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‘llm and ‘Ulama... 33

maintain that early Islam, as opposed to early Christianity, placed great value
on science in its modern significance. According to them, ‘i/m in the Qoran
and hadith refers to all sciences and not merely to religious ones. In Islam ‘i/m
corresponds to the suffix “ology” found in such compounds as “geology” and
“sociology.” Seeking all forms of knowledge is incumbent on every Muslim.
Moreover, according to one of these authors, the term ‘@/im in the Qoran and
hadith means exactly what “intellectual” means in modern sociological and
ideological writing. They contend that, at the time of the Prophet, Arab
scholars were ahead of their contemporaries with respect to their
understanding of the sciences. The Prophet made use of their learning, hence
all of the advances in 20th century sciences, including space exploration, are
prefigured in the Qoran. Among the Islamic authors who support these
positions are Ali Shariati, Murtiza Mutahhari, Sayyid Muhammad Bagir
Sadr, Mahdi Bazargan, Shaltut, Nuri, etc.

In translating the tradmon talab al-ilm farizatun ‘ala kull muslimin alainn
allah yuhibb bughat al-‘ilm (“seeking knowledge is incumbent on every
Muslim, for God loves those who desire knowledge”) into Persian, some
authors use the term danishjuyan to render “those who desire knowledge.”
While it is true that this is the literal meaning of the Persian term, over the last
forty or fifty years danishju has come to refer specifically to “college student,”
one who seeks knowledge in a variety of disciplines. Such translations have
caused those who are unfamiliar with the original Arabic texts and who are
unaware of shifts in semantics to imagine that Islam requires its adherents to
study all forms of learning without restriction and that God loves all
undergraduates regardless of their majors. By examining the social and
scholarly environment of the Meccans some fourteen centuries ago, the
present article provides the reader with a way to judge the validity of such
assertions.
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those who do not possess it nor benefits those who do. It is ‘i/m restricted to
ayah-ye muhkamah (“undisputed scripture”), farizah-ye ‘adilah (“divine
ordinance”) and sunnat-i gaimah (“well-founded tradition”) which have been
interpreted as being, respectively, the Principles of Faith, Ethics and
Jurisprudence. Imam Sadiq is quoted as saying that beneficial ‘i/m is that
which results in man’s salvation and is limited to: zawhid (belief in the Unity of
God); the Imamate; and forms of ‘i/m that have reached us fromthe Prophet
and Imams. All other forms of ‘i/m in the eyes of the Imam were useless and
resulted in wasted lives, irreligion and error. In the tradition al-‘ulamavarasat
al-anbiya , he declared the ‘ulama to be the “inheritors of the legacy of the
Prophets.” This legacy consists of nothing but the hadith. According to
Muhammad Ghazzali, the hadith quoted above, utlibu al-‘ilm..means that, in
order to hear recitations of hadith, one must travel great distances. Imam
Sadiq maintained that one must learn for God’s sake and also act on that
learning and pass it on for His sake. Numerous traditions convey the idea that
learning brings eternal rewards.

Al-Kafi, a work of one of the first Shiite writers, Abu Jafar Kulayni,
includes in the section ‘i/m, such subjects as the necessity of using ‘i/m, the
relative inequality of the sins of those who are ‘alim and those who are not,
the transmission of tradition and emulation, a believer’s patterning his
behavior according to the precepts of a spiritual guide, under one rubric.
Muhammad Ghazzali in his work Kimiya-yi Sa‘adat treated ‘ilm and the
quest for /m in his section on worship in which such topics as ritual
purification, alms giving, fasting and prayer were also discussed. Such
classifications make it clear that the great theologians Kulayni and Ghazzali
considered ‘7/m to be a religious topic.

In his guide to the sciences, Mafatih al-‘Ulum,the 4th/10th century writer
Abu Abd Allah Katib Khvarazmi called the sciences of the shari ar and
related fields of knowledge “the Arab sciences” and other learning the “non-
Arab sciences.” Ibn Khaldun also considered the Arabs in the first Islamic
period to be a people without science or industry and added that science is a
by-product of civilization of which the early Arabs were bereft. Persian prose
and poetry of the past also attest to the fact that ‘i/m was considered religious
knowledge and that the term ‘alim was used to signify a preacher, a
jurist/theologian or a textual commentator. From the early 20th century
onward, as attested to by the language of the 1906 Iranian Constitution, the
terms ‘ulama and ‘ulama-yi ‘a’lam signified a specialist in religious learning.

Muslim writers, of course, use the term ‘i/m to signify sciences other than
religious sciences. We know, for example, of numerous eminent scientists in
the fields of mathematics and medicine, etc. But whenever the Qoran or
hadith use the term, it refers only to the whole of religious learning or to one of
its branches. Despite this direct evidence, some contemporary authors are of a
different opinion about the meaning of ‘i/m in Islamic source literature. They



‘Ilm and ‘Ulama

in the Language of the Qoran and Hadith Literature*

by
Jalal Matini

Both the Qoran and the large body of traditional literature attributed to the
Prophet Muhammad and the Shiite Imams contain references to the term ‘ilm
(“knowledge”) and to terms derived from it, i.e.,‘@/im (“knowing”) and its
plural ‘ulama. Among the sayings related by traditionists are talab al-‘ilm
Sarizatun ‘ala kull muslimin wa muslimat, “to seek ‘ilm is incumbent on all
Muslims, male and female;” utlibu al-‘ilm wa law bi-al-sin, “seek ‘ilm, though
you go as far as China itself to find it;” and midad al-‘ulama afzal min dima al-
shuhada, “the ink of the ‘ulama is superior to the blood of martyrs.” There is
also the hadith ana madinat al-‘ilm wa ‘Aliun babuha in which the Prophet
called himself “the city of ‘ilm” and his nephew and son-in-law Ali, “the gate
to the city.” There are many such citations; however the question raised in this
article is this: What is signified by the terms ‘ilm, ‘alim and ‘ulama in the
Qoran and hadith literature? Some may question the validity of exploring this
topic, but, the author contends, the matter is one of particular importance to
Iranians at the present time. A century ago, one would not have found a
significant difference of opinion on the subject, but familiarity with the
astonishing advances in modern science has caused a proportion of Iranians
and other Muslims to hold opinions about Qoranic and hadith concepts of
‘ilm and ‘alim that do not conform to what was voiced with unanimity earlier.

According to a work on the various aspects of meaning of Qoranic
vocabulary, Vujuh-i Qur’an, ‘ilmsignifies four things: danistan, “knowing” in
the sense that God knows all; didan “seeing” in the sense that God is
omnispective; farman, “consent” in the sense that events occur with God’s
cognizance; and shinakhtan, “understanding” in the sense that man’s
understanding falls short of the Hereafter. In the earliest Persian translations
of the Qoran, ‘alim is rendered dana, “knowing” and danandah, “knower.”
Another Prophetic tradition speaks of ‘ilm as an awareness of Arab lineages
and history and of prelslamic times and poetry, learning that neither harms

* Abstract translated by Paul Sprachman, University of Chicago Library.
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thesis. The Ijtihad thesis had to be written in Arabic as did the certificate of
Ijtihad which marked its acceptance.

As was generally the case in the dawrah-ye sath, most of the students in the
dawrah-ye kharij were not true talabah (seekers of knowledge); they were
jokingly referred to as batalah (“good for nothings”).

Of the faults of the traditional educational system were its failure to place a
specific limit on the duration of study and to identify specific texts that had to
be mastered to complete the curricula. This allowed the less serious students
to take advantage of the free lodging and the endowed stipends that went
along with student status without completing their education. Another fault
was the system’s emphasis on the teaching of Islamic jurisprudence to the
near-exculsion of other areas of knowledge.
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and visiting. Some students spent their other free day, Thursday, attending
extracurricular classes. Nights were passed in silent preparation for the next
day’s classes.

The quality and quantity of traditional schools varied from city to city.
They were established and funded by kings, amirs, viziers, merchants and
idividuals with a philanthropic bent.

The dawrah-ye sath was the last stage of education for those students who
aspired to be heads of a particular congregation (Imams), preachers and other
religious functionaries.

Dawrah-ye Kharij

Unlike the dawrah-ye sath, the dawrah-ye kharij offered lectures on
analogical theology and other subjects that were not grounded in specific
texts. Consequently, the dawrah-ye kharij could only be offered in a large city
where there were many Mujtahids and/ or sources of spiritual guidance. For
more than a thousand years, the center of dawrah-ye kharij education has
been the city of Najaf. At one time Najaf’s imprortance was so great that even
divines who had completed the dawrah-ye kharij and achieved Mujtahid
status in Iran spent several additional years attending the kharij courses at
one of the city’s seminaries. Around sixty years ago, the Iranian city of Qum
achieved the educational status of Najaf. The top professors of the dawrah-ye
kharij would hold their classes in the Friday Mosque, masjid-i jami-"
Attendance at these classes would sometimes reach 300 students. Less
presitigious professors would hold classes on the campus of the seminary or in
their own homes. Professors lectured for two to three hours a day, students
listened and would fill notebooks with what they remembered at night.
Lectures were often accompanied by lively discussions and exchanges
between students and teachers, for students who were on the verge of Ijtihad
or Mujtahids in their own right would not accept what their professors had to
say without interjecting their own opinions on a given topic.

It generally took good students three to four years to complete the dawrah-
ye kharij curriculum. Throughout the course of their studies, students had to
be satisfied with a simple life style. Sleeping no more than five or six hours a
day, they spent their waking hours in study and prayer. Some students vied
with one another to see who could keep the midnight oil burning the longest.

Professors judged the level of their students’ competence by the questions
they asked. Students who felt that they no longer needed to attend lectures in
a certain area would request a certificate of Ijtihad from their professor, if,
during the course of the classes, the professor found that a student had
achieved the necessary analogical skills and level of Ijtihad and had
completely mastered the four pillars and principal contents of Islamic
jurisprudence, i. e., the Koran, Prophetic Tradition, Consensus and
Reasoning, he would assign the student one or two topics on which to write a
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by
Ali Akbar Shahabi

Dawrah-ye sath

Upon completion of the preliminary phase of education, students who
wanted to continue their education enrolled in a seminary. After finding
living quarters at the seminary, typically a cell called an hujrah, the students,
tullab, would attend classes and begin the dawrah-ye sath or sutuh. Free to
choose among the various professors, students often wound up attending the
classes of a few first rate professors in large numbers. The focus of classes was
on the text, on the surface or the sath of the subject matter. This distinguishes
the dawrah-ye sath from the succeeding and ultimate stage of the traditional
Iranian educational system the dawrah-ye kharij in which professors were
free to explore topics “outside” of the texts.

Students were housed in the seminaries free of charge. Theyalso received a
monthly stipend derived from the school’s endowed funds. In some schools
students were provided with free health care. Some students also received
funds from their professors who would give their students part of the fees they
derived in their capacity as Mujtahids and sources of spiritual guidance,

The dawrah-ye sath curriculum consisted of detailed works on Arabic
grammar and syntax; a course on logic; rhetoric and Islamic jurisprudence.
Some students would also attend extracurricular classes given by professors.
These classes included lectures on the contemplative forms of knowledge
(metaphysics and logic), mathematics, geometry, astronomy, exegesis and
scholastic theology (kaldm), and, occasionally, the medical curriculum of Ibn
Sina.

Classes were held in the morning five days a week. Students would select
three subjects to study and, with the help of a classmate, ham-mubahisah,
would repeat each lesson, playing the part of both professor and student until
all points were clear. Fridays were devoted to house cleaning, clothes washing

* Abstract translated by Paul Sprachman, University of Chicago Library.
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commemorations of the martyrdom of Uthman, the third Caliph.



26 Iran Nameh, Vol. 11

Al-Naqz also mentions that the two groups of reciters would, on occasion,
physically attack one another. The tongues of several Managqib-khvans were
cut out by extremist Sunnites. He also describes the beliefs which the
Managqib khvans were accused of by the Sunnites.

Another source of Managqib poetry is a manuscript of the work Abu
Muslim-namah housed in the Bibliotheque Nationale (Suppl, Persan 843).
This work contains a few Managqib odes, the longest of which is a poem that,
according to the author, Abu Muslim himself recited at a banquet. The odeis
composed of forty-nine lines and contains praise of God, the Prophet, Imams
Hasan and Husayn and descriptions of the injustices the sons of Ali suffered.
Undoubtedly the author attributed his own feelings to Abu Muslim, who
lived in the 2nd/8th century and about whose credal views very little is
known. We do know that he led a revolt against the Umayyadsand put an end
to their caliphate. What is important about the class of Abz Muslim-namahs,
however, is that the sectarian bias of their authors can be judged by the depth
. of Shiite feeling they attribute to the main character; if sections on the Ri ghtly
Guided Caliphs (Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman and Ali) areincluded, the author
was probably a Sunnite.

Also noteworthy is the fact that Managqib reciters were not always Shiites.
In the 8th, 9th and 10th (14th-16th centuries) there lived groups of Sunnites
known as Tafzili and Twelve Imam Sunnites. The Tafzili Sunnites accepted
Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman but considered Ali to be superior to them. The
Twelve Imam Sunnites were of the opinion that the descendants of Ali were
next in line after the first four Caliphs. The Abi Muslim-namah also shows
Managqib reciters appearing in public in festive costumes, their distinctive
adornment attracting the public’s attention.

The practice of Rawzah-khvani, which is still current among Shiites, goes
back to Kamal al-Din Husayn Sabzavari, “Kashifi™ (d, 910/1504), Husayn
Va‘iz, as he was known, was the author of many books including a work
devoted to the sufferings of the Prophets and members of the family of the
prophet of Islam, especially the martyrs of Karbala called Rawzat al-shuhada
(The Martyrs’ Garden). Although accounts of martyrdom were found in
previous historical works known at Magtal or Magqtal-namah, they never
formed the exclusive subject matter of one work before Rawzat al-Shuhada
(written ca, 908/1502), Rawzah-khvdns, as the reciters of Husayn Va“iz’s
compilation were known, would declaim parts of the work at Friday Prayer
congregations. Although other works devoted to descriptions of this subject
were written after Husayn Va‘iz’s book, the name Rawzah-khvani has
survived as the term for public passion recitals. The only development in the
nature of the recital has been that recitations are now performed from
memory.

The article finally turns to the Shafi‘iand Hanafi Sunnites recitations of the
martyrdom at Karbala. Documents relate that these ceremonies also included



From Fazavil-khvani and Managqib-khvani
to Rawzah-khvani:

the recitation of martyrs’ passions™

by
M. Dj. Mahdjoub

The split between the Shiite and Sunnite sects of Islam is an old schism; it
dates back at least to the year 632 AD, the year of the Prophet Muhammad’s
death. Shiites believe that, before he died, the Prophet had chosen his
nephew and son-in-law, Ali, as his successor, while the Sunnites feel that the
Prophet had died without naming a successor. They support a caliphate based
not on kinship but on selection. They selected Abu Bakr to succeed
Muhammad. The schism deepened after the death of Husayn (the third Shiite
Imam and the Prophet’s grandson) at the hands of Yazid, the son of
Mu‘awiyyah who founded the Umayyad line.

The oldest source of information on Fazaril-khvaniand Manaqib-khvaniis
the 6th/12th centary work by Abd al-Jalil Razi known as al-Naqz (The
Refutation). The work was written in response to another work, now lost,
called Ba*z Faza’ih al-Rawafiz (On some Disgraceful Acts of the Shiites).
From al-Naqz, we learn that some 6th/12th century Shiites would recite
poetry on the virtues (Manaqib)of Ali, the first Imam, and of other Imams. In
return, they would receive offerings from the people in the bazaars. These
reciters were called Manaqib-khvan. At the same time, Sunnites would also
tour the bazaars extolling the merits (Faza’il) of Abu Bakr and the other
Caliphs. The Faza’il-khvans, as these Sunnite reciters were called, received
money from their listeners. The author of al-Nagz wrote that both Faza’il-
khvani and Manaqib-khvani were not'new arts, being deeply rooted in
Islamic culture. The examples of Manaqib poetry found in Razi’s book are
substantial works of art, whereas the Faza’il material he cites is pedestrian.

* Abstract translated by Paul Sprachman, University of Chicago Library.



24 Iran Nameh, Vol. 11

This article collates and presents the accounts of the Petran battles that are
found in various places in Procopius’ history. The affair began when Qubad
sent an army to Iberia (present-day Georgia) causing the king of Iberia to flee
with his family and retainers. The Iberians first fled westward to Lazica on the
shores of the Black Sea and then on to Byzantium. At this time Lazica was
allied to the Byzantine empire but was not one of its tributaries. During the
period 526-531, the Byzantines sent the Iberian refugees back to Lazica along
with an army under the command of Petros to recapture Iberia. The
Byzantine army, however, decided to stay in Lazica, causing dissatisfaction
among the populace, who secretly appealed to the Iranian ruler Khusraw for
assistance. The Lazican envoys decried Byzantine oppression and praised the
Sassanian ruler’s benevolence and justice. Khusraw eventually agreed to help
them oust the occupying Byzantines. He used the pretext of a recent invasion
of Iberia by the Huns to camouflage the movement of Iranian troups
northward.

As detailed in this article, the Iranian army led by Khusraw surrounded and
took Petra in 541. Having posted members of his army as guardians of the
city, Khusraw returned to Iran. The city and Lazica remained in Iranian
hands until the king of Lazica stirred by religious ties and by the thought of
renewed commerce with Byzantium, once again turned to his old allies to rid
him of the Iranians. In 549 an 8,000 man army headed by a young Byzantine
commander besieged Petra. The siege continued indecisively for a year. In 550
another Byzantine army commanded by Bessas of Thrace was successful in
breaking Iranian resistance. The 500 Iranian soldiers who had escaped
capture and death took refuge in the city’s citadel. The next day the
Byzantines asked the Iranians to surrender, solemnly swearing to treat them
humanely. After the Iranians refused, the Byzantines asked them to surrender
again and accept Justinian as theiremperor in place of Khusraw. Theyargued
that surrender would not be shameful, for the Iranians had no other choice.
After the second refusal, the Byzantines torched the base of the citadel,
thinking that the Iranians would be forced to give up. Although their
situation was hopeless, the defenders still refused to surrender, and the

Byzantine army watched in amazement as the Iranians were consumed by the
flames.
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