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Alireza Korangy
Introduction
This volume was initiated by soliciting contributions primarily1 from the students 
of Professor Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani during his tenure at Harvard University 
and Center for Middle Eastern Studies (1987–2014).2 Professor Mahdavi has had a 
significant influence on a great many Ph.D. students and others at different stages 
of their studies in different universities. He has taught and advised at Harvard Uni-
versity, the University of Pennsylvania, and a number of Canadian, Iranian and 
European universities. Many of his former advisees and students are now estab-
lished scholars in Islamic studies and its broader fields such as Arabic language 
and literature, Iranian and Persian languages and literatures, Islamic Jurispru-
dence, Islamic history, and Islamic theology. This volume brings together a small 
group of Professor Mahdavi’s former Ph.D. students to commemorate his influ-
ence on the fields to which he has dedicated himself as a teacher and a scholar for 
over sixty years and presents him with a small token of their appreciation for his 
ninetieth birthday in 2016. 

Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani was born on September 5, 1926, in Mashhad to 
Ayatollah Muhammad Kazim Mahdavi Damghani and Siddiqa Mahdavi Damghani. 
At a very young age—only five years old, in fact—Professor Mahdavi undertook the 
task of memorizing the Qur’an and he accomplished that task by the age of six. 
At the age of fourteen he was sent to the Hauza-i Ilmiyya of Mashhad, where for 
five years he studied under the supervision of some of the most prominent schol-
ars of the Arabic language and linguistics, Islamic theology, Islamic philosophy, 
and Islamic jurisprudence in Iran. The first of these teachers was Shaykh Muham-
mad Taqi Nishaburi, also known as Adib-i Duvvum, who was in turn the student 
of the legendary Shaykh Abd al-Jawad Nishaburi, known as Adib-i Avval and also 
as Adib-i Mutlaq. Professor Mahdavi was a classmate of the Grand Ayatollah Hajj 
Sayyid Ali Sistani and he often reminisces about the time they studied Kitāb-i 
al-Mughnī wa al-Muṭawwal dar Ṣarf wa Naḥw wa Ma‘ānī va Bayān, Sharḥ-i Niẓām 
dar ṣarf, and Sharḥ-i Manẓūma-i Sabzavārī in philosophy and logic with Shaykh 
Muhammad Taqi Nishaburi, Shaykh Hasan Shams al-Va‘izin, and Shaykh Say-
fullah Aysi, respectively. His other studies of philosophical treatises were under 

1 Dr. Clarke was advised by Professor Mahdavi through the Middle East Center at the University 
of Pennsylvania.
2 Professor Mahdavi started his teaching career at Harvard University at Harvard’s Center for 
Middle Eastern Studies in 1987 and fondly remembers Professor Keenan’s instrumentality as re-
gards his employment at Harvard.
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XII   Introduction

the tutelage of Mirza Abu al-Qasim Ilahi and Shaykh Muhammad Rawhani with 
whom he delved into Sharḥ-i Shamsiyya dar Manṭiq. He also studied fiqh and usul 
with Sayyid Mahmud Razavi Ka’ini, Shaykh Muhammad Reza Turabi, and his own 
father Ayatollah Kazim Mahdavi Damghani. These early pedagogical experiences 
were the auspicious beginnings of his education in rhetoric, linguistics, and phi-
lology. 

In 1945, Professor Mahdavi matriculated at the University of Tehran’s division 
of theological studies (Ilahiyyat). While pursuing his bachelor’s degree, he also 
intermittently attended hundreds of seminars by many of the established Islamic 
scholars of the time, some of whom were in Qom, not far away, and some of whom 
came to Tehran to hold private seminars. In 1948 and 1949, Professor Mahdavi 
studied Kitāb-i Miṣbāḥ al-’Uns dar Taṣawwuf with Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
in Qom. In those same years, he studied usul with Hajj Shaykh Muhammad Ali 
Ha’iri Kirmani. Between 1953 and 1955, he further studied fiqh under the tutelage 
of Hajj Shaykh Muhammad Taqi Amuli. These extracurricular seminars shaped 
Professor Mahdavi’s future scholarship and approach to pedagogy as much as his 
formal education. 

He names the following individuals as his most important influences: his 
father, Ayatollah Kazim Mahdavi Damghani, Badi‘ al-Zaman Furuzanfar, Badi‘ 
al-Zamani Kurdistani, who was known as a ‘walking encyclopedia’ of Arabic 
texts and with whom he studied Arabic literature for twenty-five years,3 and 
the renowned poet Sayyid Karim Amiri Firuzkuhi (see Figure 2). He has been 
bestowed with ‘the permission to interpret and authenticate hadith’ literature 
from Ayatollah Mar‘ashi Najafī4 (see Figure 3), Ayatollah Shaykh Muhammad 
Baqir Ayatullahzada Mazandarani, Ayatollah Shaykh Muhammad Salih Allama 
Ha’iri Simnani, and Ayatollah Muhammad Kazim Mahdavi Damghani, who was 
also a teacher to Hajj Sayyid Ali Sistani from 1956 to 1958. 

He studied divinity with Furuzanfar for three years and literature for seven. 
His studies with him have left a unique impression on Professor Mahdavi. It is a 
fact that no one has had more schooling from Furuzanfar than Professor Mahdavi, 

3 His letter of ijāza-i tadrīs (Permission to commence mentorship) to Professor Mahdavi, after 
he completed his readings with him, reflects the level of protocol that existed during Professor 
Mahdavi’s tenure as a student and in turn exemplifies the degree of rigor to which he is so accus-
tomed (see Figure 1). Professor Mahdavi considers this and several other ijāzas by these scholars 
“more important to him than a hundred Ph.D.’s”: az ṣad dukturā bīshtar mī’arzand! 
4 Ayatollah Mar‘ashi Najafi is considered an institution when it comes to studies of fiqh, hay’at, 
Islamic Medicine, and Islamic history and historiography. He is the author of over 148 books and 
articles, and his students included among many others, notable Islamic scholars such as Ayatol-
lah Murtaza Mutahhari, Ayatollah Muhammad Mahdavi Kani, and Imam Musa Sadr. 
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� Introduction   XIII

and regardless of how prodigious the extent of his own publishing and his own 
accomplishments, he considers his greatest accolade the recognition that Furu-
zanfar bestowed on him on page 69 of his Sharḥ-i Risāla-i Qushayriyya, when the 
teacher referred to his student as “my most learned friend.” This level of respect 
for mentors long gone reminds one of these immortal lines in Sa‘dī’s Gulistān: 

Pādshāhī pisar bi maktab dād
Lawh-i sīmīnash bar kinār nahād
Bar sar-i lawh-i ū nibishtand bi zar
Ki jawr-i Ustād bih az mihr-i pidar

A king sent off his child to school
And as was the custom gave him a tabula and a writing tool
Upon the top of that tabula they had written for the child in gold,
“Consider less favorable your father’s kindness to your master’s scold!”

There are many other scholars he names as the pedagogical foundations of his 
academic life: Dhu al-Majdayn, Ahmad Bahmanyar, Ali Akbar Fayyaz (once dean 
of the School of Literary Studies at Mashhad University), Mahmud Shahabi, 
Shaykh Mahdi Ilahi Ghomshei, Sayyid Muhammad Baqir Arabshahi, Muhammad 
Muhammadi, who was the dean of the School of Divinity after Badi’ al-Zaman 
Furuzanfar, Zabihullah Safa, Dr. Lutfali Suratgar (Sukhansanji), Dr. Khanlari, 
Husayn Khatibi, Ehsan Yarshater, Sadeq Kia, and Mudarris Razavi, among others. 

Professor Mahdavi’s Ph.D. thesis directors were Jalal al-Din Huma’i, the author 
of many seminal works (Tarikh-i Isfahan, Divan-i Uthman-i Mukhtari, etc.), Abd 
al-Azim Gharib, Sa‘id Nafisi, and Ibrahim Purdavud. The title of his dissertation 
was “Taṣḥīḥ va Taḥshiyya-i Kitāb-i Kashf al-Ḥaqā’iq-i ‘Azīz Nasafī.” He received his 
Ph.D. with the highest distinction in 1963. 

Professor Mahdavi’s success in teaching runs so deep that many, including 
his own students, sometimes forget the breadth of his scholarship and in fact how 
philologically complex it is—even though his teaching and his scholarship are 
not mutually exclusive at all. A number of well-known figures in Islamic studies 
have reviewed his scholarship very favorably. One among many was Ayatollah 
Qasim Khu’ī, the predecessor to Ayatollah Sistani as the spiritual leader of much 
of the Shiite world, and undoubtedly one of the most highly regarded scholars of 
Shiism, who highly commended Professor Mahdavi’s edition of Al-Majdī fī Ansāb 
al-Ṭālibī’īn (see Figure 4). 

Professor Mahdavi’s scholarship, with respect to poetics and literature, falls 
under the rubric of comparative philology. His impressive memory is highlighted 
in his treatment of literature, history, historiography, and kalām both in his writ-
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XIV   Introduction

ings and his classes.5 While there are far too many examples that could speak to 
his memory and his scholarly rigor, here I will allude to one instance.  

In an article entitled “Maḍāmīn-i Mushabbah-i Shāhnāma va Dīgar Marāji‘-i 
Adabī yā Madhhabī Pīsh az Firdawsī,”6 he explains how some of the themes in 
the Shāhnāma can be cited in other works; what follows is an example from the 
Shāhnāma followed with Professor Mahdavi’s efficacious explanation. His stu-
dents witnessed this kind of philological ‘tracing’ in every class and were amazed 
that he relied entirely on his memory for what always turned out to be a long list 
of cross-references:7

Biyāmad parīchahra’ī maygusār
Yakī jām bar kaf bar-i shariyār
Jahāndār bistad bikhurd ān nabīd
Bulūr az may-i surkh shud nāpadīd

An angel-faced beauty bearing wine came forth 
Took a cup of wine to the king [at his court].
The all powerful took hold of wine and with one gulp
The crystal was left empty of crimson, not left one pulp.8

Professor Mahdavi then goes on to say: 

“And before Firdawsī, Buḥturī and Ṣāḥib [aka Ṣābī] and Kishājim9 have said as 
well”:

Buḥturī:

Yukhfī az-zujājata lawnuhā fa ka-annahā
Fi k-kaffi qā’imatun bi-ghayri ’inā’i

5 Kristen Brustad says the following in her essay: “My favorite part of our lessons was when 
Professor Damghani would read aloud a line from the poem at hand, pause, look off, say, ‘hāzā 
yuzakkirnī bi bayt …’ (‘this line reminds me of the line by …’), and recite a line by another poet 
from memory.” 
6 Aḥmad Mahdavī Dāmghānī, “Maḍāmīn-i Mushābih-i Shāhnāma va Dīgar Marāji‘-i Adabī yā 
Madhhabī-i Pīsh az Firdawsī.” Gulistān 4 (1376): 45–59.
7 All Arabic and Persian poems are translated by Alireza Korangy.
8 This is of course a double entendre. The other poetic intention is to imply that “the wine’s 
purity made the crystal cup look invisible.” This is the meaning Professor Mahdavi alludes to in 
the ensuing explanations. 
9  Maḥmud b. al-Ḥusayn Kishājim (d. 350/961). 
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� Introduction   XV

You’d say the wine hides the color of the cup;
Or standing up without a cup is wine and its every drop. 

Kishājim:

Lastu adrī min raqqatin wa ṣafā’in
Hiyya fī ka’sihā umma ‘l-ka’sū fīhā

A wine so clear that it is indeed hard to know:
Is it the wine embracing the cup or the cup in it has the wine aglow?

Ṣābī or Ṣāḥib:

Raqqa ’z-zajjājū wa raqqati ’l-khamrū
Fa tashabahā wa tashākala ’l-’amrū
Fa ka-’nnamā khamrun bi lā qadaḥin
Fa ka-’nnamā qadaḥun wa lā khamrū

From the transparent wine and the clarity of the vessel
I don’t know which is the cup and which the wine; 
As though there is wine standing without a crystal nestle
Or there is a cup upright and of the wine in it there is no sign. 

Professor Mahdavi also has had an accomplished career as an editor, serving as the 
editor-in-chief of the literary journal Gulistan from 1997 to 2002. In other capaci-
ties, between the years of 1961 and 1974, he was Iran’s chief tribunal justice of Civil 
Registry, and from 1974 until 1980 he was the president of Iran’s Civil Registry. 

The contributions in this volume are divided into four thematic sections, 
with each addressing one of the fields in which Professor Mahdavi Damghani has 
been so influential during his long career: 1) classical Persian literature and phi-
lology; 2) classical Arabic literature and philology; 3) Islamic theology, Islamic 
jurisprudence, and Islamic philosophy; and 4) Islamic history and historiogra-
phy. Although these fields can often overlap, it was thought more advantageous 
to organize the collection along these lines. 

Classical Persian Literature and Philology

Although when asked Professor Mahdavi would almost always refer to himself as 
a “student of Arabic philology,” he is no less versed—and no less recognized—as a 
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XVI   Introduction

scholar of Persian literature. The articles herein engage some of the writers, poets, 
and poetics that have interested Professor Mahdavi over the course of his life as a 
teacher and a scholar. Matthew Smith’s article “Moving toward the Modern: The 
Nationalist Imagery of Malik al-Shu‘arā Bahār” explores the parallels that Bahār 
perceived in his political and poetic lives and argues that Bahār the poet and 
Bahār the social conscience are one and the same. Rahim Shayegan’s philological 
investigation addresses the “Old Iranian motifs in Vīs o Rāmīn.” He treats some of 
the text of Vīs o Rāmīn, to elucidate some of the connections between the Old and 
the New and does in fact highlight some never-before-examined aspects of the 
well-known epic. Elaheh Kheirandish’s essay “Astronomical Poems from the ‘Four 
Corners’ of Persia (ca. 1000–1500 CE)” is a chrestomathy of poems, which detail 
astronomy and astrology and their broader themes in greater Persia. As Khei-
randish puts it, “These poems include content that correspond to concepts and 
expressions within early astronomical and related traditions that raise specific, 
and often unexplored, historical questions.” 

Classical Arabic Literature and Philology

In this section, Alexander Key’s article “Moving from Persian to Arabic,” dis-
cusses the poems in Raghib’s manual of adab that are described as “manqūla 
min al-fārisiyya.” Through a comparative philological investigation, he treats 
both Arabic and Persian proverbs under the auspices of the tradition of medieval 
translations from Persian to Arabic. “The Iconic Sībawayh” by Kristen Brustad is 
an eye-opening probe into the annals of Arabic grammar and the life of legend-
ary grammarian Sibawayh. It highlights the importance of milieu and its role in 
Sibawayh’s creation of an enduring grammar. She argues that “he and his teacher 
al-Khalīl, author of Kitāb al-‘Ayn, wrote their books aiming to describe the ‘Arabi-
yya, and that this project ultimately resulted in the rise of an ideology of language 
that survives today.” Furthermore, Kristen’s treatment and account of Sibawayh’s 
struggles as a non-Arab grammarian of Arabic gives us insight into xenophobia 
in a different time and place. Last in this section is an article by Sarah Savant, 
“Naming Shuʿūbīs.” Sarah Savant investigates whether the Shu‘ūbiyya movement 
has been overanalyzed in the past—or rather overemphasized—at the expense of 
studies that might have better engaged the other non-Arabs in early Islam. She 
argues that this overestimation of the movement has allowed for a strong polemic 
of nationalist “approbation” against the ‘Iranian element’ of early Islam. 
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Islamic Theology, Islamic Jurisprudence,  
and Islamic Philosophy

I can say with confidence that reading the essays in this section was a timely 
learning experience for me, and although I feel quite pedestrian in my under-
standing of much of the terminology and discourse, I felt the deft writing pre-
sented me with a pedagogically facile primer. The essay topics in this section 
range from taṣawwuf to fiqh. Kambiz GhaneaBassiri’s piece, “Prioritizing Meta-
physics over Epistemology: Divine Justice (‘Adl) and Human Reason (‘Aql) in 
al-Shaykh al-Mufīd’s Theology,” explores Shiite intellectual history by examin-
ing Shaykh Mufīd’s conception of justice (‘adl) and contextualizing it in other 
theological discussions of justice in the tenth and eleventh centuries by such 
contemporaries as ‘Abd al-Jabbār, Ibn al-Baqillānī, and Miskawayh. It parses at 
a macro level the language of the ideologies of these theologians. GhaneaBas-
siri demonstrates the importance of heeding the minutiae in language in under-
standing Islamic theology in general and Shiite theology in particular. Ahmed 
El Shamsy’s “Returning to God through His Names: Cosmology and Dhikr in a 
Fourteenth-Century Sufi Treatise,” uses the Sirr al-Asrār (Sirr al-Bayān) as its 
central text for tracing the more general development of the dhikr tradition in 
the institutionalized Sufi orders. He demonstrates how dhikr was understood as a 
“graded process that could lead its practitioner back to humanity’s divine origin 
through various layers of existence.” Appropriately titled “Friendship in Islamic 
Ethical Philosophy,” Roy Mottahedeh’s essay addresses friendship as engaged by 
Miskawayh and Ṭūsī. Mottahedeh writes: 

Interestingly, both these highly learned men, who no doubt taught students in some fashion 
or other, acknowledge friendship between teacher and student. Ṭūsī, who is particularly 
fulsome on the subject, places “the love of the teacher in the student’s heart” between the 
love of God—the strongest love—and love of children for parents. Parents nurture the bodies 
of their children whereas teachers nurture their souls. “Likewise,” adds Ṭūsī, “the love by the 
teacher for the student in a good way is superior to the love of the father for the son, for the 
teacher nurtures [the student] with complete virtue and sustains [him] with pure wisdom.

In this section we also have David Owen’s “The Poetic Syllogism: Foray into an 
Inductive Research Proposal.” Easily the most technical of all the essays in this 
section, it is of particular value for those interested in Arabic logic and its Greek 
correlations. Elias Muhanna contributes an article the erudition of which belies 
the brevity of its composition. In his essay, “The Scattered and the Gathered: 
Abū Ḥayyān al-Tawḥīdī’s Infrequently Asked Questions,” Elias translates about 
a hundred of the questions asked of Aḥmad b. Muḥammad Miskawayh (d. 1030) 
by Abū Hayyān al-Tawḥīdī (d. 1023). He elucidates the philosophical categories in 
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XVIII   Introduction

Tawḥīdī’s work with his “system of classifying his questions according to philo-
sophical categories.” Elias also offers his own topical index. Lynda Clarke’s “‘Aql 
(Reason) in Modern Shiite Thought: The Example of Muḥammad Jawād Magh-
niyya (1904–79)” is the other essay in this section that addresses ‘aql in Shiite 
thought. However, she points to a modern tendency to re-institutionalize Shiism 
as a “religion of reason.” She does so by going beyond the borders of Iran, to 
which every Shiite thought and Shiite controversy seems to be traced. Her exam-
ination of reason through the works of Maghniyya, the Lebanese jurisprudence 
scholar, is a poignant treatment of the modern understanding and articulation 
of reason in Shiite thought and philosophy. Sarah Eltantawi’s “Ṭūsī Did Not ‘Opt 
Out’: Shiite Jurisprudence and the Solidification of the Stoning Punishment in 
the Islamic Legal Tradition” questions Ṭūsī’s treatment of stoning and takes up 
the question of authority and legality in accordance to the broader Islamic law 
and jurisprudence. This article brings to light the intricate minutiae that make 
Islamic law so intriguing and often so exegetically challenging. Finally in this 
section, Tahera Qutbuddin’s article, “‘Alī’s Contemplations on this World and the 
Hereafter in the Context of His Life and Times,” challenges and complicates an 
otherwise clear dichotomy in ‘Ali b. Abī Tālib’s sermons. She contextualizes both 
those sermons that castigate the world and those that defend it. It goes to show 
how philosophical, social, and other factors present in the milieu influenced the 
composition of these khutbas and were in turn influenced by them.  

Islamic History and Historiography

This section provides a prudent platform for further novel investigations into and 
dialogues about both ‘Abbasid and South Asian history. In his essay, “al-ʿAṭṭāf 
b. Sufyān and Abbasid Imperialism,” Chase Robinson asks, “In what ways does 
speaking of empire advance or impede our understanding of how social and polit-
ical power was exercised in the late eighth century, the very heyday of Abbasid 
power?” What follows is a careful examination of al-‘Aṭṭāf b. Sufyān and the events 
that unfolded in 793–94 when he made Mosul fall outside the administrative 
periphery of the Abbasids. In the essay, “An Early Arabic Conversion Story: The 
Case of al-Faḍl b. Sahl,” Michael Cooperson discusses Faḍl b. Sahl, the Abbasid 
vizier, and uses two primary texts—Kitāb al-Wuzarā wa’l-Kuttāb (Book of Viziers 
and Scribes) by al-Jahshiyārī (d. 331/942) and Tārīkh al-Ḥukamā (Biographies of 
Philosopher-Scientists) by Ibn al-Qifṭī (d. 646/1248)—in order to articulate his 
thesis that the case of Faḍl b. Sahl is “a partial exception to the rule of second- and 
third-century indifference to conversion stories.” Here is an example of the kinds 
of peculiarities Cooperson explores: 
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Not long after his conversion from Zoroastrianism to Islam “al-Faḍl was visited by the Chris-
tian physician and fellow Persian speaker Jibrīl ibn Bukhtīshū, who finds him reading the 
Qur’an and asks him what he thinks of it. ‘Not bad,’ says al-Faḍl. ‘It’s like Kalila and Dimna.’ 

Cooperson goes on to say: “This report raises several questions.  Had al-Faḍl 
never heard or read the Qur’an before? What about Jibrīl? What is meant by com-
paring the Holy Book to a collection of animal fables? And why is the dialogue 
given in Persian?” By exploring these questions “this essay … sheds light on eth-
nicity, conversion, and language contact in the early Abbasid period.” Tārīkh-i 
Fīrūzshāhī is an important history of South Asia for so many reasons, and while 
some are reasons that make any historical source valuable, in “A Translation of 
the Prolegomena to Żiyāʾ al-Dīn Baranī’s Tārīkh-i Fīrūzshāhī,” Blair Auer suggests 
how a prefatory text can clarify considerably its author’s later history. Baranī’s 
introduction to his Tārīkh-i Fīrūzshāhi is an occasion where he rationalizes his 
understanding of the interrelations among history, historian, historiography, his-
toriographer, and historicity. 
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XX   Introduction

Figure 1. Ijāza‑i Tadrīs of ‘Allāma Badī‘ al‑Zamānī Kurdistānī to Professor Mahdavī.
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Figure 2. Ijāza‑i Ravāyat va Darāyat of Amiri Firuzkukhi to Professor Mahdavi as regards his 
Divān.
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XXII   Introduction

Figure 3a. Ijāza‑i Ravāyat from Ayatollah Mar‘ashi Najafi to Professor Mahdavi.
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Figure 3b. Ijāza‑i Ravāyat from Ayatollah Mar‘ashi Najafi to Professor Mahdavi.
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XXIV   Introduction

Figure 4. Ayatollah Khu’i’s reception of Professor Mahdavi’s critical edition of Al-Majdī fī Ansāb 
al-Ṭālibī’īn.
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