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Despite the relatively narrow construction of their authority in substantive law, there is 
ample evidence from which to conclude that the marājiʿ wield authority in other realms 
too. While much of the scholarship on the marjaʿiyya has focused on their political 
authority in Muslim-majority societies, their status as cultural icons is arguably more 
important for understanding their global influence. This article examines how marājiʿ 
use their “iconic authority” to shape canons. In particular, it focuses on a recent state-
ment by al‑Sayyid ʿAli al‑Husayni al‑Sistani that describes Nahj al‑balāgha as an ex-
planation of the meanings of the Quran. It is argued that, by seeking to organize and 
regulate reading practices, al‑Sistani’s statement contributes to the canonization of 
Nahj al‑balāgha. To fully appreciate the significance of al‑Sistani’s statement, however, 
one needs to situate it within the history of the text. I argue that the School of Ḥilla is 
an excellent vantage point from which to view the history of the canonization of Nahj 
al‑balaghah because it can be considered the formative period of Imāmī tradition in 
important respects. Evidence from the School of Ḥillah confirms that Nahj al‑balāghah 
played a role in the organization and representation of Imāmī tradition, but there is little 
evidence of the notion that it is an explanation of the meanings of the Quran. Drawing 
upon J. Z. Smith’s classic treatment of canon, I conclude that the novelty of this view is 
further evidence that Nahj al‑balāgha is canonical.

In January of 2016, “a group of college students and social activists” sent one of the foremost 
authorities in the Imāmī Shīʿī world, al‑Sayyid ʿAli al‑Husayni al‑Sistani (b. 1930), a written 
request for advice.1 The request stated:

We would like to ask Your Eminence for advice that can be useful to us in this day and age, 
[given] the role of the youth and what is required of them to play that role. Other advice that 
would be beneficial to the youth [would] also [be] appreciated.2
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In his reply, Sistani emphasized the importance of faith, morality, hard work, family, 
charity, social responsibility, and a lifelong pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. He concluded 
his reply by instructing young people to familiarize themselves with three books: the Quran, 
Nahj al‑balāgha, and al‑Ṣaḥīfa al‑sajjādiyya.3 Compiled by al‑Sharif al‑Radi (d. 406/1015) in 
400 /1010, Nahj al‑balāgha is the earliest surviving collection of sermons, letters, and state-
ments attributed to ʿAli b. Abi Talib (d. 40 /661).4 Regarding Nahj al‑balāgha, Sistani said:

This book explains the meanings of the Quran in an eloquent style that provokes a spirit of 
reflection, contemplation, learning, and wisdom. Therefore, one should read it whenever he 
has a chance and imagine that Imam Ali, may peace be upon him, is addressing him directly. 
Also, one should pay special attention to the letter of Imam Ali, may peace be upon him, to his 
son Imam al‑Hasan, may peace be upon him.5

Sistani’s remarks are both a reflection and a formulation of the view that Nahj al‑balāgha 
is a “canonical” text, second only to the Quran, which it explains as though it were an 
exegesis. The text of Sistani’s reply was translated into English, Persian, and Urdu and cir-
culated widely throughout the Imāmī Shīʿī community.6 Like his earlier directions to those 
fighting ISIS, his advice to young people was viewed as a testament to the sagacity of the 
reclusive leader.7

Talk of canons understandably raises the eyebrows of Islamicists. Recapitulating the entire 
history of the concept is beyond the scope of this narrowly focused (and indeed modest) 
study,8 but we can highlight a few points that are both essential and directly relevant to the 
subject at hand. First, because the study of canons began in the West as a way to understand 
Judaism and Christianity, it is fair to ask whether the use of the concept obscures more than 
it illuminates. Similarly, one might argue that the notion of scripture has not served Islamic 
Studies well because it collapses the distinction between, for example, the Quran and the 
Masnavī.9 Jonathan Brown’s remarks on this question are worth quoting at length:

Although canon studies may be a product of the Western intellectual tradition, it has been 
demonstrated that even within one civilization the term “canon” is multivalent. Within this 
diversity, however, canon studies has recognized that when communities authorize texts this 
involves common historical processes that change the way these texts function and are used.10

Second, at least some of the skepticism of canon is rooted in the adage “There is no church 
in Islam.” For example, in his masterful study of Sunnī jurisprudence, Bernard Weiss states 
that, “[God] guides no council of elders or divines in the formation of a sacred canon…”11 In 
other words, because “Islam has had no machinery comparable to the Ecumenical Councils 
of the Christian Church,” talk of canons (and indeed orthodoxy) is inappropriate.12 This, 
however, is a narrow understanding of canon, one that only treats canon on “the ethereal 
plane of religious authority” with little regard for the actual circulation of texts.13 Moreover, 
in light of the role of the marjaʿiyya in contemporary Imāmī Shīʿism, the adage seems more 
like a wish than an inference. Finally, in the case of Nahj al‑balāgha in particular, it is 
important not to reduce the notion of canon to “a criterion between truth and falsehood, 
inspired and uninspired.”14 Even among Imāmī Shīʿī ulema, the question of whether ʿAli b. 
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Abi Talib actually said everything attributed to him in Nahj al‑balāgha is far from settled.15 
By contrast, it is well-known that when Henry Corbin asked the great ʿAllama Tabatabaʾi 
about the authenticity of the text, he said, “For us the person who wrote Nahj al‑balāgha 
is ʿAli, even if he lived a century ago.”16 Tabatabaʾi’s reply reflects an important aspect of 
canonization: some texts acquire the “power to extend a communal vision through the 
imperial gravity that ‘proper taste’ and ‘proper edification’ exert in a society.”17 In effect, 
Nahj al‑balāgha offers believers a “taste” of the ʿAli they know and love. Building upon 
these general remarks, the first part of this study treats canon as a function of the way social 
institutions organize and regulate reading practices.18 This, I argue, takes place against the 
backdrop of the history of a text, which is the subject of the second part of this article. 
Finally, in the conclusion, I explain how the interplay between history and authority leads 
to the sort of innovation that is the sine qua non of canon.

The Iconic Authority of the Marjaʿ

In theory at least, the authority of a marjaʿ al‑taqlīd is limited to matters of substantive law 
(fiqh). Every contemporary manual of practice (risālah ʿamaliyyah) begins with a chapter 
on taqlīd that summarizes the basis of the authority of the marjaʿ. For example, Sistani’s 
own Tawḍīḥ al‑masāʾil states:

However, in matters concerning the laws of religion – apart from those that are indispensable 
and indisputable [such as the obligation to perform prayers (ṣalāh)] – a person must either be 
a jurist (mujtahid) who is capable of ascertaining laws based on proofs, or he must follow a 
mujtahid [i.e. do taqlid], or he must exercise precaution (iḥtiyāṭ) by performing his duty in a 
way that he is certain to have fulfilled his responsibility (taklīf).19

Furthermore:

In cases where it is known, albeit vaguely, that there are differences in the fatwas [as defined 
in Ruling 4 above] of the mujtahids in matters that are commonly encountered, it is necessary 
to follow the mujtahid who is the most learned (aʿlam), i.e. the one most capable of under-
standing the law (ḥukm) of Allah from among all the mujtahids of his time.20

The authority of the marjaʿ is therefore based on the principle of taqlid and the notion 
of aʿlamiyyah. In other words, they are viewed as experts in matters such as ritual prayer, 
commerce, and dietary laws; the authority of expertise itself is believed to be grounded in 
practical reason. In practice, however, the authority of the marjaʿ often crosses into other 
realms, including politics, spirituality, and even theology.21 For example, in a widely cir-
culated recording, the contemporary marjaʿ, Muhammad Ishaq al‑Fayyad (b. 1930), can be 
heard commenting on the validity of philosophical mysticism (ʿirfān). He says:

And from another side, we heard that in his blessed seminary (ḥawzah) ʿirfān is taught in light 
of the book of Ibn al‑ʿArabi. This is dangerous for the Ḥawzah, particularly our youth. [As 
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for] the book of Ibn al‑ʿArabi, anyone who has read this book believes that he is an unbeliever 
(zindīq) and has no faith in Allah, the exalted and the holy. ʿIrfān is the divine law. Real ʿirfān 
is knowledge of the understanding of the House of the Prophet (maʿrifat fiqh āl muḥammad). 
This is real ʿirfān. And for this reason, adhering to real ʿirfān is knowledge of the divine law 
and knowledge of the understanding of the House of the Prophet, may God bless him and 
them. And acting upon it is the reality of piety (taqwā), which God alluded to by his saying, 
“In God’s eyes, the most honored of you are the ones most mindful of him (atqākum).” In nar-
rations, the reality of piety has been explained as adhering to divine obligations and avoiding 
what God has forbidden. That is the reality of piety. ʿIrfān in the sense of the unveiling of 
truths (kashf al‑ḥaqāʾiq) and the lifting of the curtain away from truths – as is their use of the 
term, in the sense of the unveiling of truths and knowledge of the unseen – is nothing but a 
delusion (wahm); there is no truth to it and it has no reality. And it conflicts with the explicit 
text of God’s saying, “No one [in the heavens or on earth] knows the unseen except for God,” 
and, “a messenger of his choosing.”22

In light of the significance of philosophical mysticism in the seminary of Qom, this was 
a remarkable statement. But it was also noteworthy as an instance of a marjaʿ stepping 
outside the bounds of his authority as a jurist to make a statement with wider cultural 
significance. In effect, he was defining Imāmī Shīʿī identity as a cultural icon.

Another example of the same phenomenon is mentioned at the beginning of the popular 
ethical treatise Jihād bā nafs, which is a Persian translation of the chapter on jihād al‑nafs 
in Wasāʾil al‑shīʿah by al‑Hurr al‑ʿAmili (d. 1104/1693). Whenever the late marjaʿ Muhammad 
Taqi Bahjat (d. 1430/2009), who was renowned as a man of great spiritual achievement, 
was asked for instructions for traversing the spiritual path (dastūr‑i ʿamal barāy‑i sayr va 
sulūk), he repeatedly said, “Each day, try to study one ḥadīth from kitab jihād al‑nafs and try 
to act upon it. After one year, you will see that you have definitely changed.”23 An Arabic 
edition of the same book alludes to this advice without mentioning Bahjat by name; the 
editors note that Bahjat’s advice along with the fact that referring to Wasāʾil al‑shīʿah itself 
is “not easy for most believers” were two of the main reasons why they published it.24 The 
omission of chains of transmission (in addition to other editorial changes) gives this work 
a different quality than the original compilation of ḥadīth. The English translation, which 
does not even mention Wasāʾil al‑shīʿah on its front cover, also omits the chains of trans-
mission.25 If one did not know any better, one would assume it is an independent treatise 
by al‑Hurr al‑ʿAmili. In this case, not only did Bahjat succeed in shaping reading practices 
in the community, he shaped the perception of the text itself. What began as a reference for 
jurists became a manual for spiritual practice, illustrating once again how the marājiʿ can 
sometimes act as cultural icons to transform textual canons.

This aspect of the authority of the marājiʿ has not received as much attention in the schol-
arly literature as have other aspects of their authority. Like other cultural icons, the marājiʿ 
play an important role in the establishment of canons by organizing and regulating reading 
practices. Sistani’s advice to students and activists is a clear example of this role. To fully 
appreciate the significance of Sistani’s remark about Nahj al‑Balāgha, however, one needs 
to understand its genealogy, which is intertwined with the history of the text itself. This 
presents a problem because, to date, there is no comprehensive history of the canonization 
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of this important text. In the absence of such a history, we run the risk of theorizing without 
attending to the actual reception and circulation of the physical book, something that is 
considered essential in the wider field of canon studies.26 To overcome this problem in the 
short-term, we can examine the role that Nahj al‑balāgha played in different stages of the 
evolution of Imāmī Shīʿism. Furthermore, if we can differentiate between the relative signif-
icance of different stages and choose one that is more important to the overall formation of 
tradition, then our admittedly tentative conclusions will be stronger. As I argue below, the 
“School of Ḥilla” is an excellent vantage point from which the history of the canonization of 
Nahj al‑balāgha may be viewed, because the School of Ḥilla can be considered the formative 
period of Imāmī Shīʿī tradition in important respects. 

Reading Nahj al‑balāgha in Ḥilla

Nahj al‑balāgha was studied, copied, and transmitted in Ḥilla. Before proceeding any fur-
ther, however, it is necessary to delimit the School of Ḥilla in the context of the conventional 
periodization of Imāmī Shīʿī law, which can be summarized as follows: The first stage begins 
in Medina and lasts until the time of Jaʿfar al‑Sadiq (d. 148 /765). From the middle of the 
2nd/8th century to the beginning of the Greater Occultation in 329/941, Kufa was the main 
stage for the development of law.27 The third period begins in Qom and Rayy in the first 
quarter of the 4th/10th century and lasts until the first half of the 5th/11th century – which is 
the time of al‑Sharif al‑Murtada (d. 436/1044) and al‑Shaykh al‑Tusi (d. 460/1067) – moving 
to Baghdad along the way.28 The fourth period is focused in Baghdad and lasts until the fall 
of Baghdad in 656/1258. The fifth period begins in Ḥilla in 656/1258 and lasts until the time 
of al‑Shahid al‑Thānī (d. 966/1559).29 Finally, the sixth through the tenth stages are located in 
Jabal ʿĀmil,30 Isfahan,31 Bahrain, Karbala, and Najaf, respectively.32 If, however, one wishes 
to speak about Imāmī Shīʿism more broadly – that is to say, broader than just law – and if 
one views Imāmī Shīʿism as a socially embodied, historically extended style of reasoning 
that emerges in a network of relationships of power, as I do, then the aforementioned perio-
dization is not accurate.33 If the School of Ḥilla is to be considered a period in the history of 
Imāmī Shīʿism (and not simply Imāmī Shīʿī law), then it must include the 6th/12th century, 
if for no other reason than Sadid al‑Din al‑Humsi / al‑Himsi al‑Razī’s (d. after 583/1187) 
role in carrying forth the theological tradition of Abu l-Husayn al‑Basri (d. 436/1044).34 
Moreover, the 10th/16th century is much too late even if one only considers the history of 
Imāmī Shīʿī law. Although great scholars like al‑Fadil al‑Miqdad (d. 826/1423) and Ibn Fahd 
(d. 841/1437–1438) will end up being excluded, it is nevertheless sensible to mark the end 
of the School of Ḥilla (and the beginning of the school of Jabal ʿĀmil) with the execution 
of al‑Shahid al‑Awwal in 786/1384 because he was the last major jurist to work within 
the parameters established by al‑Tusi.35 Therefore, the School of Ḥilla comprises a period 
of approximately 300 years from the 6th/12th century to the 8th/14th century. Delimiting 
the School of Ḥilla geographically, however, is more difficult because networks of learning 
extend beyond the boundaries of any one locale.36 For now, we can simply note that the 
school is larger than the city itself; it includes most of southern Iraq, important cities in the 
north, and even some cities in Syria and Iran.
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Now that it is clear what we mean by the School of Ḥilla, we can note that outstanding 
and landmark works were written in several disciplines during this period. Jamal al‑Din Ibn 
Tawus (d. 673/1274) rediscovered Kitāb al‑ḍuʿafāʾ by Ibn al‑Ghadaʾiri (d. ca. 411/1020) just as 
the methodology of the later scholars (ṭarīqat al‑mutaʾakhkhirīn) was being formulated.37 
This was important because Ibn al‑Ghadaʾiri’s assessments of narrators were severe in 
comparison to the assessments of al‑Tusi and al‑Najashi (d. after 463/1071), and because 
al‑ʿAllama al‑Hilli (d. 726/1325) used Kitāb al‑ḍuʿafāʾ to evaluate narrators in his Khulāṣat 
al‑aqwāl.38 Al-Muhaqqiq al‑Hilli (d. 676/1277) reorganized substantive law and wrote two 
of the most influential books in the history of the discipline: al‑Mukhtaṣar al‑nāfiʿ and 
Sharāʾiʿ al‑Islām.39 Furthermore, his Maʿārij al‑uṣūl contains the earliest positive gloss 
on the controversial term “ijtihād.”40 Drawing upon the heritage of Sunnī jurisprudence, 
al‑ʿAllama al‑Hilli developed the methodology of the later scholars to carve out a space for 
Imāmī Shīʿīs in the wider Islamic legal discourse. His Ghāyat al‑wuṣūl and Mabādiʾ al‑wuṣūl 
were based on Mukhtaṣar al‑Muntahā by Ibn al‑Hajib (d. 646/1249) and Minhāj al‑wuṣūl 
by al‑Baydawi (d. ca. 685/1286), respectively. Nasir al‑Din al‑Tusi (d. 672/1274) and others 
integrated Avicenna’s metaphysics into Imāmī Shīʿī theology,41 and Maytham al‑Bahrani (d. 
ca. 679/1280 and known as Ibn Maytham) is said to have helped introduce the ideas of Ibn 
ʿArabi (d. 638/1241) into Imāmī Shīʿism.42 These are some of the most noteworthy examples of 
how the School of Ḥilla greatly expanded the horizons of Imāmī Shīʿī scholars, transforming 
the landscape of Imāmī Shīʿism in ways that continue to shape religious identities today. 

It is no exaggeration to say that Ḥilla was the formative period of Imāmī Shīʿism in 
important respects, making it an excellent vantage point from which the history of the can-
onization of a text like Nahj al‑balāgha may be studied. To be clear, though, it is not simply 
an excellent vantage point. My argument is that, in the absence of a comprehensive history 
of the canonization of Nahj al‑balāgha, Ḥilla is superior to other vantage points because of 
how significant it was to the formation of Imāmī Shīʿī tradition overall. Similarly, when we 
seek to contextualize contemporary jurists’ responses to sociopolitical upheaval, we may 
be justified in looking back to the Mongols’ conquest of Baghdad, not because this is the 
only instance of such upheaval, but because it is prototypical. The analogy, like the com-
parative framework it seeks to justify, is imperfect, but that does not mean we cannot draw 
some tentative conclusions. This point is crucial because there are more than six centuries 
between Sistani and Ḥilla. It is important to study the reception and circulation of Nahj 
al‑balāgha over this longue dureé, but that lies beyond the scope of this modest study, which 
seeks to understand the iconic authority of the marājiʿ vis-à-vis canon. In the remainder 
of this section, I will identify the individuals who studied, copied, and transmitted Nahj-
balāgha in Ḥilla and discuss how they are related to a larger network of learning and the 
transmission of knowledge in Ḥilla. Second, I will identify commentaries on Nahj al‑balāgha 
from this time period and situate them in the broader history of commentaries on the book. 
Third, I will explore how these works can be mined for valuable historical information, 
including anecdotes that speak directly to the relationship between Shīʿīs and Sunnīs in 
this period, biographical details about individuals associated with Ḥilla, and information 
about relationships of patronage. Finally, I will briefly consider what this interest in Nahj 
al‑balāgha tells us about Imāmī Shīʿī attitudes toward the text. These details about the role 
of Nahj al‑balāgha in Ḥilla illuminate an essential part of the historical context that enables 
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a contemporary marjaʿ like Sistani to use his iconic authority to amend the community’s 
understanding of the text. They seek to account for the physicality of the text as a crucial 
element of its canonization.

The bio-bibliographical sources mention several chains of transmission for Nahj al‑balāgha 
which al‑Sayyid Muhammad Husayn al‑Jalali has painstakingly collated in Dirāsa ḥawl 
nahj al‑balāgha.43 The most direct chain – which, it should be noted, includes many of the 
luminaries of the Imāmī Shīʿī tradition – is:

(i) Aqa Buzurg Tihrani (d. 1389/1970)―al‑Nuri al‑Tabrisi (d. 1320/1902)―al‑Mirza Hashim 
al‑Khwansari (d. 1317/1899)―al‑Sayyid Sadr al‑Din al‑ʿAmili (d. 1263/1847)―Muhammad Mahdi 
Bahr al‑ʿUlum (d. 1212/1797)―al‑Wahid al‑Bihbahani (d. 1206/1791)―his father―Muham-
mad Baqir al‑Majlisi (d. 1111/1699)―Muhammad Taqi al‑Majlisi (d. 1070/1660)―Bahaʾ al‑Din 
al‑ʿAmili (d. 1031/1622)―al‑Husayn b. ʿAbd al‑Samad (d. 984/1576)―al‑Shahid al‑Thani―
al‑Muhaqqiq al‑Karaki (d. 940/1534)―Muhammad b. al‑Muʾadhdhin al‑Jizzini―Ḍiyāʾ al‑Din 
ʿAli―his father al‑Shahid al‑Awwal–al‑Sayyid ʿ Ali b. Muhammad b. Zuhra al‑Halabi–Kamal 
al‑Din b. Muhammad b. Zuhra–Shams al‑Din Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Salih al‑Qussini (d. 
before 700/1301)–his father–Rashid b. Ibrahim al‑Bahrani (d. 605/1208)–al‑Qadi ʿAli b. ʿAbd 
al‑Jabbar–Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi (d. 573/1177)―the two sayyids al‑Murtada and al‑Mujtaba, 
sons of al‑Daʿi Ibn al‑Qasim al‑Hasani―Abu Jaʿfar al‑Duryasti―al‑Sharif al‑Radi.44

Obviously, only the bold-faced segment of this chain pertains to the School of Ḥilla. 
Al-ʿAllama al‑Hilli recorded the following chain in his ijāza to the Bani Zuhra:

(ii) Sadid al‑Din Yusuf b. al‑Mutahhar al‑Hilli (d. after ca. 665/1267), Jamal al‑Din Ibn Tawus, and 
al‑Muhaqqiq al‑Hilli―al‑Sayyid Fikhar b. Maʿadd al‑Musawi (d. 630/1233)―Shadhan b. Jibraʾil 
al‑Qummi (d. after 584/1188)―Ahmad b. Muhammad al‑Musawi―Ibn Qudama―al‑Sharif 
al‑Radi.45

Other relevant chains include:

(iii) Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi―ʿAbd al‑Rahim known as Ibn al‑Ikhwa―Abu l-Fadl Muhammad 
b. Yahya al‑Naʾili/al‑Naqili―Abu Nasr ʿAbd al‑Karim b. Muhammad Sibt Bishr al‑Hafi―
al‑Sharif al‑Radi.

(iv) Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi―Abu Nasr al‑Ghazi―Abu Mansur al‑ʿUkbari―al‑Sharif al‑Radi.

(v) Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi―ʿAbd al‑Rahim known as Ibn al‑Ikhwa―al‑Sayyida al‑Naqiba 
bint al‑Murtada―her uncle al‑Sharif al‑Radi.

(vi) al‑Shahid al‑Awwal―al‑Sayyid Tāj al‑Din Muhammad b. Qasim b. Muʿayya al‑Dibaji (d. 
ca. 668/1270)―ʿAli b. ʿ Abd al‑Karim b. Tawus (d. after 741/1340)―his father (d. 693/1294)―ʿAbd 
Allah b. Mahmud b. Baladji―al‑Sayyid Kamal al‑Din Haydar b. Muhammad b. Zayd al‑Hasani 
(d. after 620/1223)―Ibn Shahrashub (d. 588/1192)―al‑Muntaha b. Abi Zayd b. Kiya al‑Jurjani―
his father―al‑Sharif al‑Radi.
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(vii) Ibn Shahrashub―al‑Sayyid Abu l-Samsam Dhu l-Fiqar b. Maʿbad al‑Husayni al‑Marwazi―
Abu ʿAbd Allah Muhammad b. ʿAli al‑Halawaʾi―al‑Sharif al‑Radi.46

Regarding (vi), in his ijāza to Zayn al‑Din ʿAli b. al‑Khazin al‑Haʾiri, al‑Shahid al‑Awwal 
states that he transmits Nahj al‑balāgha “from a large group” including Ibn Muʿayya.47 
Furthermore, in his ijāza to Najm al‑Din Khidr b. Muhammad b. Nuʿaym al‑Matarabadi, 
Husayn b. ʿAli b. Hammad al‑Laythi al‑Wasiti states that he read Nahj al‑balāgha with his 
father who transmitted it with the following chain:

(viii) Maytham al‑Bahrani―al‑Qadi ʿ Abd Allah b. Mahmud b. Baladji―al‑Sayyid Kamal al‑Din 
Haydar b. Muhammad b. Zayd al‑Hasani―Ibn Shahrashub―al‑Muntaha b. Abi Zayd b. Kiya 
al‑Jurjani―his father―al‑Sharif al‑Radi.48

A few points about these chains of transmission need to be clarified. First, chains do not 
necessarily represent actual histories of transmission.49 There are eight modes of transmis-
sion: samāʿ, qirāʿa, ijāza, munāwala, mukātaba, iʿlām, waṣiyya, and wijāda.50 For scholars 
interested in the history of the transmission of a text, the first three modes are the most 
important. Samāʿ involves hearing something from a shaykh (whether he is speaking from 
memory or reading from his book). Qirāʾa involves reading something in the presence of 
someone who has the authority to judge whether it is accurate. Ijāza as a mode of trans-
mission involves neither of these; it is simply permission.51 As such, when neither samāʿ 
nor qirāʾa are specified, it is difficult to say much about the relationship between the one 
granting the ijāza and the one receiving it, which is the case in the chains mentioned above. 
In other words, the chains cited above tell us more about the representation of tradition 
than the actual history of transmission. Second, Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi is perhaps the 
single most important link in these chains. Third, one of the individuals who transmitted 
Nahj al‑balāgha was al‑Sharif al‑Radi’s niece al‑Sayyida al‑Naqība bint al‑Murtada.52 Finally, 
the chains themselves are less important than the attention Nahj al‑balāgha has received 
generation after generation, which is how the authenticity of a text was normally assessed.53

Commentaries on Nahj al‑balāgha from Ḥilla

One way to measure regard for the text is to enumerate commentaries. This metric is ulti-
mately based on the value attached to the uniform or even common practice of scholars. 
Estimates range from 26 to 210.54 The reason for this wide range is that some estimates 
include translations and commentaries on a single sermon like the Shaqshaqiyya, a single 
letter like ʿAli’s letter to Malik al‑Ashtar, or a single aphorism. Following the example of 
al‑Sayyid ʿAbd al‑ʿAziz al‑Tabatabaʾi in “Nahj al‑balāgha ʿibar al‑qurūn,” we will only con-
sider commentaries on the book itself, both complete and incomplete.55

The first commentary is likely to have been written in the beginning of the 6th/12th cen-
tury by al‑Sayyid Abu l-Rida al‑Rawandi (d. ca. 550/1155). As al‑Tabatabaʾi notes, there are 
several reasons why other individuals have incorrectly been identified as the first commen-
tator on Nahj al‑balāgha.56 In Kashf al‑ḥujub, al‑Kanturi identified Aʿlām nahj al‑balāgha 
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by ʿAli b. Nasir as the first commentary and Aqa Buzurg, ʿAbd al‑Husayn al‑Amini, and 
al‑Sayyid Muhsin al‑Amin all followed suit.57 This, however, cannot be the first commentary 
because ʿAli b. Nasir belongs to the 7th/13th century, which we know because he noted the 
death of Atabeg Uzbek in 622/1225 in Zubdat al‑tawārīkh and because he cites Qutb al‑Din 
al‑Rawandi. He may, however, have been the first to comment on the text in the 7th/13th 
century. Al-Sharif al‑Murtada has also been identified as the first commentator. Although 
he commented on the Shaqshaqiyya,58 there is no evidence that he took the sermon from his 
brother’s book; like his predecessors, al‑Murtada had his own chains of transmission for the 
contents of Nahj al‑balāgha. Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi’s commentary, Minhāj al‑barāʿa, was 
completed at the end of Shaʿbān 556/August 1161 and there are three earlier commentaries. 
Finally, Farid‑i Khurasan Abu l-Hasan ʿAli b. Zayd al‑Bayhaqi’s (d. 565/1170) Maʿārij nahj 
al‑balāgha cannot be the first either because Abu Nasr Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Al-Bayhaqi 
al‑Wabari’s commentary is quoted in it.

Although al‑Wabari might have been the first, al‑Tabatabaʾi believed that al‑Sayyid Abu 
l-Rida al‑Rawandi was earlier.59 We know that he came to Baghdad from Kāshān at an early 
age and found a holograph of Nahj al‑balāgha there. He made a copy for himself based on the 
holograph, which was completed in Rabiʿ al‑Awwal 511/July 1117, and he wrote explanatory 
notes on his copy over a period of time. Although we cannot be certain, given his teaching 
role in al‑Madrasa al‑Majdiyya – which is mentioned in ʿAbd al‑Jalil al‑Qazwini’s Kitāb 
al‑naqḍ – and the nature of his commentary, it is quite possible that Nahj al‑balāgha formed 
part of his sermons and teaching there.60 Copies of Nahj al‑balāgha based on Abu l-Rida 
al‑Rawandi’s copy were extant in the 8th/14th century when Ibn al‑ʿAtaʾiqi (d. ca. 790/1308) 
wrote his commentary on Nahj al‑balāgha. One of al‑ʿAllama al‑Hilli’s students, Jamal 
al‑Din Ahmad b. Balku al‑Awi, made a copy for himself based on Abu l-Rida al‑Rawandi’s 
copy in 723/1323.

The next commentary was written by the Ḥanafī al‑Wabari, who also authored a commen-
tary on Mukhtaṣar al‑ṭaḥāwī. In Maʿārij nahj al‑balāgha, which was completed in 552/1157, 
al‑Bayhaqi identifies al‑Wabari as one of his sources. He cites al‑Wabari more than seventy 
times and notes that al‑Wabari’s commentary was theological in nature. Al-Wabari’s com-
mentary was also a source for Qutb al‑Din al‑Kaydari’s (d. after 610/1213) commentary. In it, 
al‑Kaydari cites al‑Wabari approximately fifty times. ʿAli b. Nasir and Ibn al‑ʿAtaʾiqi also cite 
al‑Wabari in their commentaries.

While it is unclear whether al‑Bayhaqi was Shīʿī, we know that he was a polymath. 
He wrote on language, the Quran, law, philosophy, theology, history, math, astronomy, 
astrology, and genealogy. Al-Bayhaqi states that one of his friends asked him to comment 
on expressions in Nahj al‑balāgha and before that Abu l-Qasim ʿAli b. al‑Hasan al‑Jawbaqi 
al‑Nishaburi had asked him to write a commentary on the text too, which reveals something 
about the level of interest in the text in the 6th/12th century. Al-Bayhaqi states that he used 
the library of Abu l-Hasan ʿAli b. Muhammad b. Yahya b. Hibat Allah al‑Husayn to write his 
commentary Maʿārij nahj al‑balāgha. The first volume was completed on 9 Rabiʿ al‑Thānī 
552/21 May 1157 and the second volume was completed about a month later on 13 Jumādī 
al‑Awwal/23 June. As noted above, he drew upon al‑Wabari’s commentary and al‑Kaydari 
drew upon al‑Bayhaqi’s commentary (and the commentary of Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi).61
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Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi’s commentary, Minhāj al‑barāʿa, was completed at the end of 
Shaʿbān 556/August 1161. Largely a literary commentary, we know that Zayn al‑Din Abu 
Jaʿfar Muhammad b. ʿAbd al‑Hamid read it under his supervision. Ibn Abi l-Hadid (d. after 
650/1253) frequently cites it in his commentary and raises objections.62 Minhāj al‑barāʿa 
was a source for both al‑Kaydari and ʿAli b. Nasir. After Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi, there are 
commentaries by al‑Mahabadi,63 al‑Kaydari,64 Fakhr al‑Din al‑Rāzī (d. 606/1210),65 Ibn Abi 
l-Hadid, Maytham al‑Bahrani, Radi al‑Din b. Tawus (d. 664/1266),66 Ibn al‑Saʿi (d. 674/1276), 
Ibn al‑ʿAtaʾiqi, and others, but these are the most important commentaries as far as the 
School of Ḥilla is concerned.67

As for evidence of Nahj al‑balāgha being read and transmitted in Ḥilla, there are four 
important points: First, Ibn al‑Abzur al‑Husayni (d. 663/1265) read Nahj al‑balāgha with 
Yahya b. Saʿid al‑Hilli (d. 689/1290), the author of al‑Jāmiʿ li‑l-sharāʾiʿ.68 Yahya b. Saʿid granted 
Ibn al‑Abzur an ijāza on 17 Shaʿbān 655/30 August 1257 to transmit Nahj al‑balāgha. In Riyāḍ 
al‑ʿulamāʾ, al‑Afandi states that he saw this ijāza in Yahya b. Saʿid’s handwriting on the 
front of a copy of Nahj al‑balāgha.69 In it, Yahya b. Saʿid states that Ibn al‑Abzur read Nahj 
al‑balāgha with him from beginning to end and grants Ibn al‑Abzur permission to transmit 
it from him with the following chain:

al‑Sayyid Muhyi l-Din Abu Hamid Muhammad b. ʿAbd Allah b. ʿAli b. Zuhra al‑Husayni 
al‑Ḥalabi―Ibn Shahrashub―Abu l-Samsam―al‑Hulwani―al‑Sharif al‑Radi.

Yahya b. Saʿid also mentions the following chain:

Ibn Zuhra―al‑Sayyid ʿIzz al‑Din Abu l-Harith Muhammad b. al‑Hasan b. ʿAli al‑Husayni―
Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi―from the two sayyids al‑Murtada and al‑Mujtaba the sons of al‑Daʿi 
al‑Ḥalabi―Abu Jaʿfar al‑Duryasti―al‑Sharif al‑Radi.70

Second, al‑Sayyid Najm al‑Din Abu ʿAbd Allah al‑Husayn b. Ardashir b. Muhammad 
al‑Tabari also read Nahj al‑balāgha with Yahya b. Saʿid and received an ijāza to transmit 
it from him. The ijāza was written on a copy of Nahj al‑balāgha which al‑Tabari made 
in 667/1269.71 Third, the Ḥanafī judge and author of one of the principal texts (mutūn) of 
the Ḥanafī school, al‑Mukhtār li‑l-fatwā, Majd al‑Din Abu l-Fadl ʿAbd Allah b. Mahmud b. 
Mawdud al‑Mawsili (d. 683/1284) held lectures on Nahj al‑balāgha which ʿAbd al‑Karim Ibn 
Tawus attended.72 Maytham al‑Bahrani is also reported to have “heard” Nahj al‑balāgha from 
al‑Mawsili.73 Al-Mawsili read it with the naqīb of Mosul, al‑Sayyid Haydar b. Muhammad b. 
Zayd al‑Husayni al‑Mawsili.74 Finally, al‑Husayn b. ʿAli b. al‑Husayn b. Hammad al‑Laythi 
al‑Wasiti read Nahj al‑balāgha with his father who transmitted it from Maytham al‑Bahrani.75

Like commentaries on the Quran, commentaries on Nahj al‑balāgha could be very different 
in nature. We noted that al‑Wabari’s commentary was theological in nature whereas Qutb 
al‑Din al‑Rawandi’s commentary was largely literary. Maytham al‑Bahrani was probably 
the first scholar to read Nahj al‑balāgha as a mystical text. Maytham was invited to Ḥilla to 
teach on account of his expertise in philosophy, theology, and mysticism.76 Based on Kamal 
al‑Din al‑Laythi al‑Wasiti’s son al‑Husayn’s ijāza to Najm al‑Din Khidr b. Muhammad b. 
Naʿīm al‑Matarabadi, we know that Maytham granted Kamal al‑Din an ijāza in 687/1288 to 



Journal of the Contemporary Study of Islam | Volume 2 | Issue 1 | 2021
Aun Hasan Ali • The Canonization of Nahj al‑Balāgha between Najaf and Ḥilla: Sistani and the Iconic 
Authority of the Marājiʿ • pages 3–23 •  https://doi.org/10.37264/jcsi.v2i1.45

J C S I

13

transmit all of his writings, including, presumably, his commentaries on Nahj al‑Balāgha. 
Miṣbāḥ al‑sālikīn (better known as Sharḥ nahj al‑balāgha) is the larger of Maytham’s two 
commentaries on the text. In contrast to Ibn Abi l-Hadid’s commentary, which focuses 
on history, Maytham’s commentary is focused on philosophical and mystical themes. In 
Oraibi’s words, “Theological issues are treated on philosophical grounds to the extent that 
Nahj al‑Balāgha is presented as an advanced philosophical text.”77 Miṣbāḥ al‑sālikīn was 
written in 677/1278 in honor of ʿAta Malik al‑Juwayni, with whom Maytham had a good 
relationship. The significance of Maytham’s commentary should be understood in light of 
the later tendency in Imāmī Shīʿism to read ḥadīth through the lens of philosophy and 
mysticism.78

As the title indicates, Maytham’s Ikhtiyār miṣbāḥ al‑sālikīn, is an abridgment of his larger 
commentary. ʿAta Malik al‑Juwayni asked him to write a commentary suitable for his two 
young sons. It was written in 681/1282 and, like his larger commentary, ʿUraybi considered 
this a mystical text too.79 Although some biographers have attributed a third commentary on 
Nahj al‑balāgha to Maytham, ʿUraybi insists that he only wrote two. ʿUraybi’s thesis is that 
Maytham introduced philosophical mysticism into Imāmī Shīʿism in Ḥilla, so he considered 
Maytham’s two commentaries on Nahj al‑balāgha to be, at least partially, mystical works. 
The evidence, however, seems thin. ʿUraybi’s conclusions about the School of Ḥilla rest on 
the authorship of al‑Manhaj/al‑Nahj al‑mustaqīm ʿalā ṭarīqat al‑ḥakīm and an explanatory 
treatise on the famous poem on the soul attributed to Avicenna, but the treatise on the 
poem has also been attributed to Ibn ʿArabi. Nevertheless, according to ʿUraybi, Maytham 
developed his mystical ideas in his commentaries on Nahj al‑balāgha, which is why he was 
more successful at integrating these ideas into Imāmī Shīʿism than others.

While there is a great deal one could say about Ibn Abi l-Hadid’s commentary, I will 
focus on its role in the School of Ḥilla. First, Ibn Abi l-Hadid quotes from the son of Ibn 
al‑Bitriq al‑Hilli (d. 600/1204), ʿAli (d. 642/1244), a noteworthy jurist and poet whom Ibn 
Shakir described as an “uṣūlī.”80 We have very little information about ʿAli. Apparently, 
he and Ibn Abi l-Hadid were friends because Ibn Abi l-Hadid refers to him as “our friend” 
(ṣadīqu-nā). Second, in his commentary on Nahj al‑balāgha, Ibn Abi l-Hadid says that he was 
with al‑Sayyid Safi al‑Din Muhammad b. Maʿadd al‑Musawi (d. after 616/1219) in his home in 
Baghdad and Hasan b. Maʿali al‑Hilli, known as Ibn al‑Baqillani (d. after 637/1240), was also 
present. Muhammad b. Maʿadd and Ibn al‑Baqillani were reading ḥadīth from al‑Tabari’s 
history. One of these ḥadīth was a report in which ʿAʾisha says, “Had I taken upon myself 
that which I turned my back on, no one but the Prophet’s wives would have washed his 
body.” Muhammad b. Maʿadd asked Ibn al‑Baqillani, “What do you think she meant by that?” 
to which he replied, “She envied your father because he could take pride in having washed 
the Prophet’s body.” So Muhammad b. Maʿadd laughed and said, “Suppose she could have 
washed his body, did she have any of his other virtues?”81 Third, al‑Sayyid Fikhar b. Maʿadd 
al‑Musawi sent al‑Ḥujja ʿalā l-dhāhib ilā kufr Abi Talib to Ibn Abi l-Hadid and asked him 
to write something affirming that Abu Talib was Muslim.82 Ibn Abi l-Hadid refrained from 
making a definite judgement on account of some doubts but that did not prevent him from 
praising Abu Talib highly, acknowledging that Islam could not have flourished without him, 
and writing lines of poetry on the front of the book.83 Fourth, Ibn Abi l-Hadid wrote al‑Sabʿ 
al‑ʿalawiyyāt, his commentary on Nahj al‑balāgha, and other books for the ʿAbbāsid vizier 
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Ibn al‑ʿAlqami (d. 656/1258).84 Finally, Ibn Abi l-Hadid quoted a note in the handwriting of 
Ibn Idris al‑Hilli (d. 598/1202) in his commentary on Nahj al‑balāgha.85 All five points give us 
insight into the relationship between Imāmī Shīʿīs and Sunnīs in Ḥillah.

Based on the information presented above, we can make a few observations about how 
the scholars of Ḥilla viewed Nahj al‑balāgha. First, there was a range of approaches to 
Nahj al‑balāgha, including theological, literary, philosophical, mystical, and historical 
approaches. Therefore, the idea that Nahj al‑balāgha was treated purely as a literary text 
is incorrect.86 On the other hand, Qutb al‑Din al‑Rawandi clearly played an important role 
in the transmission of Nahj al‑balāgha and his commentary was largely literary. To the 
extent that the chains of transmission reflect the actual history of transmission, we can say 
that, in comparison to Ḥilla, Nahj al‑balāgha was more important in Khurasan. In fact, the 
rivalry between these two centers is also reflected in law, particularly in what is known as 
“masʿalat al‑muḍāyaqa.”87 Ibn Abi l-Hadid’s commentary was important for the scholars of 
Ḥilla and it is noteworthy that no attempt was made to “Shīʿitize” him, which is to say that, 
for the scholars of Ḥilla, Nahj al‑balāgha was not necessarily a Shīʿī text. This claim can 
be corroborated by examining Sunnī commentators and transmitters. Finally, there is the 
question of whether the scholars of Ḥilla were interested in Nahj al‑balāgha as the speech 
of an infallible Imam or simply because of its contents. This question arises because Nahj 
al‑balāgha had no role in the elaboration of substantive law, which suggests scholars did 
not believe that it constitutes evidence. The source of this misunderstanding is a failure to 
differentiate between different standards of evidence. The standard of evidence in law was 
those ḥadīth that had been included in “well-known writings” and related via the chains 
in al‑Tusi’s al‑Tahdhīb and al‑Istibṣār. By this standard, Nahj al‑Balāgha could not be con-
sidered evidence; however, the school of Ḥilla is also where the methodology of the later 
scholars developed, including new standards of evidence for law.

The Canonization of Nahj al‑balāgha

I began this article by referencing what was clearly an effort to organize and regulate read-
ing practices in the Imāmī Shīʿī community by one of its most revered authorities. It is in 
this sense of the term that Nahj al‑balāgha can rightly be considered part of the Imāmī 
canon today. As for the history of the canonization of the text, evidence from the School of 
Ḥilla – which can be considered the formative period of Imāmī Shīʿī tradition in important 
respects – confirms that Nahj al‑balāgha played a role in the organization and representa-
tion of Imāmī Shīʿī tradition, though determining the actual history of transmission would 
require further paleographical and codicological evidence. What we found no evidence for 
in Ḥilla is the notion that Nahj al‑balāgha is second only to the Quran or that it “explains the 
meanings of the Quran,” as Sistani stated in his capacity as a marjaʾ.88 How does this affect 
our understanding of the history of its canonization? To answer this question, we turn to 
Jonathan Z. Smith’s classic essay “Sacred Persistence: Toward a Redescription of Canon.”89 
In this essay, Smith draws an insightful analogy between food and canon. He states:
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A given foodstuff represents a radical, almost arbitrary, selection out of the incredible number 
of potential sources of nutriment that are at hand. But, once the selection is made, the most 
extraordinary attention is given to the variety of its preparation. That is to say, if food is a 
phenomenon characterized by limitation, cuisine is a phenomenon characterized by variegation.

The same sort of process may be observed with respect to every important human phenome-
non and has received growing attention in recent studies of language, law, and taxonomy. An 
almost limitless horizon of possibilities that are at hand (in nature) is arbitrarily reduced (by 
culture) to a set of basic elements (in terms of the example – food). This initial arbitrariness 
is, at times, overcome by secondary explanations which attempt to account for the reduction 
(e.g., pork causes trichinosis). Then a most intense ingenuity is exercised to overcome the 
reduction (in terms of the example – cuisine), to introduce interest and variety. This ingenuity 
is usually accompanied by a complex set of rules.90

Similarly, Smith considers the “radical and arbitrary reduction represented by the notion 
of canon and the ingenuity represented by the rule-governed exegetical enterprise of apply-
ing the canon to every dimension of human life” to be the “most characteristic, persistent, 
and obsessive religious activity.”91 In other words, it is precisely this cultural “process of 
arbitrary limitation and of overcoming limitation through ingenuity” that distinguishes 
canon.92 Against the backdrop of Smith’s observations, something quite important about 
Nahj al‑balāgha comes into focus: it is canonical, not in spite of disagreement as to what 
it is, but precisely because it has been read as theology, literature, philosophy, mysticism, 
history… and now exegesis. By adding yet another layer to our conception of what Nahj 
al‑Balāgha is, Sistani’s statement reflects the most fundamental aspect of canon.

Despite the relatively narrow construction of their authority in substantive law, there 
is ample evidence from which to conclude that the marājiʿ wield authority in other realms 
too, particularly because, as Zargar has shown, believers project their own aspirations onto 
them.93 While much of the scholarship on the marjaʿiyya has focused on their political 
authority in Muslim-majority societies, their status as cultural icons is arguably more 
important for understanding their global influence. It is in his capacity as a cultural icon 
that Sistani has the power to (re)shape the canon without ever needing to proffer legal or 
historical arguments publicly. At the same time, however, this iconic authority of the marjaʿ 
operates within horizons shaped by the expectations of his followers.94 In this regard, the 
history of the canonization of Nahj al‑Balāgha in the School of Ḥilla (and other seminal 
periods in the evolution of Imāmī Shīʿism) furnishes the crucial context in which Sistani can 
use his authority to amend the community’s understanding of the book. It is a clear example 
of how change comes from above and below, and how it is made possible by a historical 
past, whether real or imagined.95
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32.	On this periodization, see M. M. al‑Asifi, “Taʾrīkh fiqh āl al‑bayt,” in Riyāḍ al‑masāʾil fī bayān aḥkām 
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in Culture and Memory in Medieval Islam: Essays in Honor of Wilfred Madelung, eds. F. Daftary and J. W. Meri 
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al‑Munqidh min al‑taqlīd wa-l-murshid ila l-tawḥid, ed. n.n., 2 vols. (Qom: Muʾassasat al‑nashr al‑islāmī, 
1412/1991–1992), i. 17–18. He stayed in Ḥilla for a few months and dictated the contents of al‑Munqidh to a 
large gathering of students there. The book was completed on 9 Jumādā al‑Awwal 581/8 August 1185.
35.	See Al-Shahid al‑Awwal Muhammad b. Makki al‑ʿAmili al‑Jizzini, Dhikrā l-shīʿah fī aḥkām al‑sharīʿa, ed. 
n.n., 4 vols. (Qom: Muʾassasat āl al‑bayt li‑iḥyāʾ al‑turāth, 1419/1998), i. 44–54.
36.	On the boundaries of the city itself, see G. Makdisi, “Notes on Ḥilla and the Mazyadids in Medieval Islam,” 
Journal of the American Oriental Society 74 (1954), 249–262.
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1990), 81–106.
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law on the following basis: everything either requires the intention to draw close to God (ʿibādāt) or not 
(muʿāmalāt); if not, then everything is either a transaction or not (aḥkām); if it is, then it either requires offer 
and acceptance (ʿuqūd), or it is unilateral (īqāʿāt).
40.	Al-Muhaqqiq al‑Hilli Jaʿfar b. l-Hasan al‑Hudhalī, Maʿārij al‑uṣūl, ed. M. Ḥ. al‑Riḍawī al‑Kashmīrī (Qom: 
Sarwar, 1423/2003), 179.
41.	See A. H. al‑Rahim “The Twelver Shīʿī Reception of Avicenna in the Mongol Period,” in Before and After 
Avicenna, Proceedings of the First Conference of the Avicenna Study Group, ed. D. C. Reisman (Leiden: Brill, 
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Wisnovsky, “Towards a Genealogy of Avicennism,” Oriens 42 (2014), 323–363 and R. Wisnovsky, “On the 
Emergence of Maragha Avicennism,” Oriens 46 (2018), 263–331.
42.	See A. Oraibi, “Shīʿī renaissance: a case study of the theosophical school of Bahrain in the 7th/13th cen-
tury” (Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 1992).
43.	S. M. Ḥ. Ḥ. Jalali, Dirāsa ḥawl nahj al‑balāgha (Beirut: Muʾassisat al‑aʿlamī li‑l-maṭbūʿāt, 1421/2001).
44.	S. M. Ḥ. Jalali, Dirāsa, 76–77.
45.	Al-Majlisi, Biḥār, civ. 60–137.
46.	S. M. Ḥ. Jalali, Dirāsa, 77–78.
47.	For a discussion of this ijāza, see M. al‑Amin, Aʿyān al‑shīʿa, ed. Ḥ. al‑Amin, 11 vols. (Beirut: Dār al‑taʿāruf, 
1986), vi. 276.
48.	For a discussion of this ijāza, see J. Subhani, Mawsūʿat ṭabaqāt al‑fuqahāʾ (Qom: Muʾassasat al‑imām 
al‑Sadiq, 1418/1997), vii. 286. 
49.	Important studies of Imāmī Shīʿī ijāzāt include: ʿ A. Fayyad, al‑Ijāzāt al‑ʿilmiyya ʿ inda l-muslimīn (Baghdad: 
Maṭbaʿat al‑irshād, 1967); R. Gleave, “The Ijāza from Yusuf Al-Bahrani (D. 1186/1772) to Sayyid Muhammad 
Mahdi Bahr al‑ʿUlum (D. 1212/1797–8),” Iran 32 (1994), 115–123; S. Schmidtke, “The ijāza from ʿAbd Allah b. 
Salih al‑Samahiji to Nasir al‑Jarudi al‑Qatifi: A Source for the Twelver Shiʿi Scholarly Tradition of Baḥrayn,” 
in Culture and Memory in Medieval Islam: Essays in Honor of Wilfred Madelung, ed. F. Daftary and J. W. Meri 
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2003), 64–85; S. Schmidtke, “Forms and Functions of ‘Licenses to Transmit’ (Ijāzas) in 
18th-Century-Iran: ʿAbd Allah al‑Musawi al‑Jazaʾiri al‑Tustari’s (1112–73/1701–59) Ijāzah Kabira,” in Speaking 
for Islam: Religious Authorities in Muslim Societies, eds. G. Krämer and S. Schmidtke (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 
95–127; and N. Kondo, “Shiʿi ʿUlama and Ijāza during the Nineteenth Century,” Orient 44 (2006), 55–76.
50.	For a detailed discussion of the modes of transmission, see al‑Shahid al‑Thani Zayn al‑Din b. ʿ Ali al‑ʿAmili, 
al‑Riʿāya fī ʿilm al‑dirāya, ed. ʿA. M. ʿA. al‑Baqqal, (Qom: 1433 H/2012 CE), 230–302. The technical apparatus 
employed in ijāzāt is based on the science of ḥadīth.
51.	Munāwala can be accompanied by ijāza or not. Mukātaba involves a shaykh writing what he has heard for 
another. Iʿlām involves a shaykh informing a student that this ḥadīth or book is subject to his samāʿ. Waṣiyya 
is bequeathing a book to someone. Wijāda involves finding ḥadīth in the handwriting of their narrator.
52.	On the range of women’s religious participation in Imāmī Shīʿism, see. A. Sayeed, “Women in Imāmī Bio-
graphical Collections,” in Law and Tradition in Classical Islamic Thought: Studies in Honor of Professor Hossein 
Modarressi, eds. M. Cook, N. Haider, I. Rabb, and A. Sayeed (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 81–97.
53.	On the attention that Nahj al‑balāgha has received over the generations, see S. M. Ḥ. Jalali, Dirāsa, 125–177.
54.	S. ʿA. Tabatabaʾi, “Nahj al‑balāgha ʿabr al‑qurūn: shurūḥuh ḥasb al‑tasalsul al‑zamanī,” Turāthu-nā 35 and 
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