 156-187.

For an annotated bibliography of tha books of tafsir
see Muhammad Shafi¢f, Mufassirin-i ShTt (TehrIn:
Pahlavi University, 1339/19707, pp. 159-182.

For a detailed description of the functions of the
tulam3¥ see Hamid Algar, Religion and State in Iran
I785-1906 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1969), pp. 11-14.

Khums is a religious tax paid to the family of the
Prophet and after him to his successors, i.e., the
imams. After the occultation of the Twelfth Imam the
tulami have been receiving the khums as the representa-
tives of the imams in the ShI‘I community.

For a description of the Fath ‘All Shah's religious
attitudes see Rida Qoli Khdn Hidayat, Rawdat al-Safa-i
NasirI, 10 vols. (Qom: Markazi,Khayyam, Piroz, 1339sh/
15255, vol. 10, p. 106; and Muhammad Taql Lisan al-
Mulk-i Sepehr, N3sikh al-Tawarkih, Dawra-i Kamil-i

Tatikh-i Q3j3a.Iya, ed. Jahdngir QaJim Magam® (Tehran:
Amir Kabir, IJ§¥sh/1958). pp. 188-189, 214-215.

Mu‘allim Habib3dbddl, Makirim al-Ath3r, p. 85.

Gobineau, Les religions et les philosophies dans l'Asie
Central, p. 96.

‘Abd al-Razz3gq Maftin-i Donboli, M’athir Sultaniya, ed.
Ghulam Husayn SadrI Afshar (Tehrdn: Ibn-1i S§na, T392/
1972), p. l40.

According to Nasikh al-Tawarikh (p. 214) one dirham is
equal to thirty-six nokhod of silver and one d¥nir is
equal to eighteen nokhod of gold. Nine dirham is equal
to one dinar and one dInir plus one dirham is equal to
one tomdn.

Muhammad €Al al-KashmIrT, Nujim al-Sama f£I Tarajim
al-‘Ulamd (Qom: BRasirati, I§%Z7I§715, p. 368.

Comte Arthur de Gobineau, Trois ans en Asie (Paris:
Bernard Grasset, 1922), p. 4Z2.

Muhammad Biaqir al-Misawl al-Igbahanl, Rawdit al-Jannit

fI Abwal al-‘Ulam3 wa al-S3dat, 8 vols. (Tehran: lIsma-
yan, , vol., 1, p. 121.
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‘All DavvanI, Ostad-i Kull, Xgi Muhammad Baqgir b.
Muhammad Akmal MaTriif bi Wa Behbah3dnl (Qom: Dar
al-%i1im, 1378/19587, p. 96.

Mujtahid: "A legist formulating independent decisions
in legal or theological matters, based cn the interpre-
tation and application of the four wusil (Qur’3n, Sunna,
Qiyas "analogy” or ‘Aql "reason” in the Shi¥t view, and
A1md- "consensus”), "as opposed to mugallid (Hans Wehr,

A Dictionary of Modern Writing Arabic, ed. Milton Cowan
lNew York: Spoken Language Services, 1976], p. 143.).
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Bahr al-fUlim. The son of Sayyid Muhammad Tabataba’i,
Sayyid Husayn, married the daughter of Shaykh al-Mulk
who was the son of Fath ‘AlI Shih. This shows the
relation by marriage of the UsUlis and the royal family.
(See ‘All DavvanI, Ostdd-i Kull, pp. 345, 356.)
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Akhbaris and the Usilis, see al-Musawl al-Igbahani,
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1953 ed., s.v. "Usul,” by J. Schacht.).

CHAPTER I1I

Shaykh Ahmad ahsi’:i.

His Life and wWorks

Sources on the Life of Shaykh Ahmad

Information on the life and achievements of Shaykh
Ahmad Ahs3’Y, the founder of the ShaykhI school, is to be
found in the main biographical works written on the life of
the eminent figures of Iran in the Qajar period.l In
addition to the biographical works, general histories of
Qaj3r Persia a3 well as encyclopedias on Iran and Islam2
contain information about the Shaykh and his movement.

The oldest and most authentic source on the life of
Shaykh Ahmad is a short treatise written by Shaykh Ahmad
himself at the request of his son, Shaykh Muhammad Taqy.
This work provides brief information about the childhood.and
education of Shaykh Ahmad and some facts about the social
and religious climate of his society. The work was
published in the Fihrist3 and also separately by Husayn ‘All
Mahfiz.! In addition to this autobiography, Shaykh ¢Abd
Alldh, another son of Shaykh Aphmad, wrote a treatise in
Arabic on the life of his father. This work was transla“ed
into Persian and published by Muhammad Tahir Khin.s Another
pPrimary source on the life and achievements of Shaykh Ahmad

was Dalrl al-—MutahayyirIn6 written in 1258/1842 by Sayyid

Kazim RashtI (d. 1259/1843), the successor of Shaykh Abmad.




mhis work contains biographical information about the life

of Shaykh Ahmad and tae author himcelf. The author has

included excerpts of the ijazas of Shaykh Ahrad and a list

. 7
of his works. According to the Fihrist, the work was

- id3. a
translated into Persian by Muhammad Radl b. Muhammad Rida,

follower of Sayyid Kazim. Another primary source on the

- w8 .
life of Shaykh Ahmad, the Hidayat al-Talibin,” was written

in 1261/1845 by Hajj Muhammad Karim Khan Kermani (d. 1288/
1871), the second leader of the Shaykhis. This book,
basically a résponse to the ideological opponents of Shaykh
Ahmad, includes a description of the Shaykh's personality
and some of his doctrines.

In addition to the above-mentioned works, a few Persian
and European scholars have written about Shaykh Ahmad and

the Shaykhi school. Among the Persian authors, Murtada

MudarrisT-i ChahardehT is the leading author on the Shaykhi

topics. In addition to a book entitled Shaykhigari,

-9 .=
- Ls =g fe,
BabIgarT az Nazar-i Falsafa, Tarikh va Ijtima on the 1l1i

personality, and principle doctrines of Shaykh Apmad and the
historical development of the movement, Mudarrisi has also

published a series of articles on the subject in various

1
Persian publications. 0

Sayyid Mubammad ‘Al Jamal z3deh published a series of
historical articles on the lives of the first five leaders
of the Shaykhi movement, i.e., Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’i, Sayyid
Kizim RashtY, H3jj Muhammad KarIm Khin Kermani, Ha3j)

Muhammad Kh3n KermanI (d. 1324/1908), and Hajj Zayn al-
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‘AbidIn Kermanl (d. 1360/1941).11

Among the European scholars who became interested in
the ShaykhI school, Louis Alphonse Daniel Nicolas and
Joseph Arthur Comte de Gobineau (d. 1882) are important.

Nicolas' work, “ssai Sur Le Chéikhisme,'? deals with the

life of sShaykh Ahmad and his successor, Sayyid Kazim Rasht?,
and the main doctrines of the Shaykh. Comte de Gobineau, :
although he did not devote any specific work to the Shaykhis,
discussed some of their basic doctrines in the second

chapter of his Las Religions et les Philosophies dans L'Asie
13

Centrale.

Edward Granville Browne (d. 1926) came across tne
Shaykhis and their beliefs in the process of studying and

writing zbout the B!b.14 In the introduction to A Travel-

15

ler's Narrative, he gives a short account of the life of

Shaykh Ahmad, mentions his major works and doctrines, and
very briefly discusses the development of the school after
his death.

Henry Corbin, the contemporary scholar of Shi‘i

theology, has written L'Ecole Shaykhie en Théologie
16

Shi‘jte. This book provides a sketch of the life of
Shaykh Ahmad and the succeeding Sha&khi leaders up to Abd
al-Q3sim Ibrahiml (d. 1389/1969). It also contains a brief
discussion of ShaykhI doctrines.

In spite of the studies which have already been made by
scholars of the East and the West on the Shaykhl movement,

the subject has yet to be critically studied. Such a
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comprehensive study must be done on the basis of the socio-
religious life and beliefs of the Persians during the Qajar
period. The magnitude of Shaykh Ahmad's achievements and
his intellectual contributions are so vast, and his
influence upon subsequent religious and social movements is
so profound, that any mature judgment about him and his
school must be made with utmost care and sound understanding

of the period.

The Life of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’y

Shaykh Ahmad b. Zayn al-DIn b. Ibr3ahim b. Saqr b.
Ibrahim b. Daghir, known as Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’I, was born in

17

Rajab 1166/1752 in the village of Mutayrafl in the region

8 a hinterland of Bahrayn. The clan of Shaykh

of Abai,l
Ahmad belonged to the bedouin tribe of al-Mahashir, which
had settled in Ahs3 during the lifetime of Daghir (five
generations before Shaykh Ahmad, around the middle of the
seventeenth century). The tribe was Sunni, but Daghir and
his clan, under unknown circumstances, became Shi ‘a.
Although Shaykh Ahmad was raised in a Sh1‘l gamily, it is
reported that the majority of his countrymen were Sunnl and

19 Thus, from childhood

that there were also SUfI orders.
Shaykh Ahmad was familiar with different trends of thought

in Islam, a familiarity that played an important role in his
later career. 1In his autobiograglky7, Shaykh Ahmad complains

that his people know nothing about their religious obliga-

tions and duties. They can hardly differentiate between
forbidden (haram) and lawful (ngiéi).zo This irreligiosity
may have led Shaykh Ahmad to call for a revitalization of
religious life in his society.

Information about the childhood and early education of
Shaykh Ahmad is limited to his own statements and those of
Shaykh ‘Abd Allah, his son. Both sources indicate tnat he
possessed a prodigious memory reaching back into his early
childhood. He is reported to have recalled a heavy rain in
his home town when he was only two years of age.21

The early formal education of Shaykh Ahmad, like that
of most educated Muslims, began with reading the Qur’an,

which he could do at the age of five years.22 He then

studied the Ajurrﬁmfxa23 and the ‘Aw5m11,24 two Arabic
25 24

grammar textbooks, with Shaykh Muhammad b. Shaykh Muhsin,

who was his formal teacher. Shaykh Ahmad is reported to
have been acquainted in early life with Ibn AbI Jumhﬁr.27
the author of al-Mule.28 and to have received further

instruction29

from Qutb al-DIn Muhammad ShIr3azI Dhahabl, who
subscribed to the doctrines of Ibn al-‘Arabl (d. 637/1239),
which he apparently was teaching in Bahrayn. This seems to
be the first intellectual acquaintance of Shaykh Ahmad with
the theosophy of Ibn al-SArabl, which later became one of
the main themes in his works.

Upon completing the elementary religious courses in his

native land, Shaykh Ahmad went to ‘Atab3t to attend the

academic circle of scholars such as Muhammad B3qir Behbahanl
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(d. 1207/1792), Sayyid Muhammad Mahdl Tabataba’I known as
Bahr al-f‘Ulim (d. 1212/1797), Shaykh Ja®far Najafl known as
Kashif al-Ghita (d. 1231/1815). and Mir Sayyid *‘ali
Tabataba’il (d. 1231/1815) .%% He received ijEzastrom the
most distinguished scholars of his time, obtaining his first
one in 1209/1794.31 Sayyid Muhammad Mahdl Bahr al-fulim,
who issued this ijaza, asked Shaykh Ahmad if he had written
a dissertation. Sﬂaykh Ahmad presented to him a portion of

his Sharh-i Tab;ira.32 Bahr al-‘UliUm studied it and

replied, "You are the one who ought to give me an ijSza.“33

In addition to the ijdza of Bahr al-‘uldm, 3% six eminent
scholars of his time issued ijazas to Shaykh Ahmad: Husayn
‘AlT ‘Usfir (d. 1216/1801),33 Apmad BahrinI Damistdni, S
MIrz3 Mahdl Shahrest3nI (d. 1216/1801),%7 sayyid ‘alf
?abR;abS'I,38 Shaykh Ja‘far NajafI.39 and H3ajj Muhammad
Ibr3him Kalbasl (d. 1262/1846).%0 '

Sayyid Kazim RashtI as well as Hijj Muhammad KarIm Khin
KermanI have listed the branches of knowledge in which
Shaykh Ahmad was considered a master,41 including, in

addition to various branches of Islamic sciences such as

rijal, figh, tafsir, and literature; astronomy, medicine,

geometry, mathematics, and even music. Although his literal
mastery of all these sciences is not the issue, it is
evident in his own writings that he was gifted with the
power of memory and was able to comprehend even the most
difficult theological and philosophical problems. His vast

knowledge and originality is also attested to by his

41

bioqraphers42 and the religious authorities who issued him

ijazas.
Although Shaykh Ahmad received his education from the

most learned men of his age, he was never fully satisfied
with his formal education. Dissatisfaction with the social
and religious atmosphere in which he grew up and his-own
contemplative temperament led Shaykh Ahmad to piety and
meditation.43 As a consequence of lengthy meditations and
recitation of the Qur’an, he had recurrent dreams bf the
imams. His own perception of his dream associations with
the imams constituted the spiritual cornerstone of his life,
influencing his personality and creating in him an intense
love for the imaws. For Shaykh Ahmad, his dreams were the
source of his knowledge and inspiration. Recalling his
childhood, he states that early in his life the gate of
dreams was opened toAhim by Imam Hasan b. ‘A].I.44 In his
first dream, an extraordinary experience for him, he
presented several questions to the imdm and received answers.
It was in this first dream that the imam put his mouth on
Shaykh Ahmad's mouth and that Shaykh Ahmad drank the imam's
saliva. Shaykh Ahmad also related that he dreamed of the
Prophet and drank of his saliva as well.45

Shaykh ¢Abd All3h on the authority of his father
relates that the effect of such experiences on Shaykh Ahmad
was 3o strong that he devoted more and more time to
meditation, prayer, and recitation of the Qur’an. It was

now possible for him to meet with any imam he wished and to
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present to him any questions of difficulties that he
encountered in the understanding of the truth.46

In his autobiography, Shaykh Ahmad does not meation the
name of any of the teachers who issued him an ij3za; rather,
he states that through his dream he met with Imam €AlI b.
Muhammad Hadi and received twelve ijazas from each of the
twelve igégg.‘7

He made a number of pilgrimages to the shrines of the
imams in Iran, ‘Atab3t, Mecca, and Medina. In fact, he
spent the last fifty years of his life visiting these holy
cities, preaching, and teaching the multitudes of students
who attended his lectures. In the year 1186/1772, when
Shaykh Ahmad was in his twenties, he journeyed to ‘Atabat.
The prestige of fAtabat as the center for higher Shi ‘i
education and the absence of any scholars in his native land
led to this decision. This was the beginning of his direct
connection with the center of the Shi¢i intellectual,
cultural and academic world. His stay in SAtab3t, although
it lasted only one year, was very fruitful for him. He was
able to obtain an ij3za from Sayyid Muhammad Mahdl Bahr
al-‘Ulim which brought him fame and respect in ‘Atab3t and
his native land. Apparently the typhus epidemic of the year
1186/1772 caused him to return to his native land.
Knowledge about the life of Shaykh Ahmad between his return
in 1186/1772 and his second departure for ‘Atabdt in 1212/
1797 is very limited. It is likely that during this period

Shaykh Ahmad devoted most of his time to studying,
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meditating, and writing rather than to the intellectual
challenges that would occupy him in the following decades of
his life.

When Shaykh Ahmad was forty-six years old, the Wahhabi
attack on Ahs3d led him to emigrate to Basra in 1212/1797.48
This emigration was a turning point in his life: he never
returned to his homeland, but remained in Iran and ‘Atabit
to the end of his life in 1241/1825. The period 1212/1797
to 1241/1825 was the period of his tQme. popularity, and
close association with the officials and religious leaders
in Iran and fAtabit.

The following is a brief chronology of Shaykh Ahmad's
travels: After he emigrated to Bagra in 1212/1797, he went
to the small village of Dhurag where he stayed for about
three years. He returned to Bagra and went to Habariat, a
village near Basra, returning to Basra and proceeding to the
village of Tanwiyh and then to Nashwah, where he stayed for
eighteen months. 1In 1219/1804 he moved to Safawah and
stayed there for a year. He returned then to Basra, and in
1221/1806 he went to Najaf, Kizimayn, and then to Iran. The
period between 1222/1807 and 1229/1813 was mostly spent in
Yazd. During this time he paid three visits to the shrine
of Imam Riga in Mashhad and made a trip to Tehran to visit
Fath ‘Ali Shah. He left Yazd in 1229/1813 for Igfahan and
then continued his journey to Kermanshah, arriving there in
Rajab 1229/1813. He departed from Kermanshah for Mecca in

1232/1816 and after his pilgrimage returned to ‘Atabat,
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where he stayed for about eighc months; he then moved back
to Kermanshah in Muharram 1234/1818. This time he stayed in
Kermanshah for a few years until he left for another visit
to the shrine of Imam Ridid and went to Mashhad via Qazvin,
Qom, Tehran, Sh3hrood, and Nishdbor . After twenty-two days
in Mashhad he continued his journey to Yazd via Torbat and
Tabas. Shaykh Ahmad was in Yazd for only three months when
;e was ordered by Imam ‘AlI, in one of his dreams, to go to
‘Atabit.49 Consequently he left Yazd and went to Kermanshah
via Isfahan, wheré he stayed about forty days.50 After
staying in Kermanshdh for one year, he departed for ‘Atabit
and Mecca. Shaykh Ahmad died in Hadlya, about two stages
from Medina, on 21 DhI al-Qa‘da 1241/182551 at the age of
seventy-five and was buried in the cemetery of Baqi® in
Medina.

According to Shaykh €Abd Allah, Shaykh Ahmad married
eight women and had twenty-nine children: eighteen boys and
eleven girls.52 Only seven of his children survived ard
reached maturity. Among his sons, three are themselves
distinguished: Shaykh €Abd All3dh, who wrote the treatise on
the life of his father; Shaykh Muhammad Taql, for whom
Shaykh Ahmad wrote his autobiography; and Shay': *Al1 or
¢All Naqi, who was ideologically in disagreement with his
father. From an intellectual point of view, Shaykh €All was
the most learned of Shaykh Ahmad's sons.53

After the death of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’I, his disciple,

follower, and very close companion Sayyid Kazim Rashtl
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became the leader of the school. (The life and works of
Sayyid Kazim PRashtI will be discussed in a separate chapter.)
The spiritual and intellectual ties between Shaykh Ahmad and
Sayyid Kazim, and thé Shaykh's trust and confidence in
Sayyid Kazim, were so obvious to Shaykh Ahmad's followers
that, without any appointment, all of them regarded Sayyid
Kazim as Shaykh Ahmad's only possible ‘tuccessor and recog-
nized him as the most authentic interprater of Shaykh
Ahmad's doctrines. Consequently, for Shaykhi doctrines, the
works of Sayyid Kazim are as fundameﬁtal as the works of
Shaykh Ahmad himself.

Shaykh Ahmad's learning and piety brought him fame,
respect, popularity, and influence. He was welcomed by
governors, officials, religious leaders, and the masses
wherever he traveled. In Yazd, he received letters of
invitation from Fath ‘AlI Shih, who had expressed his wish
to visit with him personally.s4 Shaykh Ahmad responded
positively and went to Tehran, where he was warmly received
by the Shah and his court. He was invited to make his
residence in Tehran, but Shaykh Ahmad found the invitation
incompatible with the pPiety and simplicity of his life, and
soon left the capital.

It is reported that the governor of Kermanshih,
Muhammad ‘All Mirza, known as Rukn al-Dawla, felt so honored
that he went four-gggggggg (about 134 miles) out of the city
to welcome Shaykh Ahmad to Kermanshdh.>> The same kind of

respect and hospitality was also paid Shaykh Ahmad by the
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governors of Torbat and 'I:abas.56 In Isfahan, Sadr al-Dawla

is said to have presented the village of Kamal Abad to

Shaykh Ahmad.>’

Toward the end of his life, his widespread popularity
and fame as well as his doctrinal stand, which some of the
fulama regarded as heresy, brought him the bitter experience
of being denounced as a heretic--takfIr. During his stay in
QazvIn, about the year 1239 or 40/1824, Shaykh Ahmad met
with the fulamd of the city, including Mulll Muhammad Taql
Baraghani (d. 1264/1847), the famous and influential
religious leader of the city. 1In one of their meetings,
BaraghanI raised some theological questions and asked
Shaykh Ahmad to explain his views. After hearing Shaykh
Ahmad‘'s views, Baraghanl stated that Shaykh Ahmad's answers
were not in accordance with the universally accepted beliefs
of the ShIfa and declared Shaykh Ahmad a heretic.58
Baraghdnl's opposition was the first and most important
opposition Shaykh Ahmad encountered.

Baraghani's opposition was the beginning of serious
intellectual as well as physical conflicts which extended to
‘Atab3t during the time of Sayyid K3zim and resulted in a
distinction between the followers of the Shaykhl school and
the rest of the ShI‘l community. Although it is not clear
when the appelation of "Shaykhi” was first applied to the
followers of Shaykh Ahmad, it seems that the takflir of
QazvIn contributed to the distinct identity of the followers

of Shaykh Ahmad, and the ShIta gave them the title in order
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to differentiate them from the Shifa. The term Shaykni wa
used in contrast with the Mutasharri ‘In which, in this cas
stands for the ShT¢a.>?

The Shaykhis were also given the title of "Posht-i
Saris” (literally, "behind the head"). when he visited th
shrine of an imam, it was Shaykh Ahmad's custom, as a matt
of respect and politgness, to stand at the foot of the gra
and not circumambulate it. This practice was adopted by h
followers and came to distinguish them from other Shi ¢a whe
because they circumambulated the graves of the imams were
called "Bal3d sarig" (literally, "above the head").$?

The Shaykhls are also known as Kashfiya. Sayyid Kazin
explains that they were given this name because God lifted
(kashf) from their intellect and from their vision the vei
of ignorance and lack of insight into the Religion, and
removed the darkness of doubt and uncertainty from their
minds and their hearts. They are the ones whose hearts God
illumined with the light of quidanca.61

Although the terms "ShaykhI," "Posht-~i Sarl," and
"Kashfiya" refer to a Certain group of people, and were
intended to distinguish them from the rest of ShI¢a, the
group solidarity and identity of the Shaykhis was in fact
not sc distinct as to sharply separate them from the rest of
the ShI‘I community of Iran as an independent sect or even
branch of Twelver Shf¢a. The Shaykhis considered themselves
true Shi¢a who thought and behaved in accordance with the

teaching of the ShI¢I imims; they did not consider them-
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