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•• THE ·.LIFE. OF: 'l'HE "BAI;fR Ai,,.:<:utDM 11 

The. life of Sayyid Mut;iammad Mahdi b. Murt.a~a 'faba{:aba''i,. 

the "Bal;l~ al-'Ulum" {1742;..1797") ~oincicles W-ith -one of the most· 

fertile periods of Iranian ;;,Higious and social. history.· Twelver 

.Shi'ism in' aU its popular anct scholarly forms_ - mujtahidism, l?U.­

fism, akhbarism, t;li1-ulism, -and shaykhism ,.. .was in revolutionar-y­

ferment during Mul:tamtnad MahdI's life. During 'the latter half of. 

the~18...ti:L..c.entury, ~elver.·. $hiqtes str~ve •• t;. re..;interpret funda­

mental religious .;_,.alues and t.;, arrive at some wider communal, 

c0nsensus on. the .. duties and future•. -dtredions of a Sh'i<T society. 

• It w~~ a period of lnt~llecti.1<11 cj.~ll~nge, contr~versy. and occa:­

sim~ally .. vioient corifrontati,:,n 'betw-een. the _,:arious movements in 

'J'weivei: ShI'i~m each one· _claiming 'or being se~n to c_laini pre­

cedence for its vision c;nd therefort • its .. right to the spiritual lo­

yalties of the. mu'minih. 

Mul:tammad Mandi 'fabataba'i' was born and ·raised in· .the 

center of these swirling· -currents· and his • o'v.-n • tr_aining, experien­

ces, and intelleduai. development reflect the transformation qf .the 

society around :him. 

1- Details of his ·life and. v11'orks are available ln a number, of 
. .• . 

wo'rks •1 . The· biographical information the primary sources cont-

_ain may be roughly cla~sified thematkally as fol.low~: i).his 

:mµrvelou~ or inarvel-atten9ed birth,. 2). h~s pioµs, childhood in 

·which various signs of holii-.ess· appear/ 3) his equcation and 
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assembling of credentials ( the ij.aza theme), 4) the .performance 
. . . . .. ? . ' . • . . 

of saintly marvels . ( kara:mat -) , • 5) proof .of • the • superiority of. his 

intellectual prowess and. thus his. religion through victorious de­

b~te with pe.ople . of other: religious .and, on •• occasion; th_ei~ Con­

version 
3

, ~nci . 6) the ma_rvelous . or marvel-attended death. In the 

f.:illowir:g. biographic~l discussion. I have attempted. fo. balance this 

thematic emphas·is with. a more modern bias _which is the subject's 

intelle~tual. and social devel~pment within a. chronological frame. 

I have_ therefore· divided. Mut;i~mmad Mahdi;;;_ life into four parts: 

1) the.first catabat (Najaf·a~d Karbala) period from 1155-1186/ 

/1742-1772, 2) .tbe Iran period of 1186-1193/1772-1779, 3) the . •. . . . 
Hifaz period of 11_93-1195/_1779-17f:l1 and 4) the second <atabi5.t 

. . . . : . . • 

period o't__1195-1212/1781-1797 •. While adhering _to this framework 

I have also taken into account the ·traditional biographical themes. 

Karbala and Najaf (1155-1186/1742-1772) 

On the date and circumstances of Mubammad ll([ahdI's death 

the sources are in b~sic, agreement 
4

. He was born· in. Shawwal 

on a Friday ev~, in 115 5. The account? of his birth relate the 

dream which his father, Sayyid Murta?a experienced the night 

of his ··birth. In .it he saw the Eighth _Imam ·hand a candle to a 

trusted servant·, Mu!Jammad b. Isma'TI b. Bazi' 5 who _place_d the­

candle on the roof of the ':]:'abataba'i house in Karbala. The say­

·yid then emerged f~om this dream 
6 

and saw the corporeal form 

of the Eight Imam before him. The latter made a. sign to him in.:. 

dicating that, as- the candle lit up the sky, so his son's intellect 

would light up the world 
7

• 

Mubammad Mahdi was born into a family with· a. strong scho­

lastic tradition. The lineage. was al-l;Iusaini and the family had 

·marital tJ.es with the Maj1isi, Bihbihani,· Ma'ali, and Sabz~w.ari fa­

milies. Mut;iammad MahdI's granQfather came from Burujird, a cen-

t f 
•. 8 

er o Shi'i scholarship .. As the .c;iafavi hold over. Iran was dis-

integrating in the first quarter .of ·the 18 th cent}-lry,' the family 

moved to the 'atabat. After an indefinite stay there, it returned 
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towards:. B~ruj ird .but • settled . at· Klrnianshah at the . requ~s t . of sch o­

lars th~r~. Aft~r ·_Mu};lammad Ma,hdi's, granQfather's . death_, the fa­

~ily ··returned. to •• Karbala ,i\rhere. the. ·Bat;J.r • al.;.'Ulum: was born. 

For the Shi<i. ·c~irimtinity. of s9hci.lars lt. was a. tin:ie -of som~ 

• uncertainty. The .year'.\si MHl;lamnicid Mahdi's. birth, 1155, ma_rk~d 

the s~V-et'!th y~ar' ~f th;/bitt~lh.l reig~ ,of N~dir Shah Afshar, the 

man '~o had; p~t an. e~d t~' ihe $afavid line, th·e great patro~s. 

0 C-ShI<ism, ai.d :l'lad hims~lf. ·_tak~n ~- some-;,..,hat a~biguou·s stand 

on the· status · ~f .. ·Sl1i'isni -as the· state religion of Iran.· In fact only 

a year after Mul-;l~mmad Mahcii's bi~ Caine the abortive convo­

catio·n of Sunr:iI • and .'Shi~ sc_hola·rs that was _to have found ~some 

reconciliation of :the two ~re:at divisions .of' Islam 
9

• In addition to 

the religious. questions, Nadir Shah 'launched a/ series of campa­

igns qgainst the Ottoma~ pr;,~~ce.s :which_ c.ontmued ~ntil his death 

in 1747 10 . The ShI'i community in the: Ottoman-controlled 'atabat 
. . · . 11 

could not have found this period a,_ve.ry secure one 

Born ·into these clrcumstari~es·, • Mul;lammad Mahdi's ea,rly scho­

oling and spiritual experiences were nonetheless not much affect­

ea:-'oyrnem: His father took _him to the tomb.,of I;Iusayn and other 

holy sites in Karbala . and at home taught the. boy to read and 

write, At the _age-9f seven he began taking Mul;lammad Mahdi to 

the majlises in Karl:]ala where works .. were discussed, the con­

troversies of the <;:lay deba,ted and whe_re .a young boy, inconspi­

cuously seated to - one ·side,' could be exposed to the subjects 

which he -~ould later study :in depth •. Soon· he was busy at home 

with his tutors and by the age of twelve was considered advanc­

ed enough to begin serious work· with specialists. 

At fourteen·, Mul;lammad Mahdi left Karbala fo'r Najaf where 

he studied :with Shaykh Mul;lammad Mahdi F·utuni .;nd. Mul:;lammad 

Taqi_ DCiraqI. He then returned. to Karbala to work with Mu};lammad 

Baqir Bihbihani. It is at this time that he seems to have acquired 

the title and status of "mujtahid". After spending an indeterminate 

time with BihbihanI, MuJ:lammad MahdI once more moved to Najaf 
12

• 

. He was now a leading light~ and according t<:> at least one source, 
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was given the position of qai;ii 
13

• This_ offic~ and lts status in 

the cornmunit.y seems to have differed :somewhat frorn· the qa<;li-

' -ship in contemporary Iran. According tq _.the Tadhkirat al-muluk," 

the office of qai;ii. had been completely· bufeaucratized under the 

l;lafav!ds f4
, 'If :we take ·cAll F;fazin's attit>.ide. as _typi~~l • then it 

wo_uld have_ been somewhat distasteful for' a $hi•I ·schblar to have 
·· · · · ·. ·· is · · . -- • 

accepted_ the .post;· at least in Iran • ; ·The, situation under- the. 

ottomans 'vf;,· a vis' the Shi'l community· seem~ .to have been quite 

differ<;int. Not only do we find ~ ma~ . of Mu!;.iamrnad Mahdi's sta­
ture accepting- such_ ~ .·post but.later we -iearr1 that he bestowed· 

ft: on- ci~e of his disciple~ 16 ~hi~h ,sugges~ that the post. was 

not integrated irlto the otton\a.n provincial burea~cra~y 
17 ~ 

-Muljammad_ Mahdi ,1'aba1a~~ was thirty years ·old_ when the 

' first Catabat p~riod of his 'life'' ended~ His ~e:~:sons for te:~ving 

<Jraq-i •arab- ~t th~s point ar~ ·n;,t clear
18

. -~.e may have_ been 

tor his he~ith. Jn 177 2, dn~ ·of. the- ·wo_rst epidemics in CJraq's 
. . · 19 I· • • .. -· • • • •• 

history struc!k • One of 1-'abataba'i's teacpers; Shaykh .Yusuf 

al-Bal;lrani', the author of al-I;Iada'ig and .al~Durr~h al-N~Jafiyyah, 

reportedly· peri~hed in. the epidemic 
20

• Iran had the natur~l at.-
. ' . . 

traction of the shrine of th~ Eighth Irn~m . at !',-1ashh~d 'the impot'-

~nce of_ whibh in Mul;larilmad Mahdi's life had' been -fixed at his 

.Pirth and,. In addition,. the political turmoil of th~ years after Na­

dir Shah Afhsha.r's death h~d been' replaced· by' a· 'time cif rela.:._ 

tive ·calrn· under the ·zand house; For the travelling scholar it 

rnust have· seemed -an opportune • time . for an extended- v_isit to 

Mashhad. 

Iran: 1186.;.1193{1772-1779 
•. 

_ • Mul;lammad Mc;1.hdi•stopped briefly at K!rmanshah en route to 

:Mashhaq, There he may have sought out those who remembered 
I 
1his grandfather's time in the town. 
I -• 

;to say of this short .stop~ The· trip 

The biographies have: nothing 
I • 

to Mashhad was to all appear'-

;ances unremarkable. -Although the ~cholar- ·was. to make Mashhad­

his residenc.e for. the next 1$-eVert • years· • he m·ust have returned 
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to 'Iraq dur_ing this time, for- his son, Mul;lammad Ri~a~ was report­

ed\. y born-~ Najaf in 11~9/1175-6,: Jn 119.3/1779, 'l'ab~ia~a'i left. 

M!ishhad for good and travelled to :~fahar, •. His· arrival· there. co­

tncided with the dea-th of Karim K~ Zand ar,d it 'is possible, 

that unsettled political conditions me.de -employme~t and thoughts' 

-of a longe"r stay le;ss attractive \hah it might have been. In any 

'event ·he did, not st.ay lr, ~fah~ but went .directly to Najaf. 

-a1-Bijaz: 119:3-119s I 1 n9-17a1 

: • Mul;lammad Mahdi. had· hardly reached Najaf _when he was off 

again, "this time to· the };li,iaz. Although_ ·a number .of -the sources 

.mdi~ete that_ the • reason ·for his trip. was the l;liijJ, this was clear-

I 
- t· 21 - ' • - 22 

ly not the sq e rilo rve . - , He travelled by sea from ~~ra sug-

gesting that tt:iis was not the pilgrima e s~ason and_ the.re were 

n? overland .pilgrim _car_av'ans to secure the· $h6rter i-oute from 

'Iraq through the Naj d. Besides the . pilgrimage th~ trip to· the f;Ii­

jaz offered 1-'abiita,ba 'I the opportunity· to ·pructice ta:qiy_ah, Wah­

habism was in its early conquering: phase a!'id 1-'abataba'i's bio-,. 

graphers at least dP-pict· the Arabian W,!?rld as a place of_ mortal 
· • · 23 -

dangei;- to the -Sh'i'i scholar . Bey?nd the_ pilgrimage and taqiyuh 

themes, the latter of which -we will discuss m.ore_ fully below·, Bi:: 

.ifil and Makarim mention other more mundane reasons for the 

trip 24 • • He was authorized, appare_ntly as a representative of the 

<Iraqi Twelver community, to refurbish· and re-organize accomo-­

dation.s for Shi<i pilgrims -to Mecca and Medina, He was also to 

spruce up the places where certain prayers_ were said around 

the Ka"bah, Specifically this entailed installing small s·tone ben­

ches' arid kneeling stones in the Masjid al-l;Iaram, He a_lso was 

commissioned to. re-locate the prGclse spot - in accordance with 

the best traditions·. - where the Hidden ·Imam would appear on 

the Day of .the Return. He determined thie.t ·the location ·was in 

the Masjid al-Sahlah anci had a blue-tiled dome .erected over the 
25 • 

exact ·spot . One source- has Mu}:lammad Mahdi liv.U,g and tea-

h • f b • f • d • l =-•if 26 After a stay. of nearly c ,ng or, a !"le perio m a - ~ a • • _ 



168 

-three· years, his activ.ities during which . 'V1ri1.i ·be dealt with- more 

fully below, the Shi<i schol_ar left. Mecca .and returned to 'Iraq. 

The Sec on~ <A~biit Perio~: :1,196~1212 /1782-1797 

In 17 8 2, in !;us • fifth dec;:ade; ~ M~t;iammad Ma~dj returned to 

<Iraq. He took: up •• residerjce in a fin~ old. h~~e ~n. Sha.riCah. 

al-Tusi in Naj~ 
27

• ,'I'here. }?e prospered firskas.- a. teac.her- and 

later as successor to· Mµl;l_arinnad_ •• Baqir tli_hbihani. ~~. marja<-· al­

-taqlid. His activities· 'in the-:-non-scholary world • . at this "time --are·-. '. ·:, • ' . ,• '. . . • ' 

difficult to apses.·. His.,relaµons-w,iti'1 fu~: rising -Q~iir power in 

Iran: are uo.certain . although 'jt · js· ~onable to 'a$Sume. that a 

man of his stah,lre- in. th~ Shi<ite community .. would have· been 
• .•. •. . ,:-:28· ·-

actively courted by·· Q&ja-r poli~ic1ans- - .• • There is no hint of any 

sort of. rela;tions _with the -Qtto~an: ~u~orit.ies in :<irati .to compare. 

with the ones that th~ °?wlS· ~i:m. S~aykh'A.t;lmad-i Aljsatt. later 

had with • Daud Pasha.~ ?Y _ lm.d large, ~~ Shi<i cominunity seems 

to have been- left to i~elf during ·-this last period.iof Taba\aba'r's 

life. 

The only possibly . political:· a;ct).on ,taken_ b;. ~e • .sayyid. was 

is campaign against the ~ufis in _the· •ata:bat~' in particular _ ~e 

Ni<matullahI orde·r led_ by- Nur cAii j31iiih. '-rhis i.s labelled -a poli-
. . •' -. 

tical action only . !:>~c:"a~s~ the;;e 'is: evidence ·that· this· group : of 

$illis enjoyed both a mo~icum • of- protectii:>n f,rom the Ottoman 

authorities • as . well. as •subi;,tantial popularity_ jri the Shfite. commu. 

nity itself. Its size~ - fr\fluem::e~ ·arid. pedagogical riu~th_ods all posed 

a threat to· Taba!a,ba'i as. marjac. al-taglid~ The successful effort 

to expell the _$ufi~ -from the 'atabat. climaxed his ·career as the 

spiritual leader of-the Shi<ites of <IJ:-aq 29 • • 

We will return. to· a more detailed examin_ation of this pe_riod 

in Tabataba•I's life when we· di$cUScs his intellectual development. 

It suffices .here to note ·th'. t he ·spent. th.e last, years -of his 'life. 

engaged in the multiple responsibilities of the· marja< al"'.taqU:d-

- teaching, giving iinti receiving ijaza leadlng :worship~ settling 

questions of law and ritual, arbitratirlg disp~tes~ The biographers i 
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also mention his vigils, concem ,for the poor, and influence 

on those he met. 

Sayyid Mul;lammad Mahdi - b. Murtac;ia Tabate_ba'i died in 1212/ 

/1797 3 o. His death coincided with two historic moments.. - the of­

ficial inception of Qajar_ rule in Iran and,-. within a year.,J the sym­

bolic opening· of thl;! Middle East_ to European imperialism. His. 

death· also mark·s the end of an important _era in •.Iraq, as we will 

.discuss below. 

H what has been presented here· as a sketch· of his ,life 

seems unsatisfyingly imprecise and haphazard·, it- is because the 

biographical material considers his physical life a good deal less 

imp~rtant than his intellectual and spiritual existence.· 

Part II 
THE INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE "BAI;IR AL-CULUM" 

There ar_e unevenriesses in the biographical matE;_rial about 

his intellectual development as well. Items of major significance 

to the directi_on of his ·scholastic training are discussed in some 

sources and· not in others. This is particulariy true regarding 

the more c~ntroverslal involvements of his life,· with J:iikmat and 

~ufis·m. 1n· a separate appendix, l have listed his teachers as 

presented by each source. This has been ·done in order to avoid 

having to determine not just who they ·were but even more cru­

cially which were considered the most" influential. There are some 

major differences in the lists. 

Having said that, let us now turn to the major periods of 

his intellectual life and their contributions to his growth •. Perhaps 

the roost formative period occurred before 'fabataba'i was bom. 

Two currents of intellectual life flowing out of the period before 

he was born would converge in him. The first and arguably most 

importarrt was the scholarly tradition of his family. 'I'o the import-

' ant asset of l-.-Iusaynid descent, the three generations before Mu-

l;lammad Mahdi added impressive marital connections to the most 
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famous scholarly families of the time. 'l'h'.e >slster of, at--~&nah . • 
• • .1. . _.. . _., -' 

N!ul;la,:nniad · Baqir , al-Maj lis'i f!16rrie:d : Sayyid • ~Abe:! al-~rim 'fab~ . 
'taba'i~ the great;.graridfafri~Z' of th~ :Bal;lr a1-cuicrm :3:1:. 'i'h~· m~the~· 

of Sayyid J,.:-tUl;lamm.;.d: . our. -subject's grandf~ther,. ~asi the· '.daught,:.: 

er oe Mawla Mul;tammad . ,;,alil;l al,-Mazandar~r. a tamo45 comme~- • 

ta.tor ori _Kula~i's al-Kati 3 2. Sayyid Agh~ MuJ:iamm.ad '.Baqi~ Bih:_ 
bihant; ~ho was to become Mur;ia~mad. Mahd'i's •. m~~t intlueritiai 
teacher~ was a student of S~yyid M~ammad ,ahd his -son-in..:1a~ 33 , 

This family heritage with the ·different tr~ditions. :incor,:,_orat~d 

in it was. extremely important for .th~ expec~tions ~d. startd~~d~-

it imposed on future. gene;atior1~.-,'Iltl~ heri~ge cofe~r~d privfrege 

and guaranteed a place of re~pect: ln _the S'1I<itE:· ,commµnity but 

in return- demanded attachment to: the ideals·. and $t~da~4s of 

the forefathers. _With. this illu~triou~: 1egacy ~d his father's con-.· 

victions • about Mul;ia.mmad Mahd~'s role in the worl_d .;.s symboliz­

ed by the.· nativity dream, it is . difficult to imagine that Mul;la.mmad 

Mahdi would have~ or could hav~:·, aspired. to anything 'more su­

blime· than the scholarly· pa~ 

Another formative influence taking s!J,ape in th_e pre-natal_· pe..; . 

riod was the theological dispute· in ; the . 'I'welver scholarly com­

munity between the "U!?Cilis"~ those who held that there was. a· 

need for a scholarly elite to provide spiritua.l guidance ·to· the 

community and the "Akhbaris"~ tho~e who •argued that the •entire 

community of true believer~ were muqallld ( followers ) not of a 

scholarly elite but of the Imams directly~ The Akhbaris rejected 

the notion _that there was any esoteric knowledge _only accessible 

through· scholarly med_ia_tion and they maintained that the· only true 

gui_dance was provided by .the lives arid teachings of the Ilflams 
.. · · • 34 • 

a.s _evident in the tradltions~ • akhbar· . In essence~ the levelling 

nature of akh.barism was a direct threat to the priviieged position 

of 'Shi'ite scholars. • 

The leading exponent of the U9uli pos~tion was. Agha Mu,;,_ 

l;lammad Baqir Bihbihani, Mul;lammad Mahdi's uncle and his most 
• . 35 • • 
influential teacher By the time Mu}:lammad Mahdi cam~·-under 
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Bihbihani's ~teJ.age,: predominance in the dispute had shifted to· 

the l)'~ult positiori'. in ctraq at-least. Tabataba'i him~elf was sup-,.-· 

pose~ to ha,ve w~itten a tract denouncing. the Akhbaris 
36

• How 

• the dispute :~~a~;: affected :~erso~al ;~lationship is diffic~it to 

unravei. Alg;r has s1,1gge~~ed a .spmewhat pol~rized ~onfrontation . . . ~ . . . . . .• . . . . . . . . . . . 

in :w;hich ·ptrysic~ .• fd~e; '.l,i,:~$,: .µs$d~' Thi~ may have .b~e,; • true at 

· cerl.;in • • tirile~}b~t', • hi ;,Tai>a~l:ii ;y,~ _.'6ase,'. ~t .: lea'st,: 'th~• sifu~tion was 

c~i; mqr~ ·ambig.uo:us~-:W~·-firid. for·O:ex·ar,ipie that. one of the stu­

. d~rits. to ~riJ~;he g~ve ij'5z~ ~a:~ ·b1 nisbah at least an Akh..; 

ba.ri
37

. Du~~g' .p-ie reig~ ofi Fatl;l ~.ipI Sh~:h • Q~ar~ the two m.airi 

antagonists. iri ,the Ia,st gasp of the :_c,Iispµte' :-v-ere both former pu .. 

pils ·of Tabataba'i. In 'ar-iy event, Tabatabl'i'i.' seems to have inhe­

rited the. U 9 uli mantle;· 

The.se th~n -,,.;.~re the two pricipal_ elements. in' the period be­

fore. his birth - the family. heritage· of scholarship and. the theo­

logical controversy. of akhbarisin and _usulism which resulted in 

the re-a?sertlon of thet primacy of. the $hI<i scholars role in Sh:i'i 

society. 

, ·~afab'a· 1i's early education followed the. pattern of o_ne born 
•, ' • 38 . · • 

• to the cloth .. At the· age . of_ four l;\e began. study at home of 

_the Qur'an there15y": learning Arabic~· the language ~f all his later 

works. His father·, Sa:yyid Murtac;ia was his first teacher taking 

him on numerous visits to . the Shirt shrines and • other notable 
. . 
·$,pots with which Karbala was filled~ The boy was steeped in 

the lore of these holy places and was exposed to the traditions 
·. . • 

attributed to th"' saintly pers.onages' entombed therein. Sayyid 

·Murtag.a•s .goa_l was to develop in··the· boy. a sensibility to such 

objects of _piety and to instill in him • the long religious . heritage 

:of which _.fhey'-were ·only th_e most recen't legatees. At the age ;,f 

seven, the "age. of.- discretion" Mul;lammad Mahdi was pe,rmitted 

to attend ·the- majlises in which his father· took part, At home he 

,continued his formal study of Arabic ~earning its difficult. grammar 

.and· syntax and began his elemen~ry study .of the principles of 

i1ogic, jurisprudence·,· exegesis·,. _and ,theology·. Although th·e sour-
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ces remark that he studied these subjects with noted specialists, 

it is not until he reaches the age of tw·elve that we have a di­

rect r:eference to his teachers. It w~s then that he went to study 

with Shaykh Yusuf al-BaryranI. Whether Tabataba'I was under 

Bihbihani's 

that it was 

and began 

tutelage at the same time is problematic. ~ states 

only· after the first Najaf so journ that he returned 

to work with Bihbihan.r
39

• However, since the latter 

was his uncle and lived in Karbala it seems safe to say that 

the young man was aware of BihbihanI's views and position in 

the debate on the Akhbari-U!?uli split. This period, the early 

17 50 s, was one in which, according to Algar, "aclearer concept 

of. orthodoxy" was emering and Tabattaba'i .was clearly. position­

ed to be one of the leading proponents of that new concept. 

ln 1169/1756, Karbala was left behind and a new period of 

study operyed in Najaf, Coming. from, BihbihanI's circle and carry­

ing ijazas from his father and from Shaykh Yusuf al-Bar)rani, 

Mut:iammad Mahdi probably found ready access to the majlises 

of Najaf. There he worked with Shaykh Mahdi al-FutCini, Shaykh 

Mur.iammad TaqI al-Dilraqi and Shaykh Muryammad Baqir al-Ha­

zarjarwr
41

• It was in Najaf that Mubammad Mahdi began to 

teach and gain a name for himself. As mentioned earlier, it ap­
pears that he returned to Karbala to study with BihbihanI and 

then made Najaf his residence again where he would spend the 

.majority• of his time until his departure for Mashhad in 177 2. 

Muci1 must be inferred from the sources about this last period 

in Najaf regarding his intellectual developmel'.lt, One assumes 

that teaching took up much of his time and energies with ~e 

function of qa<;ii rounding out his days. He did not do much 

writing. 

Of• special interest reference to contact he may have had 

with $ilfism during this first catabat peri~d. That there is only 

a single reference to such involvement is not surprising in light 

of the fact that the major biographical material comes from late 

19th authors whose antipathy for the Shi<i $ufi orders was well 

'' 
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established. In the J'ara'ig al-l;l:aga'ig under the biographical ent­

ry for Shaykh Al;lmad-i Arysa'I is the following paragraph:· 

Of those who were in attendance within the blessed sphere. of 

. Sayyid Qutb • al-Din al-NayrTzi ( al-ShTrazT al-Dhahabi) a few of 

the men who. had ··become fµll to overflowing with_ the utmost of 

le~ming, go.ad. deeds, and ·right. thinking by the '?al:tib-i yarligh's 

having conferred his authority and spiritual ijaza upon them were 

each ordered to a region and charged with the re!Sl:'onsibility of 

replacing the heretical Greek philosophy which remained from 

ancient times and about which the people really knew nothing 

and which did not. correspond in any way w-ith the principles of 

the pure religiori, with the chaste and divine bikmat. Akhund Mul­

la Mil:irab al-GilanT was sent to ~fahan and 'Iriiq-i <Ajam Agha 

Sayyid Mut:iammad Mahdi Bat:ir at-<Utum and Mawlana Shaykh 

Ja'far al-Najafi were s~nt to th.e sublime 'atabat and 'Iraq-i A-

rab •.. 
42

• 

This $ilfi element in his t,sckground ( Qutb al-Din NayrizI 

was- ttre-·teading Dhahabi shaykh. of this time) and education 

should be treated with:, so_me circumspection. He is always de­

picted as at least ·potentially antagonistic to the activities of the 

Ni< matullahi order in the <atabat. However, the author of the 

Tara'iq, for reasons not entirely -clear, has chosen ~o present 

Muf:iammad MahdI in a generous light with regards to his atti­

tudes and relations towards the $ilfis ( see esp. v. 3, PP• 199-

-200 for his encounter with Nur <Ali Shah). 

lt was durin_g this first period in Najaf that Tabataba'I also. 

became acquainted with Shaykh AI:imad-i Al;isa'i. Aside from the 

'J'ara'ig which has both men studying together under Q;_,tb al-Din 

Nayrizi 43 , the sources specify that it was Ahsa'i w'fio sought 

'' ·t l Ah -,- came to NaJ-af 1·n 1772 
44

, the same Tabatabai s tu e age. . sa 1 

year Tabataba'i left for Iran and it was probably in this yea1· 
.. 45 Ah -,-

therefore that Muf:iammad Mahdi gave Af:isa'i tJaza , ,sa 1 re-

mainded in the <atabat until 1209/1794-5 just three years before 

• 
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Mul;lammad- Mahdi died -~nd _a year 'after he,·had ·ass~~_ed leader-:- -

ship of _thEf comm.unity there.· {as':m~rjaC.aJ-taqird}. We know little 

about th~ __ .effed, _if a!:Y~ of Al;lsi'I's -teach~gs and- ?r?:wing popu-. 

- larity bn' th-e relation~ b~tween the' ~o' men; At least in this first 

:catabat pe~iod. ~( ~t;iammad Mahdi the ~lations ~eeril to be ' 

merely tha't of teache~upil~ It is not, cle;,_~ ~hethe.r the second 

Catabat period ( 178 2.:.i:797_}· saw a _radical : cri~nge in th_eir re-
• - 46 -

la,tions ·-• • 

Mul;taminad MahdI·Ieft ciraq in -·;J;77i; ·as akeady· mentioned,. 

with two exceptions; he h~d. ~~qui~ed all - the'. ijii~as he Would 

ever hold and thus, by tl)is time~ th~ sc;pe. of his teaching had 

about rea~hed i~ fullest e;x:tent~ The tree·_ of his knowlectg·e w~~ 
anchored deep h-1_ the son 6f U9Ull: Sh!Cism and wouid. s.o remain. 

But ·despite his beh1g - already molded in a certain traditiori', 

there was _a· new intellectual experience fqr. him in Ma.shhad~ For -

;the seven years he spent at th.e Ri~avi: shrine_ he not _only taught 
1
the books -permitted him -by- his ijazas,· he -also studied under 

Sayyid Mirza Mahdi al-Isfahani al-Khurasani with whom he ~tudi­

ed philosophy ( l;likmat) and theology ( kalam). He also received 
· . - . ·- 47 

the honorific "Bal;lr aI-<1:,Jiu!'.11" from.-the Mashhad teacher • 

On leaving Ma-shhad in 177 9 ~ - he travelled to, I~iahan and 

there received ijaza from Mir <Abd: al-Baqi Khatunabadi, the 

imam jum<ah there. At_ first -there appears Httle moUve f?r this 

-other than ~ desire ·_to add another: ijaza • to the already impres­

sive list. But there appears lo have been more to it than· that. 

The chain of authority in the· ijaza: given by KhatunabadI ·went. 

back through al-'Alla'.mah al-Majlisi to· 'the ,the Shahid al-Th~i, 

Baha al-Din at-•AmiII ( Shaykh7i Bahii'i) 
48

_. - MuJ:iammad MahdI 

already possessed the right to tea~h the traditfons which had 

come down through its -ties with the Majlisi famhy and it may 

have been the desire to -gather ·together as many threads of the 

Majlisi traditions· as possible that took the Bal;lr a1-cu:iam _ to I.!i!­

fahan and cAbd al-Bagi Khatunaba_di~ 

• I- .. 
- Although, th~. f9r~al po.rt of _'.fa~eitabii"i"s . treJi,ing was corn~ 

. . ·. , ,-. • • ,• .. . ·1, -.- . ., . . . . 

leted after -Isfahan -there, remained. one _important intellectual ere-_· ' . • . . ~ . . . -· -· . • • . . .. ~ . . . . . ' . . . . :::. • 
dential yetto be earned~ 'To' the earJ:1er biographers, the l;IIJa~ - -

p~ritd __ .was n~te,;._,.~rihy pr,imat-il:Y for : ?rie thing .- the· ~qiyah prl!l"'.' 

c;ticed by tl}e Bal;lr' ~1.:.<l.11am.> Whjle tt is • gene:rally agreed _Uiat he 

did pursue a course ~t co~c~aling h~ true m~dhhab~ - there .ls . 

mutsh _ difference of ~pinion: ~s "to th~ deg~~ wi~ . whi~h ~e exel'-
. .- - · .. - _, _- - · - 49 -

cised t.a·qiyah. The traditions range '(rom total dissim!-W'-U~n to 

over/pr~s'elytii?;in~ t~f • Tw~lve~ Shi'.ism ;;o with intermediat~ gra­

~ation~ 5 ;1 _ -The overall ' impres~ion ;_yhicl~ the so~rces -give is of 

':J:'abiit,aba'i boldly fiou~g the ~ellgio~ of the_ "<ammahl' while pious­

ly f;iliillii"lg his. duties to •'Shi'ism. - It :is. clear from sever~ hici- -

dents mentioned in, the s~.:irc:~s: that the assu~ption' of the cloak 

of taqfyah was ·a {ormality occasion~~ by- being eIQbedded in an 

environment at l~ast ~On'lin~Uy hostile to ,?hi'ism. 

One way 'in which _he_ practiced- taqiyah was by_ teaching .figh • 

at the Masjid al-l;iariim. The way .figh was taught' was in a que­

stion-answer - format the· responses to have been given- in accor-­

daJic;_e ,with one of_ the four major legal -:-n,adhhabs. Mul;lammad 

.Mahdi· is reported to have taught acc_ording to all four s·chools 

while maintaini.pg the ano~)l'mity of his own. 
Having never truly distinguished himself in his writings as -

had other- students of Bihbiha~i ·like· Shaykh Ja<far al-Najafi (a­

uthor of_ Kashf. al-Ghita') ,· Mul;t_ammad -Mahdi perhaps found in 

the Meccan_ period the religious distinction ·and fame' necessary 

to p-reeminent,.,.status in. the Shi<i community of <Iraq.· Or perhaps 

his bi~graphers found in the Mecc~ _period the • b~ses for : the 
•. - - - - · ·. _: 52 - . . 

-distinction he would achieve m 'Iraq • 

Tabata.ba'i returned to crraq in 178 2. The Bihbihani .. "U1?Ci-
• • • 53 

lists II were· clearly paramount • For the next sixteen --years . the 

Bal;lr ·a1-<Ulum would live there_ gradually emerging as the lead-. 

ing Shi<Itei figure_ ·_there and second· only to Bihbihani in all the 

<atabat. f'abaJaba'i spent his time. teaching and acting as arbiter 

for the community. Although he is never referred· to. as marja< 
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while BihbihanI remained alive, it is dear •that he fulfilled that 

role in Najai. 

It was during these sixteen years - aperiod, by the way, 

which gets scarit a~enijon from biographers - that he wrote the 

few ·books~. treatises:. a~d glosses known to come from his pen. 

His intelle~hlal stance seems fo ha'Ye hardened during. this· pe­

riod in response .to· the rising wave of ···mysticism in- the. <atabat 

• ·u • • th. • g • • •n· g .·cult a:•f a'•Ahsa~ .. , The ,c,fudents he at- -as w·e as . e row1 . , . •. . . ,-. . 

traded ten'cied to be' fror;ri ,the, more :.~stablli;;h~d scholarly -fami­

lies ·:;, the Bih~iharus~.- ~Amilis~ C Khwansari~/ BuruFrdis~. 'and 'faba­

!aba 'is -· although this should not'. ~mply friat .ther~ ~f a_ philo­

sophical ?r intellectual uniformity about h,is students 

• Wl;len ' the. rea~tion against' the $iifis. exploded. in the' 'ata bat/ 

inspired .in large· part by. a son of !Agha BihbihanI~· Mul;iammad 

<Afi, the Bahr :.;_1~<UJ.urn took .an acti~e· part'.,, He V:,ru:; instr.umental 

in arranging the expulsion of Nur. cf,li _ Shah Ni•matullahi, but the 

author of '.far~'ig attributes 'that riot to Mui:iarnmad Mahdi:'s pel"­

sonal anl;ipathy but. to ti-le pres_surei' put on· by pe_op-le in 'Karbala. 
• .• ' . . . 

Tabaj:aba'r may have· been . the one ,who , requestl:!d Nur • 'Ali's de-

parture but the Tara 'ig seems. to b~ placing the blame_ on others. 

·T'hat the ill-~iU against the $iifis was widespread is suggested 

by the two attempts. 1:o:poison Nur ~AlI·Sh~h 
55

. 

Mul;iammad MahdI's. relations with• the followers of al-CA!;isa'i 

are mentioned only obliquely in the • sources. As, stated earlier 

this was probably due to the fact that the latter's imamist revi­

•sionist doctrines· h~d yet to reach ·maturity• before the Bal;ir al­

-•Uium passed .from the scene 
56 

.• Agha Mul;lammad. Baqir Bihbi­

hani died in 1208/1793 and left vacant the position of marj~C al-

l c~ 1- 57 . ..:taqlid. His su~cessor was Mul;lammad .Mahdi, the Bal;ir a - U um . 

He. would serve ihe the Shi'I community as' spiritual leader for 

the· next four years 
58

• T~e period seems _to have been a calm 

one aside .from campaign against the $ufis. The 'biographers a;_ 
pict the periods as a somnolently J:"etistic one for the new marja' 

•al-taqlid. He spent his days teaching and the evenings distribut-
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ing alms and performing vigils at the Masjid al-Kufa. Although 

n;t an old man - he was in his middle fifties - he was afflicted 

by .deafness. Perhaps more than any other factor, this handicap 

• made him ·more and more reclusive in his last years. 

Tabataba'i was presiding, during his four years as marja', 

over the demise of. the 'atabat as he had always known them. 

With BihbihanI dead·,· much .of. the old fervent revivalist spirit of 

the :;,ulis was gone. Compounding this decline in the dynamism 

of the shrines· of C!raq was the rise of a powerful new dynasty 

in Iran which was successfully wooing large numbers of scho­

l'ars back to -Iran 
59

. 

Ol,.lt of this period sprang a new intellectual movement ·-

- Shaykhism - the teachings of a. former. student of. 'fabataba'i, 

al-Al;isa'I. For the next thirty. years Shaykh Al;imad-i AJ;isa'I 

would lead a popular attack on the position of the U9ulist scho­

lars. And by the time Shaykhism was successfully counterattack­

ed, • the field of battle had shifted frof!l <Iraq to Iran. 

The period of Mul;iammad MahdI's le&dership in the <atabat 

• can be seen as th~ end to the eighteenth century domirJatioJ"! of 

Shi'i scholarship and thought by <rraq-i CArab. It was also ·the 

end of the period .of estrangement· between the community of ShI'i 

scholars ~nd the politicians who ruled Iran. 

For 1,'abataba'i's intellectual growth the last years of his 

life seem to have been of little importance, judging by th:e silence 

of the biographies. Beyond the question of this later period,· there 

is the even more difficult question of assessing the Bal;lr al-'Ulum's 

scholarship. By the standards of his time lite;ary outJ5ut was meag­

er indeed 6°. Of the six books, eleven treatises·,· two commentaries, 

and two glosses, only five works were ever published 
61

. His 

works, with the exception of one rijal book and some devotional 

1 d t h • 1 Without a careful study of • poetry, were lega an ea ec 1sma. 

these books as well as a study of the works of his teachers 
I . 

and his students, it is impossible to say what, if anything, dist-

inguished his work fr~m that of his ijaza-conferring predecessors. 
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But in more indirect ways, his influence on the direction 

of Shi'ite· clericalism was profound. Where BihbihanI had re-for­

mulated the tenets of clerical ·elitism, .Tabataba'i produced a ge­

neration of scholars who fulfilled these ten.ets. Many of his stu­

dents, notably I;I~jji Mubaminad Karbasi, Shaykh Ja<far al-Na.;. 

jafI, Shaykh Ab.u 'Ali al-I;Ia'irI, Sayyid Mul;lammad Jawad al-c.Ami­

li and his o'llvn son, Mul;lammad Ri~a, carried on the traditions 

of.·.u,;;ulism both in the <atabat and in lraY,J.. All were influential 

in, ..if not primarily responsible for, maintaining the ·dominance of 

_this form of scholasticisrn in the political as well as religious 

life of nineteenth century Iran. 

NOTES 

1 The source close~t to the life of the Bal;lr al-'Ulum was 
not available to me: Shaykh Abu 'Ali al-I;Ia'irI, ·Muntaha al-Maga.I 
( a. k. a. Rijal Abu 'AlI). The work is cited by Rawc;iat and Mu­
stadrak and is described by Maka.rim as "the ·first book in which 
stories of him are recorded" (p. 415). The most copious source 
is the editors' introduction to the Babr a1..:cu1um's own, Rijal 
Sayyid Bahr al-'Ulum, ed. Mubammad· $adiq Babr al-'Ulum and 
I;Iusayn Babr al-'Ulum,· 3 vols., Najaf; 1385 AH,·v. 1, pp. 1-195. 
Among the most important 19th century sources for the life of the 
Babr al•'Ulum are: Mirza Mubammad al-TunukabunI, Qisa$ al-
- ulama', Tehran, n.d., (henceforward ·Qisa$), pp. 169-175; Sayy­
id Mubammad .Baqir al-KhwansarI, Rawdat al-Jannat fi Al:,wal al-
- Ulama' wa'l-Sadat ( henceforward Raw<;iat), Tehran 1367 [( sic!) 
A. H.] pp. 648-652; and I;Iusayn b. Mul:iammad Taqi al-NurI al­
-Tabarsi; Mustadrak al-Wasa'il wa Mustanbat al-Ma~a'il. ( hence­
forward Mustadrak), 3 vols, · Tehran, 1321, A. H., v. III, pp. 383 
ff. The sources of Qisas, both oral and written include A.~hund 
~ulla Zayn al- A.bidin al-Salmasi, Mirza al-Qumr:i,, and Mulla 
Agha-yi Darbandi, author of Kitab Iksir al-'Ibadat. Rawdat's main 
source other than unnamed oral informants appears to ·be Abu 
<AH al-I;Ia'iri's Muntaha al-Maga.I. Mustadrak's sources are main­
ly the ijazas acquired by the Bal;lr al-'Ulum and those he con­
ferred. Other useful works for ':]:'abataba'I's life are: Shaykh 
'Abbas a.1-QummI, Fawa'id al-Ri awi ah fi Abwal <u1ama' al-Madh-
hab al-Ja <fariyah ( sic Fawa'id , Tehran, n. d., pp. 699 ff; 
M':'al~~~-i BabibadI, Maka.rim al-A.their dar Ahwal-i Rija.I-·i Dawrah­
-v1 Oa1ar, 2 vols. Tehran, 1382 A. H. (Makarim), pp. 414-429 
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( an excellent bibliographic tool); Mir Ma <~um 'Ali Shah, Tara'ig 
al-Haoa'ig (Tara'ig), 3 vols. Tehran, n.d. v. 3, pp. 200; 217-18, 
399 (an important though sketchy source on ':]:'abataba'l's rela­
tions· with the $ufis); Shaykh Asadullah Izadgushasb, Shams al­
-tawarikh, Tehran, 1345, A.H ( Sh.) ;_ and_, among useful works 
in European languages, H. A 1 g a r, Religion and State in Iran, 
Berkeley 1969; B. G. Brown e, A Literary History of Persia, 
v. 4, Cambridge 1924; and W·. R_ o y c e, Mfr· Ma 'sum 'AlI Shah 
and the Revival of Sufism in ·1ran, Princeton 1979 ( unpublished 

F'hD dissertation). 
2 See L. G a ·r de t, Kara.ma,· [in:] Encyclopaedia of Islam, 

New Edition 
3 See, e. g. Qisas, p. 171 
4 Raw<jat, p. 648; ~. p. i68; Rija1,· p. 31 

5 Maka.rim, p. 416 calls this man the confidant of both 1:1:l.e 
Eighth and Ninth Imams and dates his death to _220 A. H. 

6 ·The fol19wing segment appears only in• Riial and may be 
an embellishment of the original story.• 

7 
Rijal, p. 32 

8 
Rawdat, p. 650 

9 R. M. S a v or y, Iran, EI 2 v. IV, pp. 50-51 

lO H O 1 t, P., Egypt and the Fertile Crescent,· P• 145 

11 It is worth noting however that the biographers of 'I'aba-
. taba'i find Htlle. in the poi'itical sphere worth commenting upon. 

One is left with an impression, somewhat contrary to the one 
expressed above, that the course of the lives of the subjects 
( of the biographies) was litlle influ~nced by political upheaval •• 

1_2 'J:·):lis sequence of Tabataba'i's travels is found in Qi$as, 

pp. 168-9. 
13 

Rljal, p. 41 
14 Tadhkirat al-muluk,· ed. and trans. V. M. Minorsh.-y, Lon­

don 1943·, pp. 42, 111 
1-5 Shaykh Mul)ammad 'Ali I;Iazin·, The Life of ••• , tran_s. F. C. 

Beliour, London 1831 
1•6 Rljal, loc. cit. 
17 There is a strong caveat to be voiced here, how·ever. 

Only Rij al mention~· his holding • the post of ga<;ii and his con- • 
ferring it on his disciple.-- '.fara'ig, v. 3, p. 217 speaks vag~ely 
of his receiving "wa:?i'fah" and "tiyul" from the Ottoman sultan. 
There are at least two conclusion.s one might draw from the 
absence of mention in other sources: 1) that it was not c onsi,­
dered worthy of mention or 2) that his holding the post reflected 
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badly on the overall image • of piety and _spiritual aloof~ess. It is 
also worth noting that Rijal makes it appear that thoa,. marja< al­
-taqffd in the catabat had the power to appoint qa<;!Is, Imam-jum<­
ahs, and other religious functionaries while 'j:'ara'ig seems to 
accord that prerogative to the "khwandegar-i Rum", i. e. the ot,.. 
toman sultan~ The two indeed may be more· complementary than. 
con~radictory, the sultan's function being to approve the marjaC•s 
choice, · 

1
•
8 

Two . of the sources~ Raw<;lat and ~~ • do not mention 
th: Iran period althoug~ the former does mention as an ijaza­
-giver,. Mir Abd al-Baqi al-Khafilnabadi, whom 1'abataba'f met 
in ~fahan.· • 

19 · · · 
Mustadrak, p. 387; Maka.rim; p. 417 

20 Ibid. • 

21 M k- . a arim, loc. cit. 
22 Th, . . . 

. • e :3ea Journey is inferred from a marvel. ( kata.ma) at-
tributed to him of calming a fellow sea-traveller who was terri­
fie~ at the ':"pproach of, a storm ( Mustadrak, p. 401). The orily 
logical ;sea Journey the_ Babr al-"Ulum would· have taken would 
have been either to or from the l;Iija.z. 

23 . .. 
This, at least, is how his biographers have recounted 

his trip to Mecca. It is reasonable to assume that from the aC'­
tivities, outside his teachings·,· in which he took part, it would • 
have been apparent to anyone who was interested what his true 
madhhab was. The biographers are principally concerned with 
the moral question, i. e. whether or not taqiyah was practiced · 
not how· effective it might have been. ' 

24 Ri'-1 
~. pp. 35-6; Makarim, loc. cit. 

25 R''-!9J§J, p. 96 
26 M k- . 

\ a a rim, p. 417. l;Iabfbadi's source is a risalah written 
by Mul;lammad Baqir al-Khwansa.ri on his family's genealogy·. 
The latter does not mention this journey in _the Raw<;iat however, 

27 
Rijal, pp. 17 ff. • 

28 A . . 
~cordmg to· Rijal, p. 97, 'j'abataba'I late in life sought 

an? rece1:ed fur:ids from Fatl;l cAH Shah Qajar ( r. 1797-18'34) to 
build_.': mmar:t m al-$al;ln al-Sharif in Najaf. On the question 
of QaJar relations with the catabat scholars at this time· see 
A 1 g a r, Religion and State, chapters 2 anti 3. 

29 . 
Makarim, p, 446 

30 . 
E. G. B r own e, v. IV, p. 410 dates Tabataba'i's death 

as 124?-18 24/5, without, however; giving any 
0

sour"ce· for that 
date. His other sources, (e.g. Rawc;iat) either give 1212 or no 
date at all ( ~). All the sources used for this paper agree 
on the latter date as correct although the month varies (~ 
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rim, p. 426, says 24 Jumada I, Rijal says Rajab, p. 116) The 
i;;ue of his death date would not be worth raising were it not 
for the· fact that had .he died as late as Browne says, Shayk­
hism would have been a major issue in his lifetime, A study of 
his works for -references to the teachings of Al;lsa'i and a review 
of the birth and death dates of his students strongly suggest 
that he co·uld not have lived as late as Browne says. 

31 
·Rawdat, p. 650; Mak~rim, pp. 4.28-9. There is come con­

-trove·rsy over this marriage. l;Iabfbadi' goes into it in great detail. 
32 

Rijal, p, 12. It would seem from thi$ that Majlisi's sister 
was not a blood ascendant. or- the Ba]:lr a1-cu1um, 

33 
I b i d. It is. of some interest to note th~ "political" nature 

of intellectual marriages. •While the first-cousin marr[age may still 
have· f:ieen the preferred type, the incidence of marriage among 
the· off-spring o( otherwfse unrelated scholarly families was com­
mon enough to merit comment. The intellectual and spiritual us­
tadh-tilmfdh or pir-murid relatfonship was transferred and perpe-, 
tuated not ::mly through ·the iJaza but via the marriage bond as 
well. 'This elemen·t -in intellectual relations is a recurring theme 
in the· rijal literature particularly where a leadership role ( e. g. 
among $ufr orders) as .. well as an intellectual tradition is being 

. transferred. 

. 
34 

Alga~, op. cit., treats this controversy in some death in 
• the firs( two chapters of his work. 

35 ·rt is never entirely clear that Bihbiha.ni was in fact· ']:'a­
batabi§.'i's most • important mentor. The ijazas conferred by 'faba.­
taba:'I are contradictory on this question and noted as such by 
Raw<;!at. On p. 64Q Khwansari states i:hat in his ijazas, Tabata­
ba'I ·gave· preference to Mu]:lammad Mahdi al-Futuni ~ver· all his 
'teachers. Yet when he conferr~d an ijaza on Khwansari's grand­
father in Isfaha.n in 1779 "he. ascribed the tradition only to Sayy­
id --Mubam~ad. Baqir al-BihbihanI". These two references are not 
~ecessarily exclusive,· of course. 'I'here are other sings of the 
principal influence of Bihbihani, The most positive statement ap­
pears in. Mustadrak, p. 381, where of 'faba.taba'I's teachers Bih­
bi.hani is called "awwaluhum wa ajalluhum wa al;<:maluhum". 

36 
al-Fawa'id al-U 9 ulfyah, according to Qi$a$• compiled by 

his son, Mu]:lammad Ri<;la (p. 169). 
37 

Rawdat, p. 649 
38 I have· somewhat arbitrarily chosen the account of Taba­

taba'i's education as given by Rijal to present here. The major 
;,,_rea of disagreement - and not an unimportant -one - between 
the sources is on the question of when he became a student of 
Mu]:lammad Baqir Bihbihanf. Neither Mustadrak noR Rawgat are 
at all ·precise about the sequence of teachers or places of study, 
On one side, ~ and Maka.rim assert that at age 14 Taba~a­
ba'i went to Najaf but returned to Karbala sometime afterwarc to 
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study with Bihbihanr' and then went once to Najaf. Rljal does not 
mention the interim return to Karbala • and asserts that the· boy 
began his study with BihbihanI before he first left Karbala. Un­
able to· make a satisfactory judgement on the correctness of · 
either version I have followed Rijal because of the more precise 
approach to categorizing the biographical material. 

39 
~. p. 168 

40 • 
A l g a r, op. cit., p. 36 

41 I hav~ deliberately omitted any discussion here of. the 
philosophical tenets of these teachers and how they might· have 
shaped Tabataba'I's thinking. Without a detailed study of their 
works· as well as the works of their teachers, it if futile to cha­
racterize their- s·cholarly approaches. Instead I have selected 
those ·few about whom there is some more general knowledge 
and have considered them to have been the major influences 
on 1'abataba'I's thought. These are Mul:iammad Baqir BihbihanI, 
the great u-'?ulI spokesman; Qutb al-Din al-Nayrizr, • th1= • Dhahabi 
shaykh;· and Mirza Mahdi al-I 9fahani al-Khurasanl, • a specialist 
in l;likmat. These three _typified what Ustadh Mul;lammad I;Iusayn 
Tabataba'I calls the "three perc·eptions" of the "reality of exis­
tence" in Maktab-i Tashayyu , 1~39 A. H. ( Sh.), v. 2, p. 85, 
the first being religious exotericis·m, the second mystical esote­
ricism, and the third, philosophical rationalism. Although Euro­
pean sources, eg. Algar and Browne tend to differentiate these 
three "perceptions" and consider them to some extent at least 
as exclusive, the biographical sources for Tabataba'I show all 
three elements to have been integral to his education. 

42 
Tara'ig, v. 3, p. 339 A similar passage is found in v. 3,. 

p. 217. The source for these two passages is Mirza Jalal al­
-Din DhahabI b, Mirza Baba Dhahabi in the preface written in 
1301 A. H. to his father's work, Shara'it al-Tarigah. On Shaykh 
Ja'far NajafI, a renowned mujtahid, see ~. pp. 183-198 .. 

4
•
3 

1'ara'iq, v. 3, loc. cit. 
44

. H. C orb in,· L'Ecole • Shaykhie ••. , Annuaire de l'Ecole. 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes 1960-61, ID• 16 

45 
Rawc;lat, p. 25 ( where ':j'abataba'I is called " 9 al;lib al-Dur­

rah" after his most famous work, al-Durrah al-Na,jafiyah) 
46 (It • t·11 t 1 -,- f' •• • 1s s 1 no c ear when Ahsa 1 1rst postulated his new 

dcictrines. Since his chief disciples and propagandists, Sayyid 
Ka~im-i RishtI and Shaykh Mul:iammad Karim Khan KirmanI were 
not born until the Bal:ir al-<Ulum had passed from the scene ( the 
brmer in 1212, the latter in 1225 A. H.) it seems likely that 
A/:lsa'i's imamism was not systematically set out until quite ·late 
in the shaykh's life and well after .the '$assing ·or Tabataba'I. 

47 M t t • th • • • cis sources agree on his as e origin of the ·title-
-ni::kname, Bal;lr al-'ulum. I;Iabibadi in Maka.rim, p. 416,· however, 
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attributes the or1gm to Agha • Mirza Abu'l-Qasim al-Khwansari but 
then, quoting Dhikri al-Muhsinayn says that Mirza .Mubam'?1ad 

, Mahdi Shahid ( i. e. al-~fahani al-Khurasani) gave it to him. 
48 Raw,;iat·, p. 649 
49

Ibid., p. 650 
50 ' • • • ) g~~ pp. 169-170; Maka.rim, p. 417 
51 Rijal·,· p •. 35 
52 Ra~·<;iat,· p. ·651.: Rijal·, p. 50 state:;; that a debat,;, with the 

Jews ·of Dhu'l-Kafl_ is cred~ted with giving his name -renown. Ac­
cording to F·awa'id, p. 677_, it was in the I;Iijaz that the Sunnis 
were so impressed by him { on the: eve of his- departure he re­
vealed his Shi<ism) that they said, "If there truly is a mahdI in 
the Ima.mi madhhab,· then this ( Mul:iammad) Mahdi must be he". 

53 In an ijaza which Shaykh cAbd al-'Ali al-Ba}:lranI con­
ferred on I;Iajji Mul;lammad Ibrahim al-Karbasi ( or Kalpasi) he 

• w·rote "I sought from him (.the Bal:ir a1-<u1um) an ijaza so that 
my w~y would be linked with that of the 'ulama of 'Iraq" in­
dicating that the Bal;lr al-'Ulum's teachings were clearly the pre­
vailing doctrines of the 1 'atabat. 

54 The two most ardent adversaries in the u 9 uli-akhbarI con­
troversy towards the end of the dispute were both students of the 
Bal;lr al-'Ulum, i. e. Shaykh Ja'far al-Najafi and Mirza Mul;la~mad 
b. 'Abd al-Sani' al-NishapurI. See Raw9at, p. 649 and Hamid Al­
g a r, Religion ... , pp. 64-5 

55 •• 3' 200 Tara 19, v. , p. -
56 • See Corbin, op. cit., p. 16 where a purported reply from 

Tabataba'i to a request from AQsa'i for an ijaza is given. He is 
~upp~sed to have answered, "It is for you, oh shaykh, to confer 
an· ijaza on me". This seems out of keeping with the relative po­
sitions of the two men during Tabataba'I's lifetime and does not 
accord with the fact that the shaykh held an ijaza from the Bal:ir 
al-'Ulum and not vice versa. 

57 Maka.rim, p. 416 indicates that BihbihanI himself made the 
designation but other sources disagree. Raw9at, p. 648 says, 

. "Eventually the imamist leadership came to. him at the' end of his 
life and~ the community of scholars decided ( on him) due to his 
judgement and impartiality ( ittafaqat al-ta'ifah 'ala fiqhihi wa 'ada­
latihi •.. ). 

58 The exact title of the position, which was recognized as 
the supreme leadership of the temporal Shi'ite community, is at 
issue here. Rawgat, p. 648 uses "ra'is al-imamiyah"; Riial prefers 
the more modern "marja' al-taqlid". Rij·al also declares ( although 
no other source does) that ':j'abataba'I wanted to re-organize the 
structure of religious leadership and after Bihbihani's death he 
appointed Shaykh Ja'far al-Najafi as marja' al-taqlid and mufti 
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(p. 41). If so this would suggest that leadership was not neces­
sarily synonymous at this -time with the "marja<-ate". 

59 
The <atabat remained the sin!:!,le most important academic 

center but until the marja< al-taqlid-ship of Shaykh Murtac;ia al­
-An~arf ( A 1 g a r, p. 163), the shrine cities lost the ability they 
had maintained since the fall of the ,?afavids • to attract and hold 
Shi'T sc1'1olars throughout their lives. 

60 
Rljal, pp. 92-4; al-Kashani:, Mulla f;IabTbullah al-Sharif, 

Lubab al-Algab fi Algab al-Atyab, Tehran, 1378 A. H. noting 
from the Muntaha says, "His marvels ( l_<:aramat) were many but 
his compositbns few". ( karamatuhu kathirah wa lakinna mui;;an-
nafatihi qalTlah) ••• · 

• 61 Khan. Ba-ba- Musha-r, Mu'a. llif-1n-1· Kutub-1· Ch·a- -· VI.· . p1, v. , pp. 
439-440 
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ROOHOWZI: AN IMPORTANT ELEMENT 

IN THE HOMEOSTASIS OF IRANIAN CULTURE AND MORES 

·The history of Iran is most impressive not only for its mere 

l~1;1gth of .the cultural and artistic creativity of the nation, but main­

ly·· fot:._its capacity for. self-preservation. Despite constant encroach-
. . 
,ment. :by enl::>mis -and migrating peoples descending upon the Iranian 

,:;plateau from all corners, the Iranians have maintained their identi­

ty· and way of. life for twenty-five centuries. Even the I most signifi-

• cant invasion of ·Iran .. - the Arab-Islamic conquest - could not wipe 

0ur the language of th.e country, as it did in some other conquer­

ed regions. On the ,contrary, the old language was given a new vi­

tal infusion, saving it from stagnation, and elimination. 

It is no. exaggeration to say that there is a poet in every 

Irar:iian, and that almost every Iranian is familiar with the great 

poetical tradition of his country, to a d~gree that is rare among 

pe.ople of oth.er culturs. In the long history of Iranian nation, the 

language and Hs literary idiom has played a pivotal role around 

which the nation and culture have revolved .. Ageold values do 

find expressfon in poetry even in today's context. Poetry has been 

a reference. system, a mirror of . Iran's history .and heroic myth, 

an expression of national identity. This is why, for ·example, des­

pite the total commitment of Iran before 1979 to join the modern na­

tions of the world, the Arabic script of the Persian language has not 

been replaced by the Latin or:e, as has been the case in Turkish . 

Rather, the script has been actively safeguarded a.s an ongoing 

proof that Persian, and the Persian literary corpus of today i:;· 




