CHAPTER I3

SPIRITUAL MOVEMENTS, PHILOSOPHY
AND THEOLOGY IN THE SAFAVID
PERIOD

THE BACKGROUND

The Safavid period is one of the outstanding epochs in the intellectual
and spiritual history of Islamic Iran, although its artistic and political
life is much better known to the outside world than what it created in
the domains of sufism, philosophy and theology. Particularly in
Hikmat — that combination of philosophy and gnosis which should be
translated as theosophy rather than philosophy as currently understood
in the Occident — the Safavid period is the apogee of a long develop-
ment which reaches back to the 6th/1zth century and the introduction
of new intellectual perspectives into Islamic civilisation by Suhravardi
and Tbn ‘Arabi. Likewise, in sufism and the religious sciences the
sudden flowering of activity in the 1oth/16th century is based on the

important but little studied transformation that was taking place in

Persia since the Mongol invasion. ,
Persia did not become Shi‘f through a sudden process. Ever since
the 7th/13th century Shi‘ism was spreading in Persia through certain of

the sifi orders which were outwardly Sunni — that is, in their madbbab ;»

they followed one of the Sunni schools, usually the Shafil. But they
were particularly devoted to ‘Ali and some even accepted wildya (ot
valdyat, in its Persian pronunciation), that is, the power of spiritual
direction and initiation which Shi‘s believe was bestowed upon ‘Al by
the Prophet of Islam. It was particularly this belief that made the
transformation of Persia from a predominantly Sunni land to a Shi‘
one possible. The Shi‘is consider Safi al-Din Ardabili, the founder of
the Safavid order, as a Shi‘l, whereas the research of modern historians
has revealed him to be a Sunni. The same holds true of Shih
Ni‘mat-Allih Vali, the founder of the Ni‘matallihi order, which is the
most widespread sifl order in contemporary Persia. In a sense both
contentions are true depending on what we mean by Shi‘ism. If we

mean the Shifi‘l school or madhhab, then these sGfi orders such as the E
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Safavi and Ni‘matallahi were initially Sunni and later became Shi‘l. If,
however, by Shi‘ism we mean the acceptance of the valayat of ‘Alj, then
in this sense these orders were inwardly Shi‘T during this period and
became also outwardly so during the Safavid era.

In any case the réle of sufism in the spread of Shi‘ism and the
preparation of the ground for the establishment of a Shi‘l Persia with
the Safavids remains basic both in the direct and active political rdle
played by the Safavi order and in the religious and spiritual réle of
other orders such as the Kubraviyya and especially the Narbakhshiyya,
which more than any other otdet sought to bridge the gap between
Sunnism and Shi‘ism.! Shaikh Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd-Alldh, entitled
Nirbakhsh, who died in Ray in 869/1464~5, made indirect claims to
being the Mahdi and sought to bring Shi‘ism and Sunnism closer
together through sufism. His successors Faizbakhsh and Shah Baha’
al-Din continued the movement in the same direction and finally
became fully Shi‘l. A celebrated member of this order, Shaikh Shams
al-Din Muhammad Lihiji, the author of the best-known commentary
upon the Gulshan-i rag, a work which is a bible of sufism in Persian,
was thoroughly Shi‘f while being an outstanding safi. The story of his
encounter with Shah Ismi‘il and the question posed to him by the shah
as to why he always wore black, to which he replied that he was always
mourning the tragic events of Karbali, is well known.2 And it indicates
the complete transformation that had taken place within the Nur-
bakhshi order so that it became totally Shi‘f in form. We observe the
same process within the Ni‘matallahi and Safavi orders. Both Shih
Ni‘mat-Allih, who came to Persia from Aleppo, and Shaikh Safi
al-Din from Ardabil were at first sufis of Sunni background such as the
Shiziliyya and Qadiriyya brotherhoods. But the inner belief in the
valdyat of ‘Ali gradually transformed the outer form of the orders as
well into thoroughly Shi‘l organisations, although the inward structure
of these orders, being sifi, remained above the Shi‘T — Sunni distinc-
tions. The Ni‘matallahi order became Shi‘l during the Safavid period

.itself, while the Safavi order began to show Shi‘l tendencies with

Junaid, who was attracted to the Musha‘sha‘ movement, and became
fully Shi‘f with ‘Ali b. Junaid. In all these cases, however, a similar
process was occurring. Sufi orders with ShiT tendencies were

1 See the series of articles by M. Molé, in REI during 1959—63; Shushtari, Majalis al-mu’ minin
m, 143-8. . 2 Ibid., pp. 150—6.
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inwardly transforming Persia from a predominantly Sunni to a pre-
dominantly Shi‘l land. Therefore, sufism is the most important spiri-
tual force to be reckoned with in studying the background of the
Safavid period.

As for the intellectual back&round of the Safavid era, there also the
theoretical and doctrinal aspect of sufism, known as gnosis (“irfan),
plays a fundamental réle along with schools of philosophy and theol-
ogy. The very rich intellectual life of the 1oth/16th and r1th/17th
centuries did not come into being from a vacuum. There was a long
period of preparation from the time of Suhravardi and Ibn ‘Arabi to
the advent of the Safavid renaissance, a period which, although span-
ning nearly four centuries, remains the most obscure in the intellectual
history of Persia. Yet without a knowledge of this period an
understanding of Safavid intellectual life is impossible.

There are four major intellectual perspectives and schools of
thought, all clearly defined in traditional Islamic learning, which gradu-
ally approach each other during the period leading to the Safavid
revival: Peripatetic (mashsha'i) philosophy, illuminationist (ishrdgr)
theosophy, gnosis (‘irfan) and theology (kalim). It is due to the grad-
ual intermingling and synthesis of these schools that during the Safavid
period the major intellectual figures are not only philosophers but also
theologians or gnostics. The very appearance of the vast syntheses
such as those of $adr al-Din Shirazi attest to the long period preceding
the Safavid renaissance which made these all-comprehending meta-
physical expositions possible.

The usual story of Islamic philosophy, according to which it was
attacked by Ghazali and after an Indian summer in Andalusia disap-
peared from Muslim lands, is disproven by the presence of the Safavid
philosophers and metaphysicians themselves. The fact that they were
able to expound philosophical and metaphysical doctrines and ideas
matching in rigour and depth anything written before or after in tradi-
tional philosophy is itself proof of the continuity of Islamic philosophy
after the attacks of Ghazili and Fakhr al-Din Razi! Actually, in the
7th/13th century the mathematician and theologian, Nasir al-Din T4si,
who was also one of the foremost of Islamic philosophers, revived the
Peripatetic philosophy of Ibn Sini, which had been attacked by both of
the above-mentioned theologians, through his philosophical mastet-

¥ Nasr, “Fakhr al-Din al-Riz1".
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piece the Sharp al-isharat, which is a reply to Razi’s criticism of Ibn
Sind’s last philosophical testament, the Ishdrit wa’l-tanbihat. Hence-
forth, Persia continued to produce philosophers who followed upon
TisT’s footsteps. His own students, Qutb al-Din Shirizi, author of the
monumental philosophical opus Daurrat al-t3j in Persian, and Dabirin
Katibi, author of the Hikmat al-‘ain, continued the tradition immedi-
ately after him. In the 8th/14th and gth/15th centuries Qutb al-Din
Razi and a whole group of philosophers who hailed from Shiraz and
the surrounding regions also wrote important philosophical works.
Among them Sadr al-Din Dashtaki and his son Ghiyas al-Din Mansir
Dashtakl are particularly noteworthy. The latter, the author of
Akblag-i Mansari in ethics, a commentary upon the Hayak:! al-nir of
Suhravardi and glosses upon TiisTs commentary upon the Ishirat,
lived into the Safavid period and was very influential upon the major
Safavid figures such as Sadr al-Din Shirizi, for whom he has been
mistaken by many traditional scholars as well as by some modern
historians. Many of the cardinal themes of Safavid philosophy and
metaphysics may be found in the writings of Ghiyas al-Din Mansir
and other figures of the period, not one of whom has by any means
been studied sufficiently.

Even these philosophers, who were mostly Peripatetic, were influ-
enced by the ishraqi theosophy of Suhravardi, especially in such ques-
tions as God’s knowledge of things. After the founding of this new
intellectual perspective by Suhravardi in the 6th/12th century, its teach-
ings spread particularly in Persia and became more and more integrated
with Avicennan philosophy as seen in the case of Ghiyis al-Din Mansir
and similar figures from the 7th/13th to the 10th/16th century. And this
ishraqi interpretation of Avicennan philosophy is one of the character-
istics of the intellectual life of the Safavid period, as seen to an eminent
degree in the case of the founder of the school of Isfahin, Mir Damad.

There is also the basic question of gnosis to consider. The teachings
of the founder of the doctrinal formulation of gnosis in Islam, Muhy1
al-Din Ibn “Arabi, spread throughout Persia rapidly, especially through

~ the works and direct instruction of his pupil, Sadr al-Din Qunyavi.

Henceforth nearly all the masters of sufism in Persia, such as ‘Abd
al-Razziq Kishani, Ibn ‘Arabi’s eminent commentator, Sa‘d al-Din
Hamiya, ‘Aziz al-Din Nasafi and such famous poets as Fakhr al-Din
‘Araqi, Aubad al-Din Kirmini and ‘Abd al-Rahmin Jimi, were deeply
influenced by the gnostic teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi. Jami in fact wrote
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several commentaries upon Ibn ‘Arabl’s works as well as composing
on the themes of gnosis independent treatises such as the Lavd’sh and
Ashiat al-lama‘at. -

Certain philosophers and theosophers began to incorporate this form
of teaching into their schools. Ibn Turka of Isfahin, the 8th/14th century
author of Tambid al-qawd'id, was perhaps the first person who sought to
combine falsafa and ‘irfan, philosophy and gnosis. In the following centu-
ries this tendency was accelerated in the hands of a few Shi‘l gnostics and
sages such as Sayyid Haidar Amuli, author of Jami* al-asrar, which is so
deeply influential in Safavid writings, Ibn AbI Jumbhir, the author of Kszab
al-mujli, which is again a doctrinal work of Shi‘T gnosis, and Rajab Bursi,
known especially for his Masharig al-anwéir. The importance of the work of
these figures for the Safavid period can hardly be over-emphasised,
because it is they who integrated the sapiental doctrines of Ibn ‘Arabi into
Shi‘ism and prepared the ground within Shi‘T intellectual life for those
Safavid figures who achieved the synthesis between philosophy, theology
and gnosis within the cadre of Twelver Shi‘ism.

As for theology or Kalim, in its Shi‘T form it reached its peak in a
certain sense with the Tajr#d of Nasir al-Din Tasi. During the centuries
preceding the Safavid period a very large number of commentaries and
glosses were written upon it by Shi‘i theologians while the Sunni
theologians of Persia such as Taftazani and Davini — at least in his
early period — continued to develop the Ash‘ari Kalam, which had
reached its peak with Fakhr al-Din Razi. In fact, this outspoken theo-
logical opponent of the philosophers was also influential in many ways
among ShiT theologians and thinkers.

In this domain also gradually philosophy and theology began to
approach each other. It is difficult to assert whether a particular work
of Sayyid Sharif Jurjani or Jalil al-Din Davani is more Kalim or
Falsafa. Moreover, certain glosses and commentaries upon the Tajrid
such as those of Fakhrl and especially of Sammiki, who influenced Mir
Dimid, contain many of the themes that belong properly speaking to
Hikmat and Falsafa and were adopted by the Safavid philosophers.
The long series of commentaries upon the Tajrid, which has not been
studied at all fully, is the source of many of the important elements of
Safavid philosophy.

From this vast intellectual background there gradually emerged the
tendency towards a synthesis of the different schools of Islamic
thought within the background and matrix of Shi‘ism, which because
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of its inner structure was more conducive to the growth of the tradi-
tional philosophy and theosophy which reached its full development in
the 1oth/16th and 11th/17th centuries. The advent of the Safavids,
which resulted in Persia’s becoming predominantly Shi‘, along with
temporal conditions such as peace and stability and the encouragement
of the religious sciences, which in Shi‘ism always include the intellec-
tual sciences (a/-‘ulim al-‘aqliyya), aided in bringing nearly four centu-
ries of intellectual development to fruition. And so with such figures as
Mir Damad and Sadr al-Din Shirazi, usually known as Mulli Sadri, an
intellectual edifice which has its basis in the teachings of Ibn Sini,
Suhravardi and Ibn ‘Arabi and also upon the specific tenets of Shi‘ism
as found in the Qur’an and the traditions of the Prophet and Imims
reached its completion. A synthesis is created which reflects a millen-
nium of Islamic intellectual life.

THE REVIVAL OF RELIGIOUS LEARNING IN THE SAFAVID
PERIOD

For both religious and political reasons the Safavids sought from the
very beginning of Shah Isma‘ll’s reign to foster the study of Shi‘ism
and to encourage the migration of Shi‘f scholars from other lands to
Persia. Of scholars of non-Persian origin most were Arabs either of the
Jabal Amila region in today’s Lebanon and Syria or of the Bahrain,
which included in the terminology of that day not only the island of
Bahrain but the whole coastal region around it. There were so many
Shi‘T scholars from these two regions, which had been strongholds of
ShiT learning, that the two biographical works, L#'/x’ al-Babrain by
Yasuf b. Ahmad al-Bahrini and Ama/ al-amil Ji ‘ulama Jabal ‘Amil by
Muhammad b. Hasan al-Hurr al-Amili, are devoted to the account of
the scholars of Bahrain and Jabal ‘Amila. Such men as Shaikh ‘Alf b,
‘Abd al-‘Ali Karki, Shaikh Bahi’ al-Din ‘Amili, his father Shaikh
Husain, a disciple of Shahid-i sani, and Ni‘mat-Allih Jaza’iri, all of

. Arab extraction, were some of the most famous of a large number of

ShiT scholars and theologians who were responsible for the major
renaissance of Shi‘i religious learning during the Safavid period.

It has often been said, even by such authorities as Browne and
Qazvini, that the very emphasis upon religious and theological learn-
ing during the Safavid period stifled science and literature and even
sufism. This is only a half-truth which overlooks previous conditions
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and what was actually happening in these fields. The emphasis upon
the study of the Shariz and theology, while helping to unify Shi‘i
Persia, did not stifle activity in other domains until the second half of
the 11th/17th century, when a reaction against sufism set in. As far as
literature is concerned, it is true that this period did not produce
another Hifiz or Sa‘di, but such poets as $3’ib Tabrizi, Kalim Kashani
and Shaikh-i Baha’7 (Baha’ al-Din ‘Amill) cannot be brushed aside as
insignificant, Moreover, there are two types of poetry which reach a
new mode of perfection at this time: the poetry dealing with the life,
sufferings and virtues of the Shi‘l Imams, which is particularly associ-
ated with the name of Muhtasham Kishini, and poems in which the
doctrinal teachings of sufism or gnosis, as well as theosophy, are set to
Persian verse. In this latter case the Safavid period witnesses the inter-
esting fact that most of its great philosophers and gnostics were also
poets, some of commendable quality.

As for science, a decline had already set in in Islamic science with the
Saljiigs, after which the mathematical sciences were revived by Nasir
al-Din TusT and his school at Marigha. The eatly Safavid period con-
tinued this tradition of mathematics and astronomy, whose centre of
study in the 1oth/16th century was Herat. Only in the following cen-
tury did the study of mathematics begin to decline in the madrasas. As
for medicine and pharmacology, this period, far from being one of
decline, produced outstanding figures like Baha’ al-Daula to the extent
that some have called it the golden age of pharmacology.!

The case of sufism is somewhat different and more complex. During
the early Safavid period sufism flourished spiritually and even polit-
ically, until, due to the danger of a Qizilbash uprising and a certain
mundaneness which had penetrated into some sGfI orders possessing
worldly powers, a religious and theological reaction set in against
sufism as seen in the figure of the second Majlisi. But many of the
earlier religious scholars and theologians like the first Majlisi and
Shaikh-i Baha’1 were either safis or sympathetic toward sufism. More-
over, it was because and not in spite of the spread of Shi‘ religious
learning that the type of metaphysical and theosophical doctrine associ-
ated with Mir Damid and Mulld Sadri became current. Such forms of
thought would have been inconceivable without the Shi‘l climate
established by the Safavids. Even if the Shi‘7 ‘ulama opposed the

! Elgood, Chapter 13.
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mutasawwifa in late Safavid times, ‘irfin or gnosis continued to be taught
and studied within the traditional Shi‘l madrasa system itself, in which
milieu it survives to this day in Persia. Those who know most in Persia
even today about Islamic philosophy and even the “theology of
Aristotle”, or in other words Plotinus, wear the turban and belong to
the class of religious scholars; they are not “free thinkers” who are
bakims in spite of being Shi‘ divines. The establishment of centres of
religious learning by the Safavids and the emphasis placed upon Shari‘i
and theological learning undoubtedly diverted much of the energy of
the intelligentsia to these fields and indirectly diminished activity in
other fields. Not only did it not destroy the intellectual sciences, how-
ever, but it was an essential factor in making possible the appearance of
the vast metaphysical syntheses for which the Safavid period is known.

SUFISM IN THE SAFAVID PERIOD

The major safi orders of the gth/15th century such as the Narbakhshi,
Ni‘matallahi and Qadiri, not to speak of the Safaviyya themselves,
continued into the Safavid period and flourished into the 11th/17th
century. Naturally most of these orders acquired a purely Shi‘ colour
and centred most of all around the Eighth Shi‘i Imim, ‘Ali al-Rida,
who is the “Imim of initiation” in Shi‘ism and to whom most safi
orders in the Shi7 and Sunni world are attached through Ma‘riif
al-Karkhi. Many eminent siafT masters of the 10th/16th century in fact
lived at or near Mashhad, as we see in the case of Muhammad
al-Juniishani, ‘Imad al-Din Fazl-Allih Mashhadi and Kamail al-Din
Khwarazmi, all spiritual descendants of ‘Ali Hamadini. All these
masters expressed a special devotion to Imim Ridi.! Likewise the
masters of the Ni‘matallahi order, such as some of the actual descen-
dants of Shih Ni‘mat-Allah from whom most of the present-day orders
in Persia derive, were thoroughly Shi‘l, although here the order was
attached most of all to ‘Alf himself.

A stfT order which to this day considers itself as the purest Shi‘f safi
order, the Zahabi, was also active during the early Safavid period. The
Zahabis, like most other Shi‘f sifT orders, believe that even before the
advent of the Safavids the basic chains (si/sila) of sifis were Shi‘ but hid
their Shi‘ism through the process of concealment (f4g7yya). The Zahabis

' Shushtari, Majalis al-mu’ minin 11, 156f.
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claim that only with the advent of the Safavids did the necessity for
taqiyya subside so that the orders were able to declare themselves openly
Shi‘i in Persia. Among all the orders the Zahabis consider themselves as
being the most intensely Shi‘f; and being especially devoted to Imam
Rida they add the title ragaviyya to the name of their silsila.

An outstanding example of a sifi work belonging to the Safavid
period and typical of a Shi‘ sifi order in its new setting is the Tupfas
al-‘abbasiyya of the Zahabl master, Muhammad ‘Ali Sabzaviri, a con-
temporary of Shah ‘Abbis II and, interestingly enough, the m«’adbdhin
(he who calls the prayers) of the mausoleum of Imam Rida at Mashhad.
The work consists of an introduction, five chapters, twelve sections
and a conclusion. The titles of the chapters and sections are as follows:

Chapter I — On the meaning of tasavvsf and sifi, why there are few

sifis, why they are called so and the signs and characteristics
pertaining to them.

Chapter II — On the beliefs of safis in unity (Zaubid).

Chapter III — On the beliefs of safis in prophecy (n#buvvat) and

imamate (imamat).

Chapter IV — On the beliefs of sGfis concerning eschatology (ma'ad).

Chapter V — On the dependence of the siifis upon the Shi‘t Imams.

Section I — On the virtue of knowledge.

Section II — On continence and asceticism.

Section IIT — On silence.

Section IV ~ On hunger and wakefulness.

Section V — On self-seclusion.

Section VI — On invocation.

Section VII — On reliance upon God.

Section VIII — On contentment and surrender.

Section IX — On worshipping for forty days.

Section X — On hearing pleasing music and on that all pleasant

music is not the singing that is scorned in the Shari‘a.

Section XI — On ecstasy and swoon.

Section XII — On the necessity of having a spiritual master, and the

regulations pertaining to the master and the disciple.

Conclusion — On the sayings of the sifis concerning different sub-

jects. x
An examination of the contents of this work reveals that it deals very
much with the same subjects as one finds in the classical treatises of
sufism such as the Kitdb al-luma’, Risila qushairiyya and Ihya ‘ulim
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al-dim. The only difference that can be discerned is in its relat-
ing the chain of sufism to the Shi‘l Imams and in its relying not only
upon the Qur’an but also upon Prophetic Hadith and traditions of the
Imams drawn from Shi‘l sources, whereas sGf1 works within the Sunni
world are based upon the Qur’in and Prophetic Hadith mostly of the
sibah literature. As for the role of the Imams, this is a major point that
distinguishes sufism in its Shi‘f and Sunni settings. In the chain of
nearly all the orders that are widely spread in the Sunni world such as
the Shaziliyya and Qadiriyya the Shi‘T Imams up to Imim Rida appear
as saints and spiritual poles (g##h), but not as Imams as this term is
understood specifically in Shi‘ism. In Shi‘f safi orders the presence of
the same figures is seen as proof of the reliance of sufism upon the
Imims, as the fifth chapter of the Tuhfat al-‘abbdsiyya demonstrates in a
typical manner.

Besides the type of Sufism represented by the Zahabi and other
regular orders during the Safavid period, there are two other kinds of
Islamic esotericism to consider: the first is the case of those like Mir
Abu’l-Qiasim Findiriski and Bahi’ al-Din ‘Amili who were definitely
slifis and are recognised as such by the safT orders, but whose initiatic
chain and spiritual master are not known; the second is the case of
gnostics like Sadr al-Din Shirazi who definitely possessed esoteric
knowledge usually in the form of Hikmat — which also implies means of
attaining this knowledge — but who did not belong, at least outwardly,
to any sifT orders, so that the means whereby they acquired this gnostic
knowledge remains problematic. Mulla Sadri, while being a thorough
gnostic like Ibn ‘Arabi, wrote his Kasr al-asnam al-jabiliyya against those
in his times who pretended to belong to sufism and whom he calls
mutagavif , using this term in the particular context of his time and not as
it has been employed throughout the history of sufism.

In fact, what we observe during the Safavid period is that as the sif1
orders become more popular and acquire in certain cases a worldly
character, a reaction sets in against them from the quarter of the
religious scholars. Henceforth within the class of the ‘ulama it is no
longer socially acceptable to belong openly to one of the well known
sifl orders so that esoteric instruction is imparted without any
outwardly declared siafi organisation. Moreover, the term ‘irfan, or
gnosis,! is employed with respect in place of tasavvuf, which from the

! By gnosis we mean, of course, that knowledge which is related to being and results from the
union between the subject and the object, and not the Christian heresy of the 3rd century.
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11th/17th to the 12th/18th centuries falls into disrepute in the circles of
exoteric authorities of the religion. That is why, while Baha’ al-Din
‘Amili practised sufism openly, Q321 Sa‘ild Qumi, whom a contempo-
rary authority has called the Ibn ‘Arabi of Shi‘ism, refers constantly to
‘irfin, but never claims to be a sGfT in the usual sense that is found
within the zarug, although without doubt he was a sif1. To this whole
situation must be added the initiatic r6le of the Twelfth Imim for the
élite of Shi‘ism in general, and the fact that the whole structure of
Shi‘ism possesses a more esoteric character than we find in the exoteric
side of Sunnism. This fact made it possible for esoteric ideas to appear
even in certain exoteric aspects of Shi‘ism.

As a result, the Safavid period presents us with not only the regular
saf1 masters of the well known orders, but also with gnostics and sGfis
of the highest spiritual rank whose initiatic affiliation is difficult to
discern. Moreover, the gnostic dimension of Islam penetrates at this
time into philosophy and theosophy or Hikmat, and most of the
important figures of this era are thinkers with the highest powers of
ratiocination and with respect for logic while at the same time seers
with spiritual visions and illuminations. It is hardly possible to separate
philosophy, theosophy and gnosis completely in this period.

OUTSTANDING INTELLECTUAL AND SPIRITUAL FIGURES OF
THE SAFAVID PERIOD

Shaikh Bahd al-Din ‘Amili

From the point of view of versatility, Baha’ al-Din ‘Amili, known to
the Persians as Shaikh-i Baha’1 (the name is quite unconnected with the
heterodox Baha’l sect which finally broke away from Islam), is the
most remarkable figure of the Safavid renaissance. Born in Ba‘labakk
in present-day Lebanon in 953/1546, the son of the leader of the Shi‘l
community of that region, Shaikh Baha’ al-Din was brought to Persia
by his father at the age of thirteen and soon mastered the Persian
language to such an extent that he is usually considered the best Persian
poet of the 1oth/16th century. He studied in Qazvin, then a centre of
Shi‘i learniné, and in Herat, where he mastered mathematics. His most
famous teachers were his own father, ‘Izz al-Din Husain b. ‘Abd
al-Samad, and Maulani ‘Abd-Allah Yazdi, the author of the celebrated
glosses upon the Tahdhib in logic, which is studied to this day in
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Persian madrasas under the title of Hashiyya-yi Mulla ‘Abd-Allah. He
also studied medicine with Hakim ‘Imad al-Din Mahmuad. After a
period of travelling in Persia and pilgrimages to Mecca, Shaikh-i Baha’t
settled in Isfahin, where he gained the title of Shaikh al-Islam and
where, during the reign of Shah ‘Abbis, he became the most powerful
Shi‘i figure in Persia. He died in 1030/1621 and is buried in Mashhad
near the tomb of Imam Ridi. His beautiful mausoleum is visited by
thousands of pilgrims to this day.

The many-sided genius of Shaikh-i Baha’1 is best illustrated by the
diversity of his works, nearly all of which have become authoritative in
their own domain. These works include: in the field of Qur’an and
Hadith, Arba‘an hadithan, a collection of forty prophetic traditions with
commentary, glosses upon the Tafsir of Baidawi, Hall al-hurdf al-Qur’an
on the opening letters of some of the chapters of the Qur’an, ‘Urwar
al-wathga, a commentary upon the Qur’an, and Wajiza, also known as
Dirayat al-hadith, on the science of Hadith; in the field of jurisprudence
(figh), theology, and specifically Shi‘i studies, I2hna ashariyyat in five parts
on the Muslim religious rites, Jami‘-i ‘abbdsi, the most famous Persian
work on Shi‘ fiqh, Hab/ al-matin on the injunctions (abkam) of religion,
Hadi'iq al-salibin, a commentary on the Sabifa sajjadiyya of the Fourth
Shi‘t Imam, Miftah al-falah on daily litanies and prayers, and a treatise
on the necessity to perform the daily prayers (s2/a#); in the sciences of
language, Asrar al-baligha on rhetoric, Tahdhib al-bayan on Arabic
grammar and Fawa'id al-samadiyya, an advanced work on Arabic gram-

‘mar still very much in use in Persia today; dozens of works on various

branches of mathematics such as Tashri} al-aflak on astronomy, Kbuld-
sat al-hisab, the most famous Muslim mathematical treatise of the last
few centuries, and glosses on Chaghmini’s astronomical treatise;!
several treatises on the occult sciences now lost; and many works on
sufism of which the most famous is the Kashk#/ (“The begging bowl!”’),
which as the title indicates contains, like the begging bowl of the
dervishes into which bits of food were thrown, selections from
masterpieces of sifi literature. His poems also, such as the masnavis
Tati-nama, Nan va halva and Shir va shikar, which are written in the
style of Jalal al-Din Rami’s Magsnavi, all deal with sufism. Altogether
nearly ninety works are known to have been written by him concern-

1 See H. Suter, Die Mathematiker und Astr der Araber und ibre Werke (Leipzig, 1900), p.194.
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ing nearly every domain of the Islamic sciences from mathematics to
gnosis, from astronomy to theology.!

But the works of Shaikh-i Baha’l include, besides these writings,
buildings and gardens which have helped leave such a vivid memory of
this figure in the minds of the people of Isfahan and surrounding regions
to this day. Shaikh-i Baha’l was an accomplished architect and helped in
drawing the plans for the Shih mosque in Isfahin, which is among the
masterpieces of Islamic art. He built a bath house based on the oral and
secret knowledge of masonry and architecture which he undoubtedly
possessed, a bath which according to many witnesses had hot water with
only a candle burning underneath its water tank. The bath was destroyed
about forty years ago. He designed the plans for the beautiful Fin
Garden of Kishin, which served as 2 model for the more famous
Shalimar Garden of Lahore. In yet another field, he calculated the
proportion of water of the Zayandarid to be distributed to each piece of
land on the river’s course to Isfahan, a work which is called the Tamar-i
Shaikh-i Baha'i. This involves a very complicated mathematical problem,
which he solved so well that over three and a half centuries later his
method is still used and only after the projected dam on the river is
finished will his division of its waters be no longer applicable.

Shaikh-i Baha’l is the last eminent representative of the Muslim
hakim in the sense of being the master of all the traditional sciences. He
was also one of the last eminent representatives of the class of ‘ulama
who were outstanding mathematicians and who did not feel it below
their dignity to take an astrolabe and make actual observations or
measurements. After him, with only a few exceptions, the ‘ulami
ceased to be interested in the mathematical sciences, with the result that
the teaching of these sciences deteriorated rapidly in the madrasas.

Shaikh-i Baha’T was an authority in both the exoteric and esoteric
aspects of Islam. He hardly hid his sufism and frequented safi gather-
ings openly. His Tati-nama contains some of the most eloquent and
frank expositions of sufism in Persian verse. His sufism also possessed
a popular aspect without itself being in any way devoid of intellectual
content or the awareness that belongs only to the élite (kbavdss) among
the sifis. But in the sense that the highest is reflected in the lowest, his

1 For his works, see Nafisi, Ahval va ash‘ar, pp.9z—110. The traditional biographies of the
Safavid and later periods, such as Amal al-amul, Salifat al-‘asr, Lu'lu’at al-Bahrain, Tarikh-i ‘Glam-
dra-yi ‘Abbasi, Rawuzat al-jannat, Mustadrak al-vasd'il and Raibinat ai-adab, all contain accounts of, or
references to, his life and works.
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sublime sifi message was propagated within the popular strata of
sufism and even in fact among the populace in general. To this day
many storytellers (naggals) in the traditional tea houses chant his
poetry, while his theological and juridical works are read by advanced
religious students in the madrasas. Also his prowess and competence as
a mathematician of the Pythagorean kind and fame as an alchemist have
left their mark on the popular conception held of him. He is an eminent
representative of the sifi scientists of which Islamic history has pro-
duced many examples.

In traditional theosophy or Hikmat Shaikh-i Baha’t does not reach

" the level of Mir Damid, his contemporary and close friend, or Mulla

Sadri, his student. But his contributions to ShiT law and theology,
mathematics and sufism are sufficient to make him one of the leading
lights of the Safavid period. He is one of the figures most responsible
for the rapid spread of Shi learning in 1oth/16th century Persia and a
person who, more than any other figure of his day, sought to display
the harmony between the law and the way, the Shari‘a and the Tariga,
which comprise the exoteric and esoteric dimensions of Islam.

Most of the well known scholars who came to Isfahan were stu-
dents of Shaikh-i Baha’l: men such as Mulli Muhammad Taqi Majlisi,
Sayyid Ahmad ‘Alavi, Sadr al-Din Shirazi and Mulld Muhsin Faiz
Kashani. Over thirty of his students, many of whom also studied
with Mir Dimad, became well known figures themselves, spreading
in yet another way the influence of their teacher. Through all these
channels, that is, his writings, monuments and students, Shaikh-i
Baha’i was able to exercise widespread influence throughout nearly all
classes of Persian society. There is no other figure of the Safavid
period who became so well known to the élite and the common
people alike, and who left such a deep mark as a national and almost
mythological hero upon the people of Persia.

Mir Damad
Mir Muhammad Baqir Damad Husaini, entitled Sayyid al-hukama’ and

Sayyid al-falasifa,! is the real founder and central figure of the theoso-
phical and philosophical school which has now come to be known as

1 These titles are mentioned in Maulavi Muhammad Muzaffar Husain Saba, Tagkirayi rig-i
raushan (Tehran, 1343), p. 51, and Hajji Aqd Muijtaba ‘Iriql, Fibrist-i kitabkhina-yi madrasa-yi
Jaigiyya-yi Qum 1 (Qum, 1338), p. 391. Most historians, such as Tunakibuni, Qisas, p. 333, agree
that Mir Damad was a descendant of the Prophet through Imim Husain, whereas ‘Ali Khan,
Salifat al-‘asr, p. 485, considers him as Hasanid.
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the School of Isfahan. As the person who established and classified the
traditional sciences in the new ShiT setting of Safavid Persia, as
Aristotle had done in Athens and Faribi in the newly born Islamic
civilisation as a whole, Mir Damad has been honoured with the further
title of the “Third Teacher” (mu'allim-i salis), following Aristotle and
Firabi, the First and the Second Teachers.! As for his title Damad
(“son-in-law”), it refers to the fact that his father was the son-in-law of
Shaikh ‘Alf ‘Abd al-Alf Karki, the celebrated Shi‘f scholar of the early
Safavid period.2 Mir Dimad also composed fine poetry under the pen
name Ishriq, by which he is known in the annals of literary history. But
this appellation also has a philosophical significance in that it demon-
strates openly his attachment to ishriqi theosophy.

The date of Mir Damiad’s birth has not been determined with cer-
tainty: that given in the glosses upon the Nukbbat al-‘igil of Sayyid
Jamil al-Din Husain Bur@jirdi is 969/1561—2, and appears as fairly
likely considering the date of his death and the approximate span of his
life, which are known. His education was carried out mostly in Mash-
had, and possibly Arik, and his best known teachers were Shaikh ‘Izz
al-Din Husain b. ‘Abd al-Samad, the father of Shaikh-i Baha’i, and Mir
Fakhr al-Din Sammaki, who taught him the intellectual sciences
(al-‘ultim al-‘agliyya).? Mir Damaid travelled several times within Persia
to Qazvin, Kashin and Mashhad and accompanied Shah $afi to Iraq,
where he died in 1040/1630—1; he was buried in Najaf near the mauso-
leum of ‘Ali, and his tomb is venerated to this day.

It was possible for Mir Damad to revive the intellectual sciences and
especially Hikmat because of his special gift in these sciences, added to
the remarkable respect and authority in which he was held among the
jurisprudents and theologians as well as with the king. He lived an
extremely pious life and is said to have read half of the Qur’an every
night, Many of his poems are dedications to the Prophet and ‘Ali, such
as the following quatrain in praise of the Prophet of Islam:

O Seal of Prophecy! The two worlds belong to thee.

The heavens, one is thy pulpit and nine thy pedestal.

There would be no wonder if thou didst not cast a shadow,
Fot thou art light and the sun is itself thy shadow.

! The title appears specifically in many works, e.g. ‘All Quli Khan Dighistini, Riydz al-shu‘ara,
MS in the Majlis Library, Tehran. 2 Iskandar Munshi, trans. Savory, p. 234.

3 An account of his life and teachings is found in nearly all the standard biographies and
histories such as L#'/w’at al-Babrain, Mustadrak al-vasd’il and Raugat al-janndt, as well as in more
contemporary sources such as A'ydn al-shi‘'a and Raihinat al-adab.
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In his Persian work, the Jagavat, he begins with a poem dedicated to
‘Al in which he sings:

O herald of the nation and soul of the Prophet,

The ring of thy knowledge surrounds the ears of the intelligences.
O thou in whom the book of existence terminates,

To whom the account of creation refers,

The glorified treasure of the revelation,

Thou art the holy interpreter of its secrets.

The intensity of religious fervour in Mir Diamid was too great to

.permit his being criticised in any quarter for having revived Hikmat

and the wisdom of Ibn Sini and Suhravardi. To this element must be
added the abstruseness of his writings, which veiled their meaning
from the eyes of the uninitiated and helped establish the banner of
Hikmat firmly, without any opposition from the ‘ulama. No Muslim
philosopher or sage has ever written works in such a difficult style ajnd
complicated phraseology, which makes access to his works well _nfgh
impossible for all, save for those with a sound training in the tradition
of Islamic philosophy and the aid of the oral instructions which accom-
pany the texts. The difficulty of Mir Dimad’s works is such that many
stories have been told about him and it is even said that, during the
first night in the grave, when the angels asked him concerning his
beliefs he gave an answer that was so difficult that even they did not
understand it and so went to God in search of help. The anecdote
continues by mentioning the fact that even God did not comprehend
Mir Damiad’s sayings but allowed him nevertheless to enter Paradise
because he was a virtuous man. ‘
About fifty works of Mir Dimad are known, of which most are in
Arabic and a few, including his collection of poems, are in Persian.!
These include works on theology and jurisprudence, Qur’anic com-
mentary and other religious sciences, and especially Hikmat, which is
the subject of most of his writings. The most celebrated of these are
al-Ufuq al-mubin, al-Sirit al-mustagim, Qabasat, which is possibly his most
important opus, Tagwim al-iman and Tagdisat, all in Arabic, and Jagavat
and Sidrat al-muntahd in Persian. The lattermost work may have been
completed or even written by his student Sayyid Ahmad ‘Alavi,
although in the Jagavar Mir Damad mentions it as one of his own

1 1. al-Sisi, in a recent Ph.D. thesis at the Faculty of Letters of Tehran University (1967), which
involved the preparation of a critical edition of the Jagavas, mentions 52 works by Mir Dimad.
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writings. He also wrote commentaries upon the works of Ibn Sini and
Nasir al-Din Tasi, and the collection of Persian and Arabic poems,
Masharig al-anvar.

Mir Dimad revived Avicennan philosophy in ishraqi dress. He may
be considered as an ishraql interpreter of Avicennan metaphysics in the
spiritual universe of Shi‘ism. But his interpretation is very far from the
rationalistic Avicennanism with which the occident is acquainted
through the interpretation of medieval latin scholastics.! In fact, in a
conscious manner Mir Dimiad distinguishes between Yamani and
Yinini (Greek) philosophy, the first of which he associates with
wisdom detived from revelation and illumination and the second with
rationalistic knowledge. The “Yamani” here refers to the symbolism of
the right side (yamin) of the valley when Moses heard the revelation of
God. The right side or the east is therefore symbolically the source of
illumination and revelation, of light and spirituality, and the left side or
the occident, in accordance with the well known symbolism of ishraqi
theosophy, the source of darkness or of purely discursive and
rationalistic knowledge.2 The school of Hikmat thus established by
Mir Damaid, very far from being a continuation of Muslim Peripatetic
philosophy as it came to be known in the West, was a school in which
illumination was combined with ratiocination and where the Avicen-
nan metaphysics was transformed from an abstract system of thought
to a concrete spiritual reality which became the object of spiritual
vision and realisation.

Nowhere is this better seen than in two works of Mir Damad which
record two different spiritual visions he had, the first in Ramadan
1011/1603 and the second twelve years later in the middle of Sha‘ban
1023/1614. The first, which occurred in a mosque in the city of Qum
after the afternoon prayers, involved a theophanic vision of the
Prophet and his five Companions, AbG Dharr, Salmin, Miqdad,
Hudaifa and ‘Ammir — who are so important for Shi‘ism — the Twelve
Imims and the host of angels. These figures of light appeared to Mir
Damad with such intensity that he wrote that he would have a nostal-
gia for the vision of this spiritual universe until the Day of Judgment.

&
1 On the difference, see Corbin, Avicenna and the Viisionary Recital, tr. W. Trask (New York,
1960), pp. 101ff.; Nast, Three Muslim Sages, pp. 46ff., and An Introduction, pp. 185ff.
2 See Nast, Three Muslim Sages, chapter 2, and “Suhrawardi”, pp. 381ff., as well as Corbin’s

many studies on this theme. On the symbolism of the Yemen, see Corbin, “Le récit d’initiation et
Phermétisme en Iran”, Eranos Jabrbuch xvi (1949), 136—7.
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The second vision, which took place twelve years later at Isfahin,
_came directly from the practice of invocation (dhikr) in a spir.itual
retreat (khalwa). As Mir Dimid himself accounts in his Risalat
al-khal'iyya al-qudsiyya al-malakitiyya, the vision came when he was
invoking the two Divine Names, al-Ghani and al-Mughni. Suddenly he
was taken on the wings of the spirit to the spiritual world Whexje he was
given a vision of the celestial hierarchies and the various superior states
of being. In a most dramatic fashion the vision involved an actualisa-
tion of the Avicennan metaphysics and cosmology from what appears
as an abstract scheme in Peripatetic philosophy to a concrete reality —
“in accordance with all true metaphysics, which deals not with theory in
the modern sense but with theoria, or intellectual and spiritual vision in
its original Greek sense. Moreover, the vision took place on the eve ?f
the birthday of the Twelfth Imam, on a night which according to Shi‘
sources is the second most sacred night in the Islamic calendar after
lailat al-gadr or the night of power. It is a night when spiritual influ-
ences descend upon man and when this very descent or deployment of
grace (faid) makes possible the spititual ascent described by Mir
Dimad.!

The two experiences described by Mir Dimid himself are the only
witnesses we possess to the spiritual side of his life, a life which was
£ otherwise immersed in religious and philosophical activity. But the
very fact that he was able to experience such visions proves the con-
. stant presence of a spiritual life and a practice which is the same as
sufism in its most universal manifestation. There is nothing closer to
sGfT spiritual practices than the dhikr and the khalwa. This may appear
strange in a sage who was especially known for his powers (?f
ratiocination and logic and who was such an authority in the exoteric
sciences. But one of the characteristics of later Persian theosophy is
precisely the fact that philosophy and rational thought are tied to
spiritual practices and illumination, and metaphysics becomes not t'hc
result of rational thought alone but the fruit of vision of the superior
world.

An element that characterises the works of Mir Damad is his con-
cern with time and the relation between change and permanence, or the
" eternal and the created (gidam and hudsth). This problem has occupied
Muslim theologians and philosophers from the beginning and many

1 For the Arabic text and French translation, see Corbin, “Confessions extatiques”, pp. 367ff.
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solutions have been presented for it, although it cannot be solved
through rational thought but only through the coincidentia oppositorum
made possible through metaphysics and gnosis. Mir Dimid is known
as the author of a novel view on this subject called hudis-i dahri. He
distinguishes three realms of being which are as follows: Sarmad, or
eternity, refers to that reality which does not change, or more exactly
to the relation between the changing and the changeless. This concerns
the Divine Essence and the Divine Names and Qualities, which are the
self-determination of the Essence and themselves immutable. Below
this world, which alone is absolutely eternal, stands dabr or the world
which relates the immutable to the changing. The world is created not
directly by the Essence but through the immutable archetypes or
“lords of the species™ (arbab al-anvad’) and dahr represents precisely this
relationship between these immutable archetypes and the changing
world. Below dahr stands time (gaman), which represents the relation
between changing things. The world was not created in time in the
sense that there was first a time and then an event called creation which
took place in it. This would be hudis-i gamani which Mir Diamad
rejects. Rather, according to him this world was brought into being
through the archetypes and with respect to dahr which stands above
zamin. Creation is therefore pudis-i dabri; it is ibda’ and ikhtira, not
takwin.

This theme is amply treated by Mir Damid in all its ramifications and
he comes back to it again and again in his books. His works in fact are
not divided into the classical four sections of metaphysics (i/ahiyyat),
natural philosophy (#abi'iyyar), mathematics (riyagiyyat), and logic
(mantiq) that we find in the well known works of Islamic philosophy
such as the S4ifa’ and Najar of Ibn Sini or the Persian Daurrat al-t3j of
Qutb al-Din Shirdzi. Rather, they treat different themes of metaphysics
and philosophy whose axis remains the problem of the relation between
time and eternity. Altogether these works show a Suhravardian inter-
pretation of Avicennan philosophy in the matrix of Shi‘ism, in which the
most rigorous Peripatetic logic is combined with a Pythagorean interest
in number and harmony and an ishriaqi attraction to the illuminative
aspect of the angelic world. These are elements that were instrumental in
establishing the School of Isfahan, which Mir Dimid more than any
other figure helped to bring into being and which found its culmination
in his disciples and students.

Of the intellectual progeny of Mir Damad the most important is
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Mulld Sadri, whom Mir Dimad held in the greatest esteem and to

whom we shall turn shortly. But there are a host of others such as

Sayyid Ahmad ‘Alavi who became Mir Dimiad’s son-in-law and is
known for his commentary upon the S4ifd’ of Ibn Sind and WO.I'kS
which elucidate the thought of his master. One must also mention
Mulli Khalil Qazvini, a most respected scholar of his day, who has left
one of the best known commentaries upon the Us#/ al-kfi of Kulaini,
7Zalall Khunsiri, one of the well known poets of the Safavid pcrio'd,
Qutb al-Din Ashkivari, the author of the monumental history of phil-

_osophy in Persian called the Mabbsb al-qulib, which remains uned?tcid
to this day, and lesser known figures such as Ahmad b. Zain al-‘Abidin

‘Alavi ‘Amili Jili and Mirzi Muhammad Qasim b. Muhammad ‘Ak_ﬂzis:
Jilini. One must mention also particularly Mulld Shamsa gllam
(d. 1098/1686—7), who continued the school of Mir Damid, writing 2
treatise on the problem of the creation of the world, about which he
also corresponded with Mulld Sadri, and commenting upon the_
Qabasit of Mir Dimiad. The combination of Avicennan and ishraqi
elements seen in Mir Damad is very much present in his works and he
is among the most faithful propagators of his mastet’s teachings.!

Mir Abw'l-Qasim Findiriski

A contemporary and close friend of both Mir Dimiad and Shaikb—i
Baha’i, Mir Findiriski is much less known and less studied and remains
to this day the most mysterious intellectual figure of the Safavid
per‘iod. In his lifetime he was considered, along with Mir Dimad and
Shaikh-i Baha’i, as one of the great masters of Isfahin and was highly
revered in religious circles as well as at court. He lived a life 'of
simplicity and asceticism and was a practising saf1 whose personal 'llfe
can be compared in every way with those of the well known classical
masters of sufism.2 He travelled to India frequently and was highly
revered by Hindu Yogis and Muslim sages alike. He is said to h'fwe
journeyed often, but he also lived in Isfahin for a consideral?lc portion
of his life and taught philosophy, mathematics and medicine in that
city. Because of his safi practices and esoteric knowledge Mir

" Findiriski came to be credited with miracles such as being in two places

1 See Shirizi, a/-Shawdhid, p. 93 of the editor’s introductiorf.
2 Tabriz, Raibinat al-adab 11, 231—2; Hiddyat, Riydz al-'arifim, p. 276.
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at once and travelling great distances instantaneously. The very attribu-
tion of these accounts to him is of the greatest interest in understanding
his personality. Even after his death his reputation would not leave him
alone, for when he died in 1050/1640—1 in Isfahan he was buried in the
famous Takht-i Fulad cemetery, not in a regular grave, but in one which
is surrounded within the earth by a metal case. Since he was celebrated as
an alchemist, people were afraid that his grave would be dug up by those
who sought the philosophert’s stone and who would violate the sanctity
of his grave in quest of physical gold.

Mir Findiriski wrote little. His extant works include the monumen-
tal commentary in Persian upon the Yoga Vasistha which had been
rendered into Persian by Nizim al-Din Panipati and which is one of the
major works in Persian on Hinduism, a treatise on motion (Risalat
al-haraka), another on sociology from the traditional metaphysical
point of view (Risila sand'iyya) and the Usal al-fusal on Hindu wisdom.
Recently his treatise on alchemy, in Persian, has also been discovered in
a manuscript acquired by the Library of the Faculty of Letters of
Tehran University.! But his most famous work is a gasida which sum-
marises the principles of Hikmat in verses of great beauty, showing
Mir Findiriski to be an accomplished poet like Mir Damad and
Shaikh-i Baha’l. The poem begins with the verses:

Heaven with these stars is clear, pleasing and beautiful;
Whatever is there above has below it a form.

The form below, if by the ladder of gnosis

Is trodden upward, becomes the same as its principle,?

and continues to discuss the most essential aspects of Hikmat. It has
been for this reason commented upon by several later hakims such as
Muhammad Salih Khalkhili and Hakim ‘Abbas Dirabi. It is also
highly regarded by most of the contemporary masters of Hikmat in
Persia.

Many later authorities believe that Mulld Sadra studied with Mir
Findiriski and learned the particular features of his doctrine such as
trans-substantial motion and belief in the “imaginal world”” from him.
This is impossible to deny categorically, for there may have been an
oral instruction imparted, but what remains of the written works of

! M.T. Dianishpazhih, Catalog éthodigue...des m. its de la bibliothéque privée de I'Imam
Jum'ab de Kerman donné en legs & la Faculté des Lettres de Tebran (Tehran, 1965), p. 11.
2 Full translation in Nasr, “The School”, pp. 923—4.
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Mir Findiriski reveals that in philosophy he was a faithful follower of
Ibn Sini and specifically denied trans-substantial motion (al-harakat
al-janhariyya) and the archetypal world in his particularly philosophical
works. Moreover, all of his students except Mulld Sadra — if we do
accept that Mulla Sadri studied with Mir Findiriski — were more or less
Avicennan.! Yet his qasida affirms the reality of the archetypal world
and reveals Mir Findiriski as a safi pure and simple. One must there-
fote say that Mir Findiriski, while a master of Peripatetic philosophy
and the sciences such as medicine and mathematics, in all of which he
taught the classical works such as the S4ifa’ and Qandin, was a practising
siif1 and gnostic who was also well versed in the occult sciences such as
alchemy and, in addition, Hindu metaphysics. He is yet another of the
remarkable intellectual figures of the Safavid period who were masters
of several disciplines and expositors of different planes of knowledge.

Mir Findiriski trained many students, some of whom became well
known figures. Thése include Mulla Rafi‘a Gilani (d. 1082/1671—2), the
commentator upon the Usi/ al-k4fi, Mulli Muhammad Baqir Sabzaviri
(d. 1098 ot 1099/1686—7), author of several important works on juris-
prudence such as the Kifdya and glosses upon the Ishirat wa’l-tanbihat and
Shifa’ of Ibn Sind, and Aqa Husain Khunsari (d. 1080/1669—70), who
was one of the greatest Shil scholars of his day and wrote Mashériq
al-nufis on jurisprudence and also glosses upon the Shifa’ and Isharat. But
besides Mulli Sadra, Mir FindiriskI’s most famous student was Mulla
Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizi (d. 1080/1669—70), who was the outstanding teacher
of philosophy in the second half of the 11th/17th century. Mulld Rajab
‘Ali, the author of many works including the Kiid-i bihisht (“Key to
Paradise”) on eschatology, was opposed to Mulla Sadra and did not
accept his views concerning trans-substantial motion and the union of
the knower and the known. Also, opposed to the great majority of
Muslim philosophers, he had nominalistic tendencies and considered
being (w#jad) to be shared only nominally by existing things without its
corresponding to an objective reality. He taught the books of Ibn Sini
and trained many well known students, including Qazi Sa‘ld Qumi and
Muhammad RafT¢ Pirzada, who under the direction of his master com-
posed a/-Ma'arif al-ilabiyya, assembling therein the lessons given by
Mulld Rajab ‘Ali.2

1 See Shirazi, al-Shawahid, introduction, pp. 86—9.

2 For all three men, see Lahfjani, Sharh risilas, introductions by Jalil Humi’i and S.]J.

Ashtiyinl.
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Sadr al-Din Shirazi (Mulla Sadra)

The philosophical and theosophical movement of the Safavid period
reaches its climax with Sadr al-Din Shirdzi, known as Mulld Sadri or
Sadr al-muta’allihin (“the foremost among the theosophers”), whom

many Persians consider as the greatest Muslim thinker in the domain of | 4

metaphysics. His influence has been immense ever since his death and
he has in fact dominated the intellectual scene in Persia during the past
centuries. The present day interest in traditional Islamic philosophy in
Persia also revolves around his name and many works have been
devoted to him in the past few years.

Sadr al-Din Shirazi was born into an aristocratic family of Shiriz in
979 ot 980/1571 or 1572 and received the best education possible in his
native city. Gifted from early childhood with a love for learning and
being the only son of a wealthy and influential father, he was placed
under the care of the best masters from an early age and was able to
learn Arabic, the Qur’an, Hadith and other religious sciences early in
life. This was made easier for him because of his intense devotion and
religious fervour which he combined with keen intelligence from the
age of childhood. At that time, although Shiriz was a major city, the
great centre of learning was Isfahan, to which the young Sadr al-Din
decided to travel in order to benefit fully from the presence of the
masters at the capital. In Isfahin he pursued his studies eagerly first
with Shaikh Baha’ al-Din ‘Amili in the religious or transmitted sciences
(al-‘uliim al-nagliyya) and then with Mir Dimid in the intellectual
sciences (a/-‘ulim al-‘agliyya). It is said that he wrote a work on the
order of Mir Damad and when Mir Dimid saw it he exclaimed that
henceforth no one would read his own works. Some sources have also
mentioned that Sadr al-Din studied with Mir FindiriskI but, as already
pointed out, this has not been established with certainty.

After completion of his formal studies, Mulla Sadri began a new
phase of his life in quest of the other kind of knowledge, which comes
through intuition and illumination resulting from inner purification.
He left the busy life of the capital and retired to a small village named
Kahak, near Qum, where he spent according to some seven and to

others eleven years in ascetic and spiritual practices. He attained in this

way immediate knowledge (‘#i/m-i huziri) as he had perfected earlier his
grasp of acquired knowledge (‘#/m-i husali). At this moment he was
asked by Shah ‘Abbis II to come to Shiraz to teach and train qualified
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students. He accepted the call and returned to public life, spending the
last thirty years of his life teaching in the Khan school of Shiraz built
for him by Allihvardi Khian, the governor of Fars. Due to the presence
of Mulla Sadri, the Khin school became a great centre of learning
attracting students from near and far. In fact, it became so famous that
it attracted the attention of some of the European travellers of the
petiod such as Thomas Herbert, who writes: “And, indeed, Shiriz has
a college wherein is read philosophy; astrology, physic, chemistry, and
the mathematics; so as ’tis the more famoused through Persia”.! It was
also during this period that Mulld Sadrd wrote most of his works. On
returning from his seventh pilgrimage on foot to Mecca he died in
Basra in 1050/1640 and was buried in that city.?

Nearly fifty works of Mulld Sadri are known, most of which were
lithographed during the Qijir period and are now being republished in
modern editions. Some of these concern specifically religious themes
such as his Qur’anic commentaries and the monumental commentary
upon the Us#l al-kifi of Kulaini, which was left uncompleted. Others
deal with Hikmat propetly speaking, such as a/-Shawdbhid al-rubibiyya, in
many ways his personal testament and the summary of his teachings,
al-Masha'ir on being and Hikmat al-‘arshiyya on the posthumous becom-
ing of man. Yet another group of his writings are commentaries upon
earlier philosophical works such as the glosses upon Ibn Sina’s Shifa’ and
the commentary upon Kitgb al-hidiya of Athir al-Din Abharl known as
Sharh al-Hiddya, which became the most famous work on Islamic philos-
ophy in the Indian subcontinent and is referred to as Sadra in India and
Pakistan to this day.3 Mulld Sadri also wrote two works in his own
defence, one the Sib as/, his only Persian work in prose, in which he
defended gnosis (‘irfin) against the attacks of superficial doctors of law
and jurisprudents, and the Kasr al-asnim aljahiliyya, in which he
defended the Shari‘a and the exoteric dimension of religion against some
of the extremists who existed within certain sif1 orders and to whom he
refers as the mutasawwifin of his time.* Mulla Sadra also wrote a Divan

1 Herbert, Travels in Persia, p. 72.

2 The traditional sources for his life are the same as those mentioned above for Mir Dimad and
Shaikh Baha’ al-Din: for a full discussion of them, see Shirizi, Sib as/, introduction, pp. 2—8.

3 Nasr, “Mulla Sadra dar Hindistan”, pp. 9ooff.

4 The term mutasavvif is perfectly legitimate in most schools of Sufism, where it refers to the
person who follows the path of Sufism, but in Safavid and post-Safavid Iran it gained a pejorative
connotation as referring to those who “play” with Sufism without being serious, in contrast to the
real siifis who were called Sifiyya. It thus acquired the meaning of mustagif , a term used by some of
the earlier sifis to designate those who know nothing about Sufism but pretend to follow it.
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of poetty, selections of which have been published. But these poems do
not compare in quality with those of his teachers Mir Damad and
Shaikh-i Baha’i or those of his students Faiz-i K4shani and Lahiji.

The outstanding masterpiece of Mulld Sadrd is the a/-Hikmat
al-mutd‘dliyya fi'l-asfar al-arba'at al-‘agliyya (“The Supernal Wisdom con-
cerning the Four Journeys of the Intellect”), known in Persia as the
Asfar. This most advanced text of Hikmat is a final summation of
traditional wisdom, including, in addition to the most thorough expo-
sition of Mulla Sadra’s own vision, a vast amount of material related to
the views of earlier gnostics, philosophers and theologians. It is there-
fore a major source for our knowledge of Islamic intellectual history
and at the same time a testament to the author’s remarkable knowledge
of earlier philosophical, religious and historical texts. The Asfar, which
is taught only to students who have already mastered Peripatetic
philosophy, ishriqi theosophy and Kalim, is taught in traditional
schools over a six year period and is the crowning achievement in the
traditional curriculum of the “intellectual sciences” in the madrasas.
Numerous commentaries have been written on this work, of which
some of the best known include the commentaries of Mulla ‘Al Zunazi
and Hijji Mulla Hadi Sabzavirl. The Asfar and its commentaries are
like a central river compared to which all other streams are peripheral.
In such fashion has this work dominated the intellectual life of Persia;
and the later philosophical and theosophical schools have been like so
many tributaries that have only contributed to its expansion in its
onward march.

The work of Mulld Sadri, all of which except for the Persian Sib as/,
a few letters and the poems are in Arabic, are written in a remarkably
lucid style which in fact makes them appear as deceptively easy. There
is, moreover, a mixture of logical analysis, mystical gleaming and refes-
ences to religious sources, especially the Qur'an and Hadith, which
characterises all of Sadr al-Din’s writings. He achieved in his own life,
as well as in his works which are the fruit of that life, a synthesis of the
three means open to man in his quest after truth: revelation (wahy or
shar), illumination and intellectual intuition (dhaug) and ratiocination
(istidlil or ‘agl in its limited meaning). His works reflect this synthesis.
A most rigorous dialectical and logical discourse, in which type of
expression Mulld Sadrd was an unmatched master and for which he is
especially known in the Indian subcontinent, is often followed by a
gnostic utterance received through illumination to which he usually
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refers as “truth received from the Divine Throne” (tabgig ‘arshi). In the
same manner rational arguments are supported by citations from the
Qur’an, and the commentaries upon the Qur’an and Hadith are carried
out through the process of hermeneutic interpretation (¢a'wil) in such a
way as to reveal their gnostic meaning. There is but one inner, spiritual
reality which manifests itself outwardly in the revealed scriptures, in
the soul and mind of man and in the cosmos, or “upon the horizons”
to use the Qur’anic terminology. The synthesis achieved by Mulla
Sadri aims at bringing man back to this one spiritual reality from all
the different modes of perception and knowledge that are open to him,
whether it be the given text of revelation, or ratiocination and its
analysis of the externally perceived world, or the inward illumination
which opens up the inner horizons of the two above modes of knowl-
edge and is at the same time objectivised and regulated by them.

The synthesis of Mulld Sadrd and his intellectual progeny is based
upon the integration of the four major schools of Islamic thought
alluded to earlier: namely Kalam, Peripatetic philosophy, ishraqi theo-
sophy and ‘irfan. In Mulla Sadrd we find elements of Ghazili, Ibn Sina,
Suhravardi and particularly Ibn ‘Arabi. Moreover, there is Shi‘ism,
especially in its gnostic aspect, which serves as the background for this
whole synthesis. The Nakj al-baligha of ‘All and the traditions of the
other Shi‘T Imims are a constant source of inspiration for Mulld Sadra
and a major source of his doctrines. Of course, this synthesis could not
have been achieved without the work of the sages and philosophers of
the two preceding centuries. But their work in turn finds its final
meaning and elaboration in the doctrines of Sadr al-Din.

There are many principles which distinguish the metaphysical doc-
trines of Mulli Sadri, not all of which can be enumerated here. Some
of the most important of these principles include the unity, principial-
ity and gradation of being; trans-substantial motion; the unity of the
knower and the known and the reality of “mental existence” (wajid
al-dhibni) as a distinct state of existence which makes knowledge pos-
sible; and the catharsis (#4jrid) and independence of the power of imag-
ination (&hayal) in the soul from the body, and also the existence of a
cosmic “world of imagination” which makes possible the theosophical
explanation of religious descriptions of eschatology.!

321"

1 For a discussion of these points, see Nasr, “Sadr al-Din Shirazi”. Also Corbin: introduction
to Le Livre des pénétrations métaphysiques; ' Mundus imaginalis”’; Terre céléste, pp. 257-65.
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The doctrine of unity of being (wapdat al-wujad) is usually associated
with sufism and in fact finds its highest expression in the gnostic
teachings of Muhyl al-Din Ibn ‘Arabl and his school. This doctrine is
usually mistaken for pantheism or panentheism by those who cannot
distinguish between profane philosophy and a sacred metaphysical
doctrine.! But in reality it is nothing but the inner meaning of the
shabada of Islam, 1.4 ilaba ill.Allah, made manifest by those who are
given the vision of the inner meaning of things. There is nothing more
Islamic than unity (a/-tauhid) and wahdat al-wujad is the essence of
al-tauhid and therefore of Islam. But even this doctrine has levels of
interpretation; that is why in Persia a distinction is usually made
between the wahdat al-wujid of the ‘#rzfi or gnostics, referring to Ibn
‘Arabi and his school, and the wahdat al-wujid of the jukamai or
theosophers, referring to Mulldi Sadri and his school. In order to
understand this distinction it is necessary to analyse the gradual process
by which man comes to understand unity. The first perception of the
external world for the untrained mind or for a child is to see multipli-
city and only multiplicity. The multiplicity is due to the quiddity
(mahiyya) of each thing which distinguishes it from others, and to
consider this multiplicity as ultimately real is to accept the view of isalat
al-mahiyya or “principiality of quiddity” for which Mir Damid and
Suhravardi are known, if we do not consider that Suhravardi held to be
true for light what Mulld Sadra held with regard to being. Of course
these sages did not negate unity, which for them stands above the
world of multiplicity, but in their analysis of the world of multiplicity
they stopped short at the quiddity of things without considering their
existence (wwjad).

The next stage is to hold that within each thing, which according to
Avicennan philosophy is composed of existence and quiddity or
essence, it is the existence which is ultimately real and not the quiddity,
but nevertheless to believe that the existence of each object is totally
different from that of another. This view is Zs@lat al-wujad (*‘principial-
ity of being™), but still falls short of fully grasping the sense of Unity.
It is the view of Ibn Sini and his followers.

Above this view stands that of Mulla Sadra and his followers, who
claim that not only is the existence of each object principial vis-g-vis its

U Schuon, pp. s6ff. Burckhardt, Introduction, chapter 3. M. Lings, A Moslem Saint of the Twentieth
Century (London, 1961), chapter 5. Nast, Three Muslim Sages, pp. 104—8.
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quiddity (isalat al-wujad), but also that the existence of each object is a
state and grade of Being itself, not a totally independent being. They
thus believe that there is only one Being (wahdat al-wujid), which
possesses grades and stages (fashkik) while it remains transcendent with
respect to these states and stages (maratib), and it is this being and not
the quiddity of objects which gives reality to things. Mulld Sadri and
his followers are therefore said to believe in the unity (wahdat), grada-
tion (tashkik) and principiality (isalat) of Being (wujiid). Above this
concept of the “Unity of Being” stands the unity of gnostics, usually
called wahdat-i khissa (special unity), according to which Being corre-
sponds to only one objective Reality, God. Nothing else can even be
said to exist. Everything else is the theophany (/gjalli) of this One
Being, not having any being of its own, not even that of being a stage
and state of the One Being.

On the basis of the doctrine of the Unity of Being Mulld Sadra
created the vast doctrine of the metaphysics of being, which is another
version of the metaphysics of essence of Suhravardi. The interrelation
between all stages of existence and the incessant deployment from the
Source and return to the Source characterise the whole doctrine of
Mulla Sadra. There is a dynamism in his view; but it must not be in any
way confused with the type of dynamism found in modern thought,
which usually results from a forgetting of the immutable essences of
things and terminates in a horizontal and purely temporal and secular
evolution that sometimes even appears in a theological garb, as in the
case of Teilhardism. The dynamism of Mulld Sadri is “spatial” rather
than “temporal’. It is directed not towards the achievement of a
future state but towards the realisation of a higher state of being that
exists here and now. The world of becoming is related to the world
of being not by a temporal sequence but in a relation that can be best
symbolised by the spatial circumscription of one sphere by another, as
we see in the medieval cosmologies based upon the metaphysical sym-
bolism of the Ptolemaic spheres. Interestingly enough, Mulld Sadri in
fact described this metaphysical relationship without having recourse
to Ptolemaic astronomy: his exposition, therefore, cannot be brushed
aside so easily by those who, being unable to distinguish the symbol
from the brute fact, discard the medieval metaphysical doctrine of the
states of being because it is tied in its exposition to the homocentric
Ptolemaic astronomy.

The relationship between being and becoming, which Aristotle him-
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self had also sought to explain, lies for Mulld Sadra in the idea of trans-
substantial motion (al-harakat al-jauhariyya). Ibn Sind and the Peripa-
tetics in general limited motion in the Aristotelian sense of the word to
the four categories of position, space, quality and quantity; that is, all
gradual change from potentiality to actuality or motion for them
occurred not in the substance of things, but in one of the above four
accidents. Ibn Sini in fact gave reasons in the Shifa’ as to why the
substance of an object cannot change in the process of motion. Mulla
Sadra, after answering the difficulties stated by Ibn Sini, proceeds to
prove the necessity of trans-substantial motion while arguing at the
same time for the “Platonic ideas” or archetypes of things which the
Peripatetics had negated. It is hardly possible to analyse this difficult
doctrine here.! Suffice it to say that for Mulldi Sadri motion is the
means whereby gradually the substance of a thing changes until it is
able to achieve a higher state of being and through man gain access to
the world of immutable forms (tajarrud) above and beyond all change.
In the same way that the cosmos receives its reality through the effu-
sion of being from the Origin and Source of all being, the becoming
and change in the cosmos are with the aim of achieving higher states of
being and finally states that lie above the world of change and becom-
ing and that lead ultimately to the Source once again. The Universe is 2
vast system aimed at making possible this catharsis and disentangle-
ment from matter and becoming which the very rich term tajrid
implies (an angel being called m#jarrad in the language of theosophy,
that is one who possesses the state of tajrid). This possibility exists here
and now, at least for man who stands in an axial and central position in
this world. The role of Hikmat is to make him realise where he stands
and to enable him to achieve the state of tajrid. The doctrine of trans-
substantial motion, therefore, in addition to enabling Mulld Sadri to
construct a new form of natural philosophy, is a cornerstone of both
his metaphysics and his spiritual psychology.

The problem of how we know, or epistemology, which since
Descartes’s dissection of reality has become both central and insoluble
in Western philosophy, also occupies a central position in Mulla
Sadrd’s writings. A good part of the first journey of the Asfar is
devoted to it. With a rigour which would satisfy a modern analyst
Mulld Sadri seeks to analyse the problem of knowledge from a back-

! See Qazvini.
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ground which is again essentially gnostic and is based on the union
between the knower (a/-‘dgil) and the known (a/-ma‘qil). In the act of
perception (#drék) man becomes identified with the object of his
knowledge; that is, the knower or ‘aqil is at the moment of perceiving
the known identified with the form of the known or ma‘qdl, which is
in fact its reality. Knowledge is only possible through this union.

In order to demonstrate the possibility of this union taking place,
Mulld Sadra must prove the existence of an independent plane of
reality which he calls the mental plane (wajid al-dbibni). He is the first of
the Muslim philosophers to have devoted attention to this question
and to have analysed all that the reality of this plane implies. It is true
that the union of knower and known had been alluded to by Abu’l-
Hasan al-Amiri and some of the sifis, but here as elsewhere it was
Mulla Sadri who for the first time provided demonstrations for it and
incorporated it into a vast metaphysical synthesis. To have found
traces of this and other ideas in earlier books does not at all detract
from the genius of Mulld Sadrd, for the important question is how
these ideas are incorporated into a new intellectual perspective. Other-
wise in the domain of metaphysics there is nothing new under the Sun,
as Aristotle had already asserted. It is enough to compare Mulla Sadra’s
treatment of this question with what is found in earlier Muslim sources
to realise exactly what he achieved.

For Mullad Sadri the mind is not a fabula rasa nor only a tablet on
which certain “ideas” are engrained. It has several faculties and
powers, one of which is to create forms, and this power is that of
“imagination” as the term is understood by the hukami. Mulli Sadri,
like Ibn ‘Arabi, believes in the creative power of imagination
(mutakhayyila khallaga), through which the mind is able to bring forms
into being in the same way that the Divine Intellect has given objective
existence to things through Its own creative power. Knowledge
results, not from the external form “entering” the mind, but in this
external form acting as an occasion for the mind to create, in accor-
dance with the immutable essence of the object concerned, its form.
This act in turn changes the state of being of the knower itself. There-
fore knowledge is inseparable from being and leaves its effect upon the
being of the knower.

The catharsis or tajrid of the imaginative faculty plays a major réle in
the eschatological doctrines expounded by Sadr al-Din. In the last part
(safar) of the Asfir as well as in individual treatises on resurrection and
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the afterlife, especially the monumental commentary in the form of
glosses upon the Hikmat al-ishrig, Mulld Sadra has expounded in the
most complete fashion the esoteric meaning of the Muslim doctrine of
resurrection and eschatology (ma‘dd).! His writings in this domain are
probably the most thorough and systematic of any Muslim work in this
area, where Muslims, in contrast to Hindus and Buddhists, have been
generally laconic. It is only in the works of Ibn ‘Arabi and Mulla Sadra
and their schools that these questions are amply tréated.

The intermediate world of imagination or the “imaginal world”,
which he also calls “purgatory” (bargakh) and the world of “hanging
forms” (suwar al-mi‘allaga), is the locus of the eschatological events
described in sacred scripture. It is where the events of the Last Judgment
occur in a real way because this world is real and has an ontological
status. This is 2 world possessing not only form but also matter which is,
however, subtle and celestial (Jatif and malakdti). Man, likewise,
possesses a subtle body, or what in the parlance of Western Hermeticism
would be called the astral body. In his glosses upon the Hikmat al-ishrag,
Mulla Sadra asserts that neither the Peripatetics like Ibn Sind nor the
theologians like Ghazili could really solve this problem. The one could
only prove spiritual tesurrection (a/-ma‘ad al-rihani), and the other
believed in corporeal resurrection (al-ma'dd al-jismani) without being
able to provide any demonstration for it. Mulla Sadra broke this dead-
lock and was able to prove corporeal resurrection in accordance with
Qur’anic teachings by appealing to this intermediate world where man is

resurrected after death not as a dismembered soul but as a complete -

being possessing also a subtle body.

Mulld Sadra develops fully the theme of the posthumous becoming
of the soul and its resurrection beyond the imaginal world to higher
states of being and finally to a station before the Divine Presence itself.
He makes the science of the soul (‘#/m al-nafs) a branch of metaphysics
(ilahiyyat) rather than natural philosophy (fabi'iyyat) as was the case
with the Peripatetics, and he develops an elaborate science of the soul
starting with the embryonic state of man and terminating in his ulti-
mate beatitude far beyond the earthly life. In this domain no less than
in metaphysics he gives an imprint of a powerful genius to 2 teaching
that is by nature timeless and perennial.

Mulld Sadri trained many students, of whom two, Mulla Muhsin

1 Corbin, “Le Théme”.
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Faiz Kishani and Maulini ‘Abd al-Razziaq Lahiji, are among the
first-rate luminaries of the Safavid period and will be treated below.
Others less known but nevertheless significant include Shaikh Husain
Tunakabuni, who continued Mulld Sadri’s school after him, injini
Mazandarani, the author of a vast commentary upon the Qabasit of
Mir Damad, and Mirza Muhammad Sadiq Kishani, who went to India
to propagate Mulla Sadrd’s teachings. In Persia the teachings of Mulla
Sadri were not continued immediately after him due to difficult
circumstances. But a century later men like Mirza Muhammad Sadiq
Ardistani revived his teachings, and early in the Qajar period Mulld ‘Ali
Nuri, followed by his student Hajji Mulla Hadi Sabzaviri, established
Mulla Sadrd’s school as the central school of Hikmat in Persia.

The akbbari — usali debate

Almost contemporary with Mulld Sadri there began a debate which
had some influence upon the later course of philosophy and a great deal
of effect upon the further chapters of religious and theological history.
This debate concerned the réle of reason in the interpretation of reli-
gious matters. An ‘al/im by the name of Mulli Muhammad Amin Astar-
abadi (d. 1033/1623—4) established the akbbari school, which opposed
the use of ‘aql in religious matters and relied completely on the Qur’an
and the traditions of the Prophet and the Imams. In his a/-Fawd'id
al-madaniyya he attacked the idea of #tibad or the giving of opinion
based upon the four principles (45#/) of the Qur’an, Hadith or sunna, the
consensus of the community (#md) and reasoning or ‘aql, which in
Sunnism is called giyds, and branded mujtabids, or those who practised
ijtihad, as enemies of religion. The opposing school, which came to be
known as #s4/i and which finally won the day, continued to emphasise
the importance of ‘aql within the tenets of the Qur’an and Hadith.
Usually the followers of the akhbari school were literalists and purely
exoteric and outward interpreters of religion, and came to be identified
as gishris (those who remain content with only the husk rather than
secking the kernel as well). They were usually opposed to sufism and
Hikmat and even Kalam. But this was by no means always the case.

. There were some akhbiris who became outstanding siifis and hakims,

such as Mulla Muhsin Faiz Kishini, the disciple of Mulla Sadri. Such
men, while opposing the use of ‘aql on a certain plane, were able to reach
the supra-rational domain of gnosis and illumination.
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The akhbiri — usili debate continued into the Qajar period in the
form of the Shaikhi — baldsari disputes. Strangely enough, Shaikh
Ahmad Ahsa’i, the founder of the Shaikhi movement, was close to the
akhbiri position and at the same time an enemy of the hakims and sufTs.
He was particularly opposed to Mulla Muhsin Faiz despite the fact that
both may be classified as akhbbaris. The situation, then, is more complex
than classifying usilis as pro-Hikmat and akhbaris as opposed to
Hikmat; although the refusal to consider the réle of ‘aql in the interpre-
tation of religious matters naturally led the akhbaris away from Hikmat
and gnosis, in which reason serves as the first stage for a knowledge
which is supra-sensible and where in any case reason is never opposed
on its own plane, but is ultimately transcended.

Mulla Mubsin Faig Kashani

Of Mulla Sadra’s students the best known is Muhammad b. Shiah
Murtazi, known as Mulla Muhsin Kashini or Kashi, and given the
title of Faiz by Mulla Sadrd himself, who besides being his teacher also
became his father-in-law. Mulldi Muhsin was born in Kiashan in
1007/1598—9, studied for a few years in Qum and Isfahan, where he
belonged to the circle of Mir Damad and Shaikh-i Baha’i, and then
came to Shiriz to receive the last phase of his education from Mulld
Sadri and to study the religious sciences with Sayyid Majid Bahrani.
The last part of his life he spent in Kashan, where he died in
1091/1680—1 and where he is buried. His tomb is to this day a centre of
pilgrimage and is credited with miracle-working powers.!

Neatly 120 works of Mulli Muhsin are known, of which most have
survived.? They are in both Arabic and Persian and have become since
his day a mainstay of the curriculum of Shi‘l religious schools. Like
Farabi and Nasir al-Din Tdsi, Mulld Muhsin was able to place himself
in the different intellectual perspectives and schools of Islam and write
outstanding works in each without mixing it with the teachings of
another point of view. This, of course, does not mean that he was
hypoctitical or without a particular point of view himself; rather it
means that he observed strictly the hierarchic structure of knowledge
that is such an essential element of Islam and Islamic civilisation, and

! On his life, see Tabrizl, Raihdnat al-adab 111, 342—4; Hidayat, Riyag al-‘arifin, pp. 388-9;
Khunsari, Rawugat al-janndt, pp. s42ff.; Shirdzi, Tard'iq al-baqd'iq 1, 181f%. passim.
2 Listed by Mishkat in his introduction to Kashan?’s Mabagjaz.
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avoided the “mixing of the arguments of different sciences” (kbhalt-i
mabhath), which is so disdained in traditional Islamic learning.!

The works of Mulli Muhsin, of which he himself has left us with
three lists, include many commentaries upon the Qur’in such as the
al-$af7 and al- Asfa’; works on Hadith including a/-Waf7, which is the
most outstanding of its kind in recent centuries; treatises devoted to
the principles of religion (us#/ al-din) such as ‘Iim al-yagin and ‘Ain
al-yagin; treatises on the Muslim rites such as the daily prayers and haj/
and their esoteric significance, in which this period is particularly rich;2
collections of litanies and invocations such as Jala’ al-‘uyin; treatises on
jurisprudence such as a/-Tathir; and works devoted to the lives and
sayings of the Imims such as his commentary upon the Sabifa sajjadiyya
of the Fourth Shi‘l Imam. Besides these works in the religious sciences,
he wrote many works on sufism and gnosis, of which the a/-Kalimat
al-maknina with its summary, a/-Kalimat al-makhgsna, is perhaps the
outstanding example. This work, which is in Persian, is one of the
outstanding expositions of gnosis in its Shi‘7 setting and treats 2 com-
plete cycle of metaphysics.?> Mulla Muhsin also summarised and com-
mented upon earlier sifi works such as the a/-Futihat al-makkiyya of
Ibn ‘Arabi and the Masnavi of Jalal al-Din Riami. He also wrote many
poems himself mostly on mystical themes and in the masnavi form. His
divan is very well known and contains some fine verses, although all of
his poems are not of first rate quality. As to Hikmat, he did write a few
treatises on the subject, but they are not as well known as his works on
religion and ‘irfan.

Perhaps the most important work of Mulla Mubsin outside the
domain of Hadith, where he is the undisputed Shi‘T authority of the last
centuries, is his a/-Mapajjat al-baidd’ fiihya’ al-ihya’ (““The White Path in
the Revival of the ‘Revival’”), the second “Revival” (#4ya’) referring to
the Ihya’ ‘uliim al-din of Ghazali. In the same way that the Ipyd’ is the
outstanding work of sifi ethics in the Sunnl setting, the a/-Mabajjat
al-baida’ must be considered as the most important ShiT work of ethics
with a siif1 orientation. In fact, what Mulla Muhsin did was to revive
the work of Ghazali in Shi‘T circles by “Shi‘ifying’ it. He achieved this
task by substituting traditions drawn from Shi‘T sources for the

1 Nasr, Science and Civilization, pp. 29ff.

2 His treatise on the esoteric meaning of the daily prayers has been published in a beautiful
edition as Namag, tarjumat al-salit (Tehran, 1340(1962).

3 For a summary, see Nasr, “The School”, pp. 926—30.
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Sunni ones which serve as a prop for Ghazili’s book. Otherwise the
two works are neatly the same, and of the same monumental propor-
tions. A close comparison of the two would be a most fruitful
undertaking to elucidate exactly how the Sunni and Shi‘i religious and
mystical climates are related.

Mulldi Muhsin was one of the foremost esoteric interpreters of
Shi‘ism. While an outstanding exoteric interpreter of the religion and
an undisputed ‘dlim of theology and jurisprudence, he was also a
gnostic and sifT of high standing and sought throughout his works to
harmonise the Shari‘a and the Tariqa. Of the three elements which
Mulla Sadra unified in his vast synthesis, namely shar*, kashf and ‘aql,
or revealed religion, inner illumination and rational and intellectual
demonstration, Mulli Muhsin followed mostly the first two. Yet he
was of course a hakim well versed in Mulla Sadra’s teachings, as works
such as the a/-Kalimat al-maknina reveal. In fact, it is with him that the
process of the integration of the school of Hikmat into Shi‘ism is
completed. It is he who identified the “celestial guide” or illuminating
intellect of Avicennan and Suhravardian metaphysics specifically with
the Twelve Imams, who as heavenly archetypes reflect the “light of
Muhammad” (a/-nir al-muhammadi) which is a sun that illuminates
these “spiritual constellations”.

Mulli ‘Abd al-Ragzaq Labiji

The other well known student of Mulld Sadra, ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. ‘Ali
Lahiji, entitled Fayyiz, was also a son-in-law of the master and inti-
mately associated with him. His date of birth is not known and several
dates are mentioned for his death, of which the most likely is
1072/1661—2.! Lahiji is known particularly as a theologian with several
glosses upon different commentaries of Nasir al-Din Tisi’s Tajrid, the
Shawdriq al-ilham, itself an independent commentary upon the Tajrid, as
well as the two Persian works, Sarmdya-yi iman and Gaubar murad, the
latter work being perhaps the best known book on Shi‘i theology of
the Safavid period. But these works are theology (Kalam) that is deeply
impregnated with Hikmat, of which Lahiji was also a master. In fact,
during the Safavid period there is not so much an independent
growth of Kalim as the development of Kalim within the framework

! See Tabrizi, Raibdnat al-adab 11, 2 33—4, and Shirazi, a/-Shawahid, introduction, pPp- 99—102.
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of Hikmat. Most of the glosses and commentaries upon the Tajrid,
such as those of Khafri, belong more to the tradition of Hikmat than
Kalam proper, and most of the debates that are truly theological are
found within the pages of works on Hikmat, especially those of the
school of Mulla Sadri.

Lahiji in fact developed a form of Kalim which is hardly dis-
tinguishable from Hikmat, although at least in his better known works
such as the Gawbar murad he does not follow the main doctrinal teach-
ings of Mulld Sadri, as on the unity of Being and the catharsis of the
faculty of imagination. Yet in other works he confirms these points in
such a manner as to indicate that the condition of his times did not
allow an open espousal of the teachings of Mulli Sadri and that he had
to adopt a more “theological” or Kalimi dress to suit the taste of some
of the ‘ulami who were by now severely criticising the sifis and the
gnostics.

Lahiji, however, has also left us with works that belong more purely
to the tradition of Hikmat such as Hudith al-‘dlam, the commentary
upon the Hayikil al-nir of Suhravardi and a/-Kalimat al-tayyiba, which
deals with the contending views of Mull Sadri and Mir Damad on the
principiality of existence or essence (isalat-i wujad and isilat-i mahiyyat).
All these works show Lahijl to be a master in Hikmat and a true
disciple of Mulld Sadra.

Like Mir Dimad and Mulla Muhsin Faiz, Lahiji also wrote poetry
which is of a high order containing many beautiful verses. His divin of
about six thousand verses, of which the most complete manuscript is to
be found in the Kitabkhana-yi astina-yi quds-i razavi in Mashhad,
reveals a very different aspect of his personality from that revealed by
his other works. Here one finds the gentle breeze of realised gnosis and
mysticism in which pearls of wisdom are couched in verses of beauty
and harmony rather than in rigorous rationalistic arguments. The
poems contain many verses in the praise of the Prophet and the Imams
and also long qasidas dedicated to both Mulla Sadri and Mir Dimad,
with whom L3hiji also most likely had contacts. These are perhaps the
most eloquent and telling poems ever written on these two giants of
the Safavid period, and they could have been written only by a person
of the stature of Lahiji, who stood close to them both in time and from

* the vantage-point of ideas.

Lahiji had many students, of whom his own son, Mirzi Hasan
Lahiji, and Qazi Sa‘id Qumi are perhaps the most important. Mirzi
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Hasan was a very respected religious scholar of his times, revered as an
outstanding authority on the religious sciences. But he was also a
hakim of much merit and, at a time when Hikmat was being attacked
by some of the ‘ulami, wrote a work in Persian entitled A’ina-yi hikmat
to defend Hikmat by appealing to the traditions of the Prophet and the
Imams.

Qazi Sa'id Qumi
The other student of Lahiji, Muhammad b. Sa‘id Qumi, usually known
as Qazi Sa‘ld or as the “Junior hakim” (bakim-i kdchak), is as well
known as his master and belongs to the rank of the most outstanding
figures of the Safavid period.! A student of Lahiji, Mulli Muhsin and
~also of Mulla Rajab ‘Ali Tabrizl — who represents the more Peripatetic
trend of philosophy in the Safavid period — Qazi Sa‘id was particularly
attracted to sufism and gnosis, while at the same time he was the judge
or gadi of Qum from which position he has gained his title. In fact,
most of Qazi Sa‘id’s life was spent in Qum. It was in this holy city of
Shi‘ism and centre of religious studies that he was born in 1049/1639;
here he passed most of his active years and also died and was buried in
1103/1691. Besides serving as the judge of Qum, he was also a well
known physician in the city and was considered as a real hakim in both
senses of the word, as physician and philosopher.

The total attachment of Qazi Sa‘id to ‘irfan has made him the “Ibn
‘Arabl of Shi‘ism”. This is a very apt title for him because he belongs
more to the school of pure ‘irfin of Ibn ‘Arabi than to the school of
Hikmat of Mulli Sadri, where gnostic themes are provided with
rational demonstration. The works of Qaz1 Sa‘id bear this out, for they
usually deal with esoteric meaning of revealed and sacred texts and
rites. They include a/-Arba'an hadithan, which is a commentary upon
forty prophetic hadiths dealing with divine science; a/- Arba'inat
li-kashf anwar al-qudsiyyat, which is a collection of forty treatises, again
mostly concerned with the esoteric meaning of religion; Asrar
al-‘1badit, which deals with the esoteric significance of the Muslim rites;
and commentary upon different traditions such as the famous Hadith-i
ghamam. His largest work in this domain is the monumental three

! Sec Raihanat al-adab 111, 268—9; Corbin, “La Configuration”, pp. 79—166; and Qumi, Kitdb
asrar, introduction by Sabzaviri.
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volume commentary upon the Tauhid of Shaikh-i Saddig, which
remains unedited and is not well known except for the section dealing
with rites which has become known independently as the above-
mentioned Asrar al-‘ibadit. But he also wrote several works on logic
and philosophy such as the Asrdr al-sandyi‘ on logic; glosses upon the
“Theology of Aristotle”, which is among his most important works;
and also glosses upon the Sharh al-ishirat of Nasir al-Din Tasl.

The most marked feature of Qazi Sa‘id’s thought is his mastery in
revealing the esoteric sense of different aspects of the Islamic tradition
in both its doctrinal and practical dimensions. The process of ta’wil,
of spiritual and hermeneutic interpretation of things, which is so cen-
tral to both sufism and Shi’ism, found in Qazi Sa‘ld one of its great-
est masters. In his writings the inner meaning of verses of the Qur’an,
traditions of the Prophet and the Imims, as well as Islamic ritual
practices, gains the transparence and lucidity which result from the
purely gnostic and metaphysical point of view held by him. In his
exposition of the symbolism of the Ka‘ba, he even develops a true
philosophy of art, and explains the symbolic significance of forms and
spatial configurations with such completeness and thoroughness that
it is difficult to find its like in the annals of Islamic thought.! In this
field also he reflects in many ways the doctrines and teachings of Ibn
‘Arabi. :

The two Majlisis

It would hardly be possible to treat philosophy and theology in the
Safavid period without dealing with Mulli Muhammad Taql Majlis
and his more famous son, Mulla Muhammad Bagir Majlisi, although
they, and especially the son, have been dealt with elsewhere in this
volume. The first Majlisi, who died in 1070/1659—60, Was one of the
religious scholars of his time who was attracted to sufism and was
probably a practising sifi.2 The reaction against organised sufism in
religious circles had not as yet set in so that Mulli Muhammad Taqi
could enjoy respect among Shi‘f scholars and yet openly espouse the
cause of sufism. He rendered a great service to both in many ways. He
was the first Shi‘T scholar to spread and propagate widely the text of the

1 Corbin, “La Configuration”, pp. 82ff.; Nast, “The Concept of Space”.
2 Tabrizl, Raibinat al-adab 1, 460—2; also Bihbihdni, Mir'at al-abvél, which is devoted to him
in particular.
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traditions of the Imams and to encourage their study, so that he must
be considered in a way as the father of the science of Hadith in its new
development during the Safavid period. He also made the life of
sufism in religious circles easier by lending to it the weight of his
authority and support.

His son, Mulli Muhammad Bagir (b. 1037/1627-8, d. 1111/1699—
1700), was in many ways a different type of personality. He was polit-
ically more influential than his father and must be considered as the
most powerful Shi‘ scholar of the Safavid period. He was also much
more austere and exoteric, and openly condemned and opposed organ-
ised sufism, to the extent of denying his own father’s allegiance to
sufism. In fact, he was the most formidable spokesman for the reaction
which set in within Shi‘f religious circles during the later Safavid
period due in part to excesses within some of the safi orders. With the
same breath he also condemned the hukami, whose teachings he saw
as closely wedded to those of the sifis.

The second Majlisi is the most prolific of Shi‘ writers, and probably
wrote his works with the aid of some of his own students. Otherwise
these works, numbering over one hundred and including the monu-
mental Bihar al-amwar, could hardly have been written by one man. The
Bibar al-anwar itself, which is over twenty-six lengthy volumes in its
modern edition, is a vast encyclopaedia of Shi‘ism dealing with different
aspects of Islam as a religion as well as the Islamic religious sciences
and the history of the Prophets and the Imims. It remains a treasury of
information for all the phases of Shi‘ learning to this day. His other
works deal with different religious sciences. Some of the most famous,
such as Hagq al-yagin and Hilyat al-muttagin, both in Persian, and Sirit
al-najat in Arabic, are concerned with principles of religion, traditions
and theology in the general sense, not in its technical sense of Kalam.
In his commentary upon the Usil al-kifi of Kulaini, however, Majlisi
turns to the intellectual sciences and seems to have been influenced by
the commentary of Mulla Sadri. Likewise, in his Zid a/-ma'd there are
allusions to Islamic esoteric teachings, which implies that MajlisT was
not completely alien to these subjects and perhaps spoke so vehemently
against the hakims and sifis because of the particular conditions of his
time, which necessitated such a position for the defence of the Shari‘a
and the official religious institutions. In any case Majlisi left an indel-
ible mark upon all later Shi‘l thought while his opposition to Hikmat
only delayed its new flowering in the Qijir period.
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The later hakims of the Safavid period

Although the atmosphere was not favourable to the propagation of
philosophy and theosophy from the second half of the 11th/17th cen-
tury to the Afghan invasion, which put an end to Safavid rule, several
notable figures continued to propagate the tradition and make possible
its renewal in the 13th/1g9th century. Among these figures one may
mention Mulla Hasan Lunbani (d. 1094/1682—3), a student of Mulla
Rajab ‘All Tabrizi, who combined philosophy and sufism and even
wrote a commentary upon the Masnavi. Due to his particular attraction
to ishriq and ‘irfan he was accused by some of the exoteric ‘ulami of
being a sifT and wrote a treatise in his own defence.!

Another figure of the same period, Mirzi Muhammad Sidiq
Ardistini (d. 1134/1721—2), was more or less a follower of the teach-
ings of Mulla Sadra. Like Mulld Sadra, he believed in the catharsis
(tajarrud) of the inner faculties of the soul, particularly the faculty of
imagination, and offers the same arguments in proof of this view. But
on the question of the origin of the human soul, which he considers as
a ray of the universal soul (nafs-/ £ulli), he presents a view which is
different from that of both Mulla Sadri and Ibn Sini. On the question
of the unity and principiality of being also he follows Sadr al-Din.2

Ardistini was the foremost teacher of Hikmat of his time in Isfahin.
His Hikmat-i sddigiyya, which consists of his lectures assembled by his
students, is 2 major work on the school of Hikmat during the Safavid
period. He was personally revered because of his extremely simple and
ascetic life, but owing to the opposition of some of the religious
authorities he finally fell out of favour with Shah Sultin Husain. Yet he
was able to be of much influence and to train a number of students, of
whom the best known is Mirza Muhammad Taqi Almisi, a descendant
of the first Majlisi. AlmasT was the first person to begin to teach the
texts of Mulld Sadri in official lessons of the madrasas and was instru-
mental in propagating his work. It was his student, Aqd Muhammad
Bidabadi, who taught Mulla ‘All Nari, the great reviver of Hikmat
during the Qajar period, and so through him the chain of transmission
of Hikmat is preserved between the Safavid and Qijir eras. Another of
Ardistin?’s students, Mulli Hamza Gilani, was also a well known

! See Lahijani, Sharp risdla, introduction by Humi’l, p. 16; introduction by Ashtiyani,
pp- 40-1.

2 Sharh risila, introduction by Ashtiyanl, p 42; a/~Shawihid, introduction, p. 118.
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master of Hikmat and was among the many people who lost their lives
in the Afghan invasion of Isfahan.

During the last phase of the Safavid period, the school of Mulla
Sadri was as yet far from being completely dominant. A contemporary
of Ardistani, Shaikh ‘Indyat-Allih Gilani, who belonged to the school
of Mulld Rajab ‘Alf Tabrizi, continued the Peripatetic school of Ibn
Sini and taught the Isharat, Shifi' and Najat. Likewise, there were
masters who taught pure gnosis and ishriq. One of them, Mir Sayyid
Hasan Tiligini, was the outstanding gnostic of Isfahian at the begin-
ning of the 12th/18th century and taught the Fusds al-hikam of Ibn
‘Arabi, as well as works of Suhravardi such as the Hikmat al-ishrag and
Hayakil al-nir along with their traditional commentaries. Yet he too
was to some extent under the sway of the teachings of Mulld Sadra.
Altogether, the general impression one has of the little known history
of these last decades of Safavid rule is the gradual spread of the teach-
ings of Mulld Sadri, especially in Isfahdn, while at the same time other
schools such as the Peripatetic and the gnostic continue in a climate
which became ever more hostile to both Hikmat and ‘irfan.

The influence of the school of Isfahin in India

Although interest in Islamic philosophy on the Indo-Pakistani sub-
continent goes back to the 7th/r3th and 8th/14th centuries, the real
establishment of a school of Islamic philosophy on the sub-continent
dates from the Safavid period. During this epoch many Persian philos-
ophers, scholars and scientists migrated or travelled to India, such as
Qizl Nar-Allih  Shushtari, author of the well known Majalis
al-muw’' minin and Ibqdq al-hagq, Muhammad Dihdar Shirazi, author of
several gnostic treatises such as Ishbrdq al-nayyirain, Bahd’ al-Din
Isfahdni, known as Fazil-i Hindi, who summarised the metaphysics of
the Shifd’, and the already mentioned Mir Findiriski. Moreover, the
teachings of Mir Damid and especially Mulld $adra spread far and
wide in India. The Sharh ali-Hidiya of Mulla Sadra, to which we have
already referred, became the most popular work in the sub-continent.
The very large number of glosses and commentaries upon the works of
Safavid masters as well as manuscripts of their writings that are found
today in the libraries of the sub-continent are a witness to the remark-
able spread of the teachings of the school of Isfahidn in that region. In
fact, except for Iraq, which was then as now religiously associated with
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Persia, the Muslim part of the sub-continent represents the only other
region of the Islamic world where this particular school of Islamic
philosophy spread to an appreciable extent. The mystical and theologi-
cal movements associated with such names as Shaikh Ahmad Sirhindi
and Shih Vali-Allah, as well as the Khairabadi school which is,
propetly speaking, philosophical and logical, cannot be fully
understood without a study of the Safavid schools of thought.

In Persia itself after the interim period of confusion following the
downfall of the Safavids, the school of Hikmat was revived again in
Isfahin. The central figures of this revival were Mulla ‘Ali Niri, who
taught the works of Mulld Sadri for seventy years, and his student
Hajji Mulla Hadi Sabzaviri, who made the teachings of Mulld Sadra so
dominant and central as practically to exclude other schools of philos-
ophy. Through him and other Qijar masters the teachings of the
Safavid sages have been transmitted to the present day and continue to
exercise an appreciable influence, particularly the doctrines of Mulla
Sadri, which have received so much attention in recent years and
which act as the axis around which the revival of traditional philos-
ophy in Persia is taking place. Furthermore, they have even attracted
the attention of certain thinkers outside the orbit of Persian culture,! as
the labour of a small group of scholars, foremost among them Corbin,
has enabled the Western world to know Safavid philosophy for the
first time and to study it not only for its historical interest but also as a
living school of wisdom and thought, in which are combined the
rigour of logic and the ecstasies of inner illumination.

1 Corbin, “The Force of Traditional Philosophy in Iran Today”, Studies in Comparative Religion
(Winter, 1968), pp. 12—25.
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