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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Philosophical schools have always played a central role in the transmission and
continuity of philosophical traditions in the Islamic world. Among the important
centers of philosophy in Iran during the Qajar period, the philosophical school of
Sabzevar-founded by the eminent philosopher Hajj Mulla Hadi Sabzevari-held a
distinguished status. Established in the mid-13th century AH (mid-19th century
CE), this school became an unparalleled center for teaching and promoting
hikmat-i muta ‘aliya (Transcendent Philosophy). The powerful presence of
Sabzevari, his innovative pedagogical methods, and the influx of students from
all across Iran and the Islamic world transformed this institution into one of the
most significant centers of Islamic philosophy for nearly half a century.

However, the school gradually declined after the death of its founder, raising
an important question in the history of Islamic philosophy: Why could such a
vibrant institution not maintain its intellectual dynamism after the demise of its
founder? The present study seeks to address this question by analyzing the
dynamics of the rise and fall of the Sabzevar philosophical school.

Methods

This research adopts a historical-analytical approach, utilizing descriptive-
analytical methods to examine the formation, growth, and decline of the
Sabzevar school. The sources include classical historical texts, biographical
dictionaries, travelogues, philosophical writings of Sabzevari and his students,
and contemporary analyses of Islamic philosophy. The data have been collected
through library research and analyzed within a comparative and interpretive
framework.

Results
The findings indicate that the flourishing of the Sabzevar school was primarily
due to three key factors:

1. The scholarly and spiritual stature of Hajj Mulla Hadi Sabzevari:
As a master of hikmat-i muta‘aliya, peripatetic, and illuminative
philosophies, and as a mystic, Sabzevari possessed an exceptional ability
to simplify complex philosophical concepts and systematize
metaphysical teachings. His renowned work Sharh al-Manzima remains
a staple in Islamic philosophy education to this day.

2. A coherent and integrative educational system: The curriculum at
Sabzevar blended theoretical philosophy, practical mysticism, and
ethical training. Structured in progressive levels and marked by
academic rigor and personal mentorship, it cultivated both the
intellectual and spiritual capacities of students.

3. A conducive intellectual and socio-cultural environment: Sabzevar’s



91 Sabzevar Philosophical School: From Flourishing to.../ Kamali & ...

relative independence from political power centers and its openness to
rational inquiry created a fertile ground for the pursuit of philosophical
sciences, attracting students from distant regions.

On the other hand, the main reasons for the school's decline are as follows:

1. Over-dependence on the founder’s persona: Following Sabzevari’s
death in 1289 AH, no comparable figure emerged to continue his legacy,
and the school lost its central intellectual and spiritual authority.

2. The emergence of rival philosophical centers in Tehran and
Mashhad: These cities, benefitting from greater political support and
academic mobility, gradually eclipsed Sabzevar as the focal points of
philosophical learning.

3. Lack of innovation and intellectual stagnation: In contrast to Tehran,
where figures engaged with and critiqued Sadrian philosophy and even
explored other traditions such as Avicennism and Western thought,
Sabzevar remained confined to the traditional framework of hikmat-i
muta ‘aliya.

4. Cultural and geographical limitations: Sabzevar lacked the political
or religious centrality of cities like Tehran, Isfahan, or Mashhad, making
it difficult to sustain long-term scholarly vitality.

Despite its institutional decline, the Sabzevar school’s intellectual legacy
continued in two significant ways:

¢ The migration of students to other centers: Many of Sabzevari’s
disciples relocated to cities like Tehran, Mashhad, Isfahan, and even
Najaf, thereby disseminating his teachings and methods.

e  Written legacy: Works like Sharh al-Manziima and Asrar al-hikam
remain central texts in philosophical curricula, both in Iran and globally,
and are studied in various Islamic and Western academic institutions.

Conclusion

The Sabzevar philosophical school, founded in the mid-13th century AH by Hajj
Mulla Hadi Sabzevari, became a major hub for the teaching and expansion of
hikmat-i muta ‘aliya in Iran. Leveraging the scholarly authority of its founder, a
structured pedagogy, and a relatively open intellectual atmosphere, it rose to
prominence as one of the key centers of Islamic thought during the Qajar era.
However, it gradually declined after his death, losing its status among leading
philosophical institutions.

Its flourishing was largely dependent on Sabzevari’s personal charisma and
intellectual capacity. Through seminal works like Sharh al-Manzima, a
systematic approach to teaching transcendent philosophy, and the training of
distinguished students, he elevated this school to unprecedented heights. Other
contributing factors included well-organized educational programs, wide student
appeal, and a vibrant cultural climate.
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Nonetheless, the school’s over-reliance on a single figure, lack of
engagement with evolving intellectual currents, and marginal political and
cultural position contributed to its eventual decline.

Studying the rise and fall of the Sabzevar school offers more than a historical
narrative; it sheds light on the structural dynamics that influence the vitality or
demise of intellectual traditions in the Islamic world. Its trajectory illustrates
how even highly successful scholarly institutions must adapt to changing
intellectual and social landscapes to sustain their relevance and influence.

Though it ceased to function as an institutional center, the Sabzevar school's
intellectual and philosophical influence endures through its literature, its
pedagogical legacy, and the continuing contributions of its students to the
broader Islamic philosophical tradition.
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