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Abstract

With the arrival of modern sciences in Iran during the Qajar period, some leaders of the
Shaykhiyya, especially Muhammad Karim Khan Kirmani, wrote several treatises
criticizing and rejecting the modern astronomy and the heliocentric theory. While no
rejection of the modern astronomy by the Usiilt Shia scholars has been observed during
this period. This difference in approach is probably rooted in the way of interpreting
astronomical hadiths as well as the detailed metaphysical belief system that emerged
from the time of Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’i. The leaders of the Shaykhiyya had a different
understanding of cosmological and astrological hadiths than the Usilt scholars. Unlike
‘allamah MajlisT, who in Bihar al-Anwar considers cosmological hadiths to be
scientifically unreliable and astrological hadiths to be precautionary dissimulation
(Taqiyyih), Muhammad Karim Khan Kirmani interprets the hadiths of the first group in
a way that is consistent with Ptolemaic astronomy and considers astrological hadiths to
be valid. He also believed, following Shaykh Ahmad Ahsa’i, in a hierarchical chain of
being, according to which the farther away beings are from the source of grace
(heaven), the denser and slower they become. In addition, he believed that the world of
"Hurqalya", which is the intermediary between the world of Mulk and the world of
Malakit, is located the farthest from the Earth. All this led to the conclusion that the

Earth is at the center according to the Ptolemaic-Aristotelian astronomical system.
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Introduction

While most mainstream Shiite ulama during the Qajar period did not actively oppose
modern astronomy, certain leaders of informal Shiite sects—particularly the Shaikhiyya
and some Sufi groups—authored treatises rejecting aspects of modern science,
especially heliocentrism. Among them, Muhammad Karim Khan Kermani and his
successors stand out as prominent figures in the intellectual resistance to modern
cosmology. This article examines the doctrinal foundations, metaphysical beliefs, and
interpretive strategies of Shaikhiyya leaders, focusing on how their readings of hadiths
and theological commitments led them to reject heliocentric models and uphold

Ptolemaic cosmology.

Materials and Methods

This study draws primarily on original library sources, engaging directly with primary
texts wherever possible. Secondary literature is referenced selectively to provide
context. The approach emphasizes close reading without imposing external frameworks,
aiming to understand the authors’ arguments from within their own intellectual and
theological systems.

Discussion & Result

Shiite narrations often diverged from classical natural sciences, and in some cases
directly contradicted them. While many Shiite scholars accepted ancient sciences
without feeling compelled to reinterpret religious texts, Shaikhiyya leaders—committed
to the truth of these sciences—undertook extensive exegetical efforts to reconcile them
with scriptural sources. Muhammad Karim Khan Kermani argued that Ptolemaic
cosmology aligns with Shiite narrations, albeit expressed in different terminology. He
engaged deeply with both astronomy and astrology, asserting that their principles are
embedded in the Qur’an and hadiths. He attributed discrepancies between religious and
scientific accounts to neglect of divine sources and failure to adhere to
prophetic teachings.

In his work Mawagi’ al-Nujim, Kermani cites prominent scholars such as Sayyid
Razi, Shaykh Mufid, Allama Hilli, and Shaykh Baha’i—many of whom opposed

astrology—and responds to their critiques. For instance, some critics viewed the
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heavens as simple, indivisible spheres, rejecting the idea that they possess multiple
natures. Kermani countered that these natures are substantial rather than elemental, and
that denying them amounts to rejecting the teachings of the Imams and, by extension,
divine truth.

He concurred with Majlisi’s view that the prophets and imams possessed supreme
knowledge of astrology and should be regarded as its ultimate source. However, he
rejected the notion that this knowledge was exclusive to them. For Kermani, astrology
was not only permissible but essential to understanding divine will. He described the
heavens as the “fingers of God,” and considered astrological principles integral to
Islamic belief.

Beyond textual interpretation, the Shaikhiyya’s cosmological framework—rooted in
the teachings of Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsa’i—posed a fundamental barrier to accepting
heliocentrism. This system placed the Earth at the center of a hierarchical universe
culminating in Hurgalyah, a metaphysical realm with unique properties. In this
worldview, the subtlety of a body determined its speed: denser bodies moved slowly or
remained still, while more refined bodies moved swiftly. Thus, the Earth, being the
densest, was deemed stationary, and the Sun, being more subtle, could not be at
the center.

Shaikhiyya thinkers also drew analogies between cosmology and anthropology,
aligning the six days of creation with the six stages of human formation, and mapping
levels of human existence onto celestial spheres. In this symbolic schema, the Sun could
not occupy the central position, as it would correspond to the lowest human states.

Conclusion

Shaikhiyya leaders, guided by their metaphysical and theological commitments, could
not accept heliocentric astronomy. Unlike scholars such as Allama Majlisi, who treated
cosmological hadiths more loosely, Shaikhiyya thinkers interpreted them through the
lens of their doctrinal system. Among non-Shaikhiyya scholars, neither geocentrism nor
heliocentrism held a central place in theological discourse, and little effort was made to
align scriptural texts with either model. Consequently, no significant resistance to
modern astronomy emerged from mainstream Shiite scholarship.

In contrast, Shaikhiyya critiques of heliocentrism were rooted in Aristotelian and
Ptolemaic frameworks, but also reflected a coherent metaphysical system. Their
hierarchical cosmology influenced broader theological concepts—such as purity,
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authority, soul, and will—and reinforced the Earth’s centrality. Preserving geocentrism

was thus not merely a scientific stance, but a defense of a comprehensive worldview.
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