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Hossein Modarressi is one of the most unique professors in Islamic
studies in Western academia. Trained as a traditional Shi? mujtahid in
Qum and Najaf, and who became established as an interesting editor
of texts and intellectual historian in the 1970s (many of those texts
having been recently re-published from the Marashi Library in Qum
and in the USA), he wrote a dissertation on Islamic law at Oxford and
soon after was appointed at Princeton where he has become a lead-
ing specialist on Islamic law, especially Shi‘ law, as well as on the
Shi4 tradition, and trained generations of students in law and philos-
ophy who are a credit to him. This festschrift comprises offerings by a
number of his best students and colleagues at Princeton and beyond.
The articles are divided into five parts that reflect his output and his
interests. The first is on source studies — complementing his work on
texts that he edited such as al-Jishumi’s Risdlat al-Iblis."' Part two is on
the Shi4 tradition on which he has contributed major studies on atti-
tudes to the Qur’an, on tradition, an influential bio-bibliography of
the classical period, his controversial study of the occultation and his
forthcoming definitive volume of his vision for Shi‘ism.* Part three
takes up his interests in Islamic law for which he is perhaps best
known.” Part four takes up his philosophical interests expressed in
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his supervision of students and which came from his studies in the
Shi4q seminary. The final part on historical traditions takes up his in-
terests on the histories of Qum and similar studies.” A final part lists
his bibliography and includes a short summary of the significance of
his Persian works (recently re-printed) by Hossein Kamaly.
Modarressi’s output has been significant and his works have had a
major impact in the field — such a festschrift is a wonderful testament
to his contribution and the role that he has played through his stu-
dents in forming the current field of Islamic studies.

The first part on source studies comprises three chapters that
closely focus on a singular text or so. Etan Kohlberg looks at a report
narrated by Abt Basir on the merits of the Shi‘a recorded in al-
Kulayni’s Rawdat al-Kafi and reflects the method of hadith source-
critical analysis that seems to be representative of the ‘Hebrew Uni-
versity school,” focusing on inter-textuality and the significance of
texts for an understanding of the formation of the Shi‘ tradition.
Behnam Sadeghi’s piece on emendations to the ‘Uthmani orthogra-
phy of the Qur’an continues his recent work on the formation and
canonization of the text mainly through a critique of earlier engage-
ments with the issue, not least a famous article by Devin Stewart.’
Najam Haider’s article on Mu‘awiya and his ‘dropping’ of the
basmala in prayer complements his recent book on early Shi‘ism and
the role of ritual practices in the formulation of identity — and should
probably be read alongside recent historiographical studies of
Mu‘awiya by Khaled Keshk (Chicago PhD dissertation) and Ammar
Nakhjuwani (Exeter PhD dissertation).

Part two comprises three rather different articles on the Shi< tradi-
tion. Hassan Ansari’s chapter on the Kitab al-wasiyya of Isa ibn al-
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Mustafad is a wonderful exercise in bibliography and excavation of
the tradition. He notes that the title arises from a genre of texts closely
associated with polemics on the imamate, and suggests that the later
tradition’s assumption that he wrote such a work — derived partly
from the report on the topic preserved in al-Kafi — suggests an as-
sumption that much of the material collated in a/-Kdfi was not only
orally transmitted but also compiled from earlier works that have not
survived, somewhat like an earlier argument and discussion on the
so-called four hundred texts (usiil arba® mi’a) that supposedly con-
stituted the compilation of a/-Kafi. Concomitantly, he suggests a pro-
cess whereby texts accrued in the later tradition and were projected
back to a more classical period — and may account, for example, for
the Safavid ‘discovery’ of texts, some of which have now been pub-
lished as the ‘sources’ (masadir) for the Bibar al-anwar of al-Majlisi.®
Asma Sayeed’s chapter on women in Imami biographical dictionaries
is an expression of contemporary desires to recover women’s voices
and recent attempts to find authorities in the early period, not least to
juxtapose them with the seeming lack of female authority in the
modern period.” She raises the seeming paradox of the oblivion of
women'’s voices in a tradition whose founding figures include major
female characters. The third contribution in this section by Michael
Cook addressing a seemingly obscure point of legal and ritual prac-
tice about the inclining to the left in prayer that is predominantly but
not exclusively associated with classical Shii practice. It provides
further evidence for where traditionalism seemed to clash with ra-
tionalism and the exact sciences and demonstrates Cook’s meticulous
concern with textual detail and scholarship — his annotation in end-
notes is longer than the actual text!

Part three on law similarly brings together three contributions. Ba-
ber Johansen, a colleague of Modarressi at Harvard (since Modarressi
beyond his chair at Princeton has affiliations and appointments at
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Oxford, Columbia, and Harvard as well), looks at the construction of
legal norms in Sunni law and how meaning is derived for the law, an
important topic given some recent reformist approaches to Islamic
law. Intisar Rabb, drawing on her magisterial doctoral dissertation
supervised by Modarressi on gawa‘id fighiyya, considers how the
system of legal maxims relates to a minimalist approach to law and
the need to deal with the crisis that emerges from the absence of
those who are authoritative on the law (such as a Prophet or Imam).
Her article is a useful prism for approaching some of the major
themes of contention in the study of Islamic law such as the tension
between rationalism and traditionalism, or between legal monism
and pluralism. Minimalism leads to a position where the ‘right’ an-
swer to a question is the best one that conforms to core values estab-
lished. This feeds well into recent debates on the ethics of Islamic law
and the processes of refining legal practice and moral obligation.
Khaled Abou El-Fadl’s chapter makes the link to the contemporary
clearer with a contribution on human rights discourse in law, and
how the normative requirements of human rights and Islamic tradi-
tions may clash. His interest surprisingly lies less in a process of rec-
onciling the two and more in understanding how the two traditions
may well be mutually exclusive — and usefully addresses the plurality
and heterogeneity of both traditions.

The three chapters in part four on the philosophical traditions are
somewhat more indexical. Robert Wisnovsky, who wrote an excel-
lent dissertation on causality in Avicenna under Modarressi’s supervi-
sion, introduces a codex of the work of the Christian Baghdadi phi-
losopher Yahya ibn ‘Adi preserved in the library of the Madrasa-yi
Mervi in Tehran. It includes an edition and translation of the five
kephalaia, and should be read alongside another article on the same
codex in the recent festschrift for Dimitri Gutas.® Sabine Schmidtke’s
article on two commentaries on the logical school text al-Shamsiyya
by Najm al-Din al-Katibi copied by David Maimonides provides fur-
ther evidence for the importance of the Jewish-Muslim intellectual
encounter and the relevance of the Firkovitch collection in St. Peters-
burg for texts that transmit the intellectual heritage of the Islamic tra-
ditions. She includes an inventory of the fragments and an edition in
Arabic letters of the Judaeo-Arabic text. Asad Ahmed’s useful article
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on logic in the Khayrabadi school of India is an exercise in Islamic
intellectual history in South Asia. He provides a map for transmission
of logical reasoning and research through to the twentieth century. It
will become a foundational article for any future study of the course
of Islamic philosophical traditions in India.

The final part on historical traditions comprises three contributions
by Modarressi’s oldest associates, Roy Motahhedeh, Wilferd
Madelung, his supervisor at Oxford, and Richard Bulliet, colleague at
Columbia recently retired. The former’s study of the ways in which
the historiographical tradition imagined the past demonstrates how
the Iranian medieval chroniclers conceived of a unified past in which
biblical and pre-Islamic Iranian figures merged, in which Solomon
and his miraculous throne became associated, via Takht-i Solayman
in Azerbaijan, with Persepolis (takbt-i Jamshid). He shows the ac-
commodation of the Iranian past and how rulers in the medieval pe-
riod drew upon different patrimonies to construct their own authority
— as successors to Solomon, to Cyrus, and to ‘Ali. Madelung’s contri-
bution is somewhat more narrowly focused on al-Hasan al-
Nawbakhti on astrologers. Known as the author of a heresiography,
al-Nawbakhti’s Kitab al-ara’ wa-I-diyanat is lost but Madelung con-
structs his position based on later citations in works that Madelung
knows well such as Ibn al-Malahimi's Kitab al-mu‘tamad fi usil al-
din which he edited with Martin McDermott.” Bulliett's comparative
study of conversion to Islam and Christianity takes up the theme that
he discussed in a book some time ago." He looks at the role and
elaboration of legal traditions within the diffusion of religions. He
concludes that it is only once conversion leads to a majority for the
imperial faith that legal traditions flourish and reach their culmina-
tion.
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