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Abstract

Sayyid Kazim Rashti was born in Rasht a city in the Iranian province of
Gilan in 1797 In 1819 he joined the circle of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa i the
founder of the Shaykhi School 1 who was residing then in Yazd From that
time until the death of Ahsa i in 1825 Rashti accompanied his master and
succeeded in becoming his most trusted disciple When Ahsa i passed
away Rashti was acknowledged by all the followers of the former in Iran
and Iraq as the undisputed leader of the denomination and thus estab
lished himself as an eminent religious leader in Karbala where he headed
his own theological seminary and enjoyed considerable influence that
exceeded seminary circles and Shii communities A year before Rashti s
death on January 1 1844 Karbala was stormed by Ottoman troops who
massacred thousands of its citizens but spared the home of Rashti those
who took refuge inside it and the shrine of Imam Husayn 2

Both Ahsa i and Rashti faced opposition from conservative clerics in
Iran and Iraq who accused them of heresy and extremism in their theologi
cal viewpoints especially in regard to the manner in which they ap
proached the station of the Prophet Muhammad and the Imams and also in
regard to their interpretations of some fundamental Islamic doctrines such
as resurrection and the journey of the Prophet to the heavens 3 On the other
hand both men enjoyed considerable support among civil authorities of the
Qajar dynasty and several joined the Shaykhi denomination Following the
death of Rashti his disciples were divided on the issue of leadership and
several branches of Shaykhism emerged in Karbala Kirman Tabriz and
Tehran A number of Rashti s followers however were able to practice
considerable influence on intellectual religious and political develop

1 For details of the Shaykhi School see Amanat A Resurrection and Renewal Cornell
University Press 1989 pp 48 69

2 See Algar H Religion and State in Iran University of California Press 1969 pp 114
115 Litvak M Shi i Scholars of Nineteenth Century Iraq Cambridge University Press
1998 pp 135 144 Cole J Sacred Space and Holy War I B Tauris Publishers London
2002 pp 100 122

3 See Bayat M Mysticism and Dissent Syracuse University Press 1982 pp 42 54
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ments in Iran during the Qajar period in the 19 th century Most significant
in this respect is the pioneering role that many Shaykhis played in support
ing the Babi religious movement in Iran and expounding its doctrines and
thus breaking off from their mother denomination 1

Since reaching the age of twenty when he wrote a commentary on
Ayat al Kursi and until his death twenty seven years later Rashtl com
posed a large number of theological and hermeneutical books and trea
tises Among these was Risalat al Suluk fi al Akhlaq wal A mal which he
completed on October 29 1822 in the village of Saravan near Rasht
while waiting for the return of Ahsa i from a pilgrimage to the shrine of
Imam Riza in Khurasan before they both went to the court of Fath Ali
Shah in Tehran Although this treatise was translated into Persian by one
of Rashti s disciples in 1827 and published in its Persian version in
Tabriz in 1861 the Arabic original remained unknown to scholars and
some biographers have considered it to be among the lost works of
Rashtl

Risalat al Suluk may be categorized as a work on theological and reli
gious ethics 2 from a Shii perspective It includes however viewpoints that
differ from those of mainstream Shiism This is evident particularly in his
exposition of Qur anic exegesis and in the manner in which he presents
man s relationship with the celestial personalities of the Prophet and the
twelve Imams Several conservative clerics criticized the content of this
treatise accusing Rashti of expounding Sufi and Akhbari beliefs 3 and of
calling people to refrain from emulating religious leaders 4 This induced the
author to compose a polemical treatise in which he refuted those accusa
tions This demonstrates the extent to which Risalat al Suluk attracted the
attention of friends and foes and therefore it can be placed among the ex
emplary works of Shaykhi ethical and theological ideologies

1 For the relationship between the mission of Rashtl and the Babi movement see Zarandi

M The Dawn Breakers ed trans Sh Rabbani New York 1932 pp 19 46
2 For theological and religious ethics in Islam see Fakhry M Ethical Theories in Islam

E J Brill Leiden 1994 pp 31 58 151 206 It is worth mentioning that Fakhry intro
duces Ash arite and Sunni ethical theories and completely ignores the Shi i ethical tradi
tion that remains largely uninvestigated in a scholarly manner

3 For the encounter of the Shi i clerical establishment with the Akhbari School of juris
prudence see Amanat A Resurrection and Renewal pp 34 47

4 For the Shaykhi doctrine on religious leadership see Walbridge L Shaykh Ahmad al
Ahsa i on the Sources of Religious Authority The Most Learned of the Shi a ed L
Walbridge Oxford University Press 2001 pp 82 93
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The present critical edition of the treatise is based on three manu
scripts one T belongs to the private library of the editor and two PI
P2 exist in the New Series of Arabic Manuscripts in Princeton University
Library The editor wishes to thank the German Institute for Oriental Stud
ies in Beirut for including this work in its BTS academic publications and
Princeton University Library for granting the permission to use its two
manuscripts of the treatise in editing the text

Beirut December 2003

Vahid Behmardi
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