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Advance praisc for Shi’ite Islam: Polity, Ideology, and Creed:™

“l can’t think of any book in English that serves so well as a primer and introduction
to Shi’ism and as a brilliant account of revolutionary theory in Iran . .. An original
book in various aspects, and unique for the range of coverage.™

Professor Ira Lapidus, University of Califorma at Berkeley

“Written in the best tradition of French participatory obscrvation of Islam by one of
the world’s leading scholars of Shi’ism and lran, this is unquestionably the most
comprchensive account of the historical, religious, and sociological factors that have
contributed to the emergence of the ‘islamic revolution” in Iran, as well as a most
insightful analysis of the dynamics of contemporary ideological and political trends in
the islamic world at large. Obviously a very important book.”

Professor Hermann Landolt, McGill University

“Yann Richard’s Sh’ue Isfuin is an illuminating study of some of the most significant
Muslim communitics. Based on a clear exposition of the history of Shi'ism from the
carlicst days of Islam, it sheds a remarkable and penetrating light on the Shi’ites in the
contemporary world. Richards’s knowledge derives from both scholarship and his long
personal experienee, and the book is as ncar as any Western and non-Muslim author
is likely to get to a view of Shiism irom the inside. For anyone who wants to under-
stand whar Shr’te Islam is about, there is no better introduction than Yann Richard’s
lucid, deeply knowledgeable and sympathetic - though hy no means uncritical - book.”
Dr David Morgan, School of Oriental and African Studics, University of London

“The author provides a lively kaleidoscopic picture of modern Shi‘ite Islam, focussed
on the Islamic Republic of Iran, with a distinct personal touch.”
Professor Wilfred Madclung, The Oricntal Insutute, The University of Oxford

“Well-written, highly readahle, and scholarly, Shi’ste Istam: Polity, Ideology, and Creed
1s valuable and informative for students, scholars, and gencral rcaders.”

Nikki Keddie, Contention

“A much-necded introducrion to Shi'ism by a leading scholar . .. This book offers a
warm and most comprehensive account of a rich and variegated tradition by a disun-
guished Orientalist attuned to Iran and Shi‘ism as the best of insiders.”

Dr Chibli Mallat, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London

“Shi’ism has become a subject of particular interest in the West in the last fifteen years,
sinee its prominent role in the overthrow of the Shah and the formation of the Islamic
Republic in Iran. "The resulting negative image of Shi’ite fslam and scepticism about
the place of religion i political life still persist, and the need for explanation remains.
Yann Richard, unusually well cquipped to pierce the veil of ignorance, raises and
discusses many crucial questions in this personal, clegant, and judicious account of
Shi’ite Islam. In doing so, he reveals not only the evolution of the modern face of
Shr’ism, but also the cross-currents and tensions below the surface . . . Yann Richard’s
stimulating beok provides many insights for both students of the Middle East and the
general reader.”
Dr Charles Mclville, Faculty of Oriental Studies, University of Cambridge
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Series Editor’s Preface

Studies in Social Discontinuity present historically grounded analyses of
important social transformations, rupturcs, conflicts, and contradictions.
Although we of Blackwell Publishers interpret that mission broadly, leave
room for many points of view, and absolve authors of any responsibility for
proselytization on behalf of our intellectual pregram, the scries as a whole
demonstrates the relevance of well-crafted historical work for the under-
standing of contemporary social structures and processes. Books in the
series pursue one or more of four varicties of historical analysis: (1) using
evidence from past times and places systematically to identify regularities
in processes and structures that transcend those particular times and places;
(2) reconstructing critical episodes in the past for the light they shed on
important eras, peoples, or social phenomena; (3) tracing the origing or

time; (4) examining the ways that social action at a given point in time lavs
down residues that limit the possibilitics of subscquent social action.
The fourth theme is at once the least familiar and the most general.
Social analysts have trouble seeing that history matters precisely because
social interaction takes place in well-defined times and places, and occurs
within constraints offered by those times and places, producing social
relations and artifacts that are themsclves located in space-time and whose
existence and distribution constrain subsequent soctal interaction. The
construction of a city in a given place and dme affects urban growth in
adjacent arcas and subsequent times. Where and when industrialization
occurs affects how it occurs. Initial visions of victory announce a war’s
likely outcomes. A person’s successive migrations have cumulative effects
on his or her subsequent mobility through such simple matters as the
presence or absence of information about new opportunities in different
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places and the presence or absence of social ties to possible destinations. A
population’s previous experience with wars, Baby Booms, and migrations
haunts it in the form of bulging or empty cohorts and unequal numbers of
the sexes. All these are profoundly historical matters, even when they occur
in the present; time and place are of their essence. They form the essential
subject matter of Studies in Social Discontinuity.

Iidward Shorter, Stanley Holwitz, and 1 plotted the Studies in Social
Discontinuity in 1970 -1; the first book, William Christian’s Person and God
im a Spamish Valley, appeared in 1972, Over the years, Academic Press
published more than 50 tides in the series. But during the early 1980s
publication slowed, then ceased. In 1988, Basil Blackwell agreed to revive
the Studies under my cditorship. In 1989, the series resumed under
Blackwell’s auspices with The Perilous Frontier, a study of nomadic empires
by Thomas Barticld. Shi’tie Isiam boldly continues the renewed series.

Although the series began with William Christian’s extraordinary reli-
gious ethnography, it has never before taken up the general history of a
creed. Yann Richard’s book therefore marks a splendid departure, or rather
scries of departures: a survey of religious change over Islam’s entire timespan;
a sensitive exposition of Shi’ite ideas, practices, and variants; a contem-
porary geography of Shi’ite adhcerents; and an interpretation of the faith’s
political ramifications. Shi’ism attracts outside attention today because of
the supposition that it expresses a peculiarly Iranian point of view; Richard
shows us both the origin and the error of that identification.

Through Antonia Nevill’s elegant translation, Yann Richard’s voice comes
through as calm, reflective, and sympathetic. I know too little of Islam to
say how accurately Richard portrays the Shi'ite faith. Religious, ideologi-
cal, and political partisans have strong stakes in many of the issues he
explores: the historical relations between Sunni and Shi'ite Islam, the
Shi’ite approach to women and sexual pleasure, the place of Shi’ism in
the polides of Iraq and l.ebanon, the place of clerics in the Iranian revolu-
tion, and much more. Still, the care he takes to document and qualify his
analyses — for example, his luminous presentation of Sufism and 1ts relation
to Shi’ism  lends credence to an account only an intimate familiarity with
the Islamic world could make possible.

Most likely some readers will claim that no non-Muslim, however learned,
can portray this major current of Islam accuratcly, while others will fault
Richard’s account of the Iranian Revolution, or at least of its major players.
The story he tells necessarily emphasizes 1deology, and therefore
deemphasizes geopolitics, economics, and class struggle. Since students of
revolution and political change commonly treat Iran as a major case of
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ideological struggle, however, even uncompromising materialists will have

much to learn from Yann Richard’s portrayal of factions, personalities,

beliefs, and practices. If from the faithful’s viewpoint he remains an out-

sider, he travels about as far inside, and as empathetically, as any outsider
can do.

Charles Tilly

New York City



Preface

December 1983: France had just lent Irag, which had attacked Iran in
1980, five Super-Etendard aeroplanes carrying Exocet missiles — a formida-
ble threat to the oil installations in the Persian Gulf. T'ehran immediately
orchestrated a violent anti-French campaign, in response to an anti-Iranian
and anti-Islamic campaign in France.

Having gone to Iran for both family and professional reasons, [ found
myself at the time in Mashhad, a great place of pilgrimage close to the
frontier with Afghanistan. A friend’s brother, a prominent cleric in the
local theological faculty, insisted on meeting me at the hotel where I was
staying, together with my Iranian father-in-law and one of his friends, who
had come to make the pilgrimage. In the end 1 accepted his invitation to
lunch, so graciously expressed: “I will send my son to collect vou about
noon tomorrow.”

The meal was delicious and 1 was sorry that the proprieties did not
allow me to thank my host’s wife, who made no appearance. We visited
the theologian’s private library: this stately and smiling mulla was also a
lover of old books, manuscripts, and lithographs. He showed us some
superb examples of calligraphy and gave me several rare works, including
a bibliographic catalogue that he had compiled. Then, as we were about
to take our leave, our host looked me full in the eye and inquired in a
friendly way: “M. Richard, are you a Christian?”

I must confess | had an instant’s hesitation: in Islam, a doctor of law
knows very well that the son-in-law of a Muslim can only be Muslim. The
Islamic Republic is not the place in which to flout the proprieties of reli-
gious law. The simplest answer would have been a little white lie, which
the Lord in his mercy would have forgiven me. (This is actually the
situation in Islamic countries: one 1s born a Muslim —~ or possibly becomes
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so — without the need for any baptism to sanction one’s entry mnto the faith,
even symbolically. All men are potential Muslims, and those who have the
good fortune to be born or to enter into the community of the chosen
cannot under any circumstance leave it. In Iran, by virtue of a speaial free-
dom belonging to that nation, popular culture knows no religious pressure,
and Iranians have never asked me to make a public profession of faith. Why,
therefore, did my host ask the question?)

As he had shown me such warm hospitality, the idea of shying away
from his question did not cross my mind. He knew my answer in advance.
His reaction, simple yet sublime, made me weep with emotion: he offered
me an old edition of the New Testament, in Persian, in an antique binding
with a golden clasp, explaining that he possessed a complete version of the
Bible. My father-in-law, at first embarrassed because I had dared to flout
the conventions in his presence, backed me up by remarking on the com-
mon origin of monotheistic religions.

Recognition of my “otherness” by a guardian of the rigid dogma of Islam
makes me profoundly indebted and grateful to that open-minded mulla, to
my father-in-law who stood up for me, and to all those who, when the
Iranian Shi’ites were going through such a troubled time, did not lose their
head but kept alive in their heart the fragile flame of faith and tolerance in
the face of every tempest. It is also the purpose of this book to acknowledge
that the Shi’ites, who believe in God in their own way, are people like any
others, with fears, hopes and desires.

I have chosen to describe the “beliefs and ideologics™ rather than the
dogmas, and thus to emphasize the way in which religion is connected with
contemporary societies, to describe political and ethical concerns rather
than “objective” history. The danger of subjectivity is obvious . .. How
can one remain a passive and indifferent observer in the face of such an
important phenomenon, above all in its revolutionary extension, of which
the media have sometimes shown us such a terrifying picture? By listening
to the words of the actors on the scene, for example the ayatollahs or the
militants, I obviously run the risk of increasing the value of what they say
and turning it into a statement of a truth, while the many circumstances
ihat might contribute to diminishing its value would remain obscured . . .
Orientalists and political scientists are somctimes accused of paying too
much attention to those cultural logics that claim to throw light on events
by means of pre-existing ideological structures: socicetics would scem in
some way predestined to a certain type of state, and the events that occur
— however unfortunate they may be — seem incluctable. .. All these
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arguments arc open to debate: they make us listen with wariness to what
the avatollahs have to say, but may they not prevent us from listening!'

I extend my thanks to all those who have contributed to the completion of
this book: my French and Iranian friends and colleagues, those who by
thetr critical appraisal have helped me to improve the English version,
notably Patricia Crone, Andrew Newman, and especially Antonia Nevill,
my patient translator.

I dedicate this book to my son, Emile-Rouzbehan, and to all those who
suffer from the debasement of religion into the ideology of power or a
means of oppression. Zird yaqin middnam ke dard-ha-ye zamin-e hazer,
nesbat be-an jalali-ke dar md zaher khidhad shod, hich hast (the sufferings of
this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall
be revealed in us; Rom. 8: 18).

1 Sce F.KTTOSROKIHAVAR| P. VIEILLE et al. “1.’Orientalisme: Interrogation,” Peuples
méditerranéens, 50 (January-March 1990), and all the debates about F.. Said’s Orientalism,
New York, Vintage Books, 1979.






1
A Few Words about Shi’ism

Islam embraces two principal branches, Sunnism — the majority faith — and
Shi’ism (shiu, tashayyo’). Within Shi’ism the most important group is
Imamism or “I'welver” (in Arabic, esna ashari) Shi’ism, so named because
of the cult of the Twelve Imams who in turn succeeded the Prophet. It has
been the official religion in [ran since 1501, the year of the Safavid dynas-
ty’s accession. Other branches of Shi’ism, such as Ismailism and Zeydism,
share common origins with T'welver Imamism, but Zeydism emerged from
the Twelvers’ list of Imams after the fourth, and Ismailism after the sixth,
having then a different list of successors and adopting different rules,
notably with regard to political power. The *Alavites, the Druzes and other
marginal groups have historical links with Shi’ism; their adherents arc
relatively few in number. This book deals chiefly with Imamism.

Arabic 1s certainly the original tongue of the revelation and the only
authorized language of worship, and a knowledge of it is compulsory for
Islamic studies, but [slam is no more an Arab religion than Christianity is
a Jewish religion. "The largest number of Muslims today are to be found in
Asia, Indonesia, and the Indo-Pakistan peninsula. One of the oldest civili-
zations in the world, the Iranian nation today represents the great centre of
Shi’ite Islam.

The Iranians are Aryans, interbred for centuries (before [slam) with
Semitic populations and, since the tenth century ap, with peoples of Turco-
Mongol origin from central Asia. They have preserved their culture and
their Indo-European language, Persian ( farst), but have always used Sem-
itic alphabets (once Aramaic, now Arabic) to write their tongue. Modern
Persian has developed very little over the last ten centuries or so, despite
the contribution of Arabic (50 percent of the words in literary language)
and T'urkish vocabulary. Iran and Persia are really the same: in 1935 Reza
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Shah forbade foreign diplomatic missions to use the traditional name, undil
then the only one known to westerners, and enjoined them to replace it
with [ran, a name used from ancient times by Iranians to designate their
country (rather as if the Germans were suddenly to urge us to call their
country Deutschland). Before Islam the dominant religion in Iran was
Zoroastrianism (the cult of Ahura Mazda). Judaism has been present there
since earliest antiquity (after the captivity in Babylon), and Christianity
since the first centuries aD. Islamization was swift, but did not wear away
the culture or destroy the language. Today there are 98 percent Muslims
in [ran, of whom about 84 percent are Shi'ites.

SOME. STATISTICS ON SHI’ISM

No Muslim country publishes reliable statistics on the proportions of mi-
nority Muslim groups within its frontiers. T'he distinction between Sunnis
and Shi’ites still bears too many seeds of violence, and to represent it in
terms of majority/minority would provoke some intense reactions. Never-
theless, by means of calculation and cross-checking, it is possible to arrive
at proportions whose credibility is generally accepted by specialists: out of
some 800 to 900 million Musluns in the world, about 11 percent (or over
80 million) are Shi’ites.'

[ran, with at least 43 million believers (out of a total population of 52
million 1n 1990), possesses the strongest and certainly the most homogene-
ous Shr’ite community. It is not a matter of cthnic homogencity: only about
half the Iranian Shi’ites are Persian-speaking. ‘T'wenty percent of the Kurds,
most of the Arabic-speaking tribes of Khuzistan and most of the Turkish-
speaking tribes (including almost all the Azerbaijanis) are Shi'ites. Iranian
Sunnis are generally to be found on the geographical margins: the Baluchis
on the frontier with Pakistan, the Turkomans on the old Sovier frontier,
the Kurds and certain Arab tribes on the Iragi frontier. Non-Muslim
minorites, all of whom have existed in the country for longer than Islam
(Zoroastrians, Jews, Christians), represent no more than | or 2 percent of
the population in 1o10. The Bah#@’is, whose religion stemmed from Shi’ism
in the nineteenth century, represented up to 1 pereent of the population

1 1 am using mainly the figures put forward by Md-R. DJALILL, Religion et révolution,
Paris, Iiconomica, 1981, pp. 2341, and M. MOMUN, .An Iniroduction 1o Shi’i Islam, New
[Taven and Tondon, Yale University Press, 1985, pp. 264
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before the Revolution (they were not counted in the statistics as they were
not recognized by the Iranian state).

In Iraq, the Shi’ites are in the majority, with about 55 percent of the to-
tal population (about 18 million). Chiefly grouped toward the south of the
country, notably around the Shi’ite holy places of Najaf and Karbala, they
were at the centre of an old rivalry between the Ottoman Empire and the
Iranian monarchy for control over Shi’ite pilgrimages. Regarded by Otto-
man officials, up till 1918, as a turbulent minority, the Shi'ites have latterly
enjoyed more equitable treatment but still lack integration in the Sunni-
dominated nation, where they are sometimes perceived as Iranian agents.

In the Arabian peninsula, Shi'ism on the whole occupies an uncomfort-
able position because of the small number of its followers and the theolo-
gical hostility of the fundamentalist Wahhabis of Saudi Arabia: Imamism —
in their cyes — mingies polytheistic beliefs and idolatrous practices with
original Islam.? The Shi’ites are in the majority only in the islands of
Bahrain (70 percent, or about 170,000 Shi’ite believers), which were for-
merly Persian possessions and were claimed by Iran until 1971 (a new
short-lived claim was immedhately denied by Tehran in 1979), but there
the state 1s in the hands of Sunnis. In Kuwatt, which has a strong Persian
colony, there is a minority of about 137,000 Shi'ites, or 24 percent of
Kuwaiti citizens, but only 10 percent of the population (which includes
many foreigners). Large Shi'ite communitics also live in Qatar (20 percent
of the population, about 50,000 Shi’ites) and in the United Arab Imirates
(6 percent, or 60,000 behievers). In Saudi Arabia there appear to be about
440,000 Shi’ites, or 7 pereent of the Saudi population and 5 percent of the
total number of residents in the country.

In Lebanon Shi‘ites, traditionally called motiamwila (pl. of mutamwdly), with
about a million faithful, form upwards of a third of the population. They
are spread among South Lebanon (Jabal Amil) and the Biga® plain, along
the Syrian frontier, but also fairly recently in the suburbs of Beirut. Many
are in cextle in black Africa, where they are prospering in trade, without
severing their links with their homeland.

India, which today is the second largest Muslim country in the world,
contains about 80 million Muslims (12 percent of the total population). Qut
of that community it is c¢stimated that between 15 and 20 percent are

2 ). ABILL, “Islam, Politics and Shi’ism in the Gulf)” Middle East Tnsight, 3, 3 (January
~February 1984), pp. 3 12; idem, “Resurgent Islam in the Persian Gult)” Forcign Affairs, 63,
1 (Fall 1984), pp. 108 27, quoted by ). KOSTINER, “Shi'a Unrest in the Gulf™, in M.
Kiamer, ed., Shitsm, Resistance and Revolution, Boulder, Colo., Westview Press, und Lon-
don, Manscll, 1987, p. 173.
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Shi’ites, both Imamis and Ismailis. In actual fact, the distinction between
Shi’ites and Sunnis is sometimes difficult to establish because of the inter-
community violence that moves many Indian Shi’ites to disguise their
differences. In Pakistan the number of Shi’ites is put at 12 million, centred
mainly in the Punjab, in the Lahore region.

T'he Shr'ites of Afghanistan are about 15 percent of the total population,
or 2.5 million. They are to be found in the Hazara ¢thnic group and among
the Qezelbash, who appear to be the descendants of the soldiers and offi-
cials installed in the country by the Iranian sovercign Nader Shah in the
eighteenth century, and by various Persian-speaking groups. They are
generally despised by the Sunni majority which has always ruled the coun-
try and did not legally recognize the legitimacy of Shi’ism and fa’farite
jurisprudence until 1963. The Iranian Revolution and the role of Islamist
groups in the resistance to Soviet troops’ occupation of Afghanistan gave
the Shi’ites new importance, but failed to combine them with the Sunnis
in an overall national design.’

Among the several hundred million Muslims in the ex-Soviet Union,
there is a large Shi’itc community in Azerbaijan (4.5 million) who, through
the ability of radio and television to cross frontiers, and a sense of shared
ethnic identity, are deeply interested in what is happening on the Iranian
side; Shi’ite groups in central Asia are submerged in a mass of Sunnis who
look rather toward Pakistan and Saudi Arabia for a religious renewal, cven
though they still often regard Iran as representing the refinement of lan-
guage and culture.

To these figures would be added those of Syria and T'urkey if one could

consider the “Alavites of these countries (respectively 4 million and 900,000)
as Shi’ites.’ But that would be a misconception. This T'urkish heterodox
Islam, whose faithful adopted certain Shi'ite practices in the sixteenth
century, such as the cult of the twelve Imams, mental dissimulation (ragiya)
and the Moharram celebrations commemorating the death of Imam Hoseyn,
does not really conform to established Shi’ite rites: their mecetings are not
held in mosques, and there are no clergy to lead the prayers. In some
3 O.ROY, Islam and Resistance tn Afghanistan, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press,
1986 (French texe, pp. 68ff).
+ My thanks to Thicrry Zarcone for allowing me to use his unpublished notes here on
Shi’ism in Turkey. Sce C. CAHEN, “Le Probléme du shi’isme dans 'Asie mincure turque
préottomane,” in Le Shiisme imamite (Strasbourg Symposium, May 6 9, 1968), Paris,
PUF, 1970, pp. 115-29. Also: M. KRAMER, “Syria’s Alawis and Shi’ism,” in wlem,
Shi'isn, Resistance and Revolution, pp. 237-54; M. SEURAT, L°Fiat de barbarie, Paris, 1.¢
Scuil, 1989.
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aspects the “Alavites resemble the Ismailis, with their secret ritual, free
interpretation of the Koran, etc. But a large number of “Alavite beliefs
have a pre-Islamic origin {ammism and shamanism) disguised undcr an
appearance of Islam.

There are however Turkish Shi’ite communities, totalling 1,500,000
people, living on the one hand in the north-east, among the Azeris of the
Kars district, and on the other in Istanbul, among the Iranians who have
been settled there since the nineteenth century. The Turkish Azeris attend
their mosques and have themselves buried in their cemetery, unlike the
“Alavites.

In Syria, since President Hafiz al-Asad took power in 1971, the “Alavite
minority, which represents 10 percent of the Muslim community in the
country, has controlled all the central political organs, much to the detri-
ment of the militant Sunnis, notably the Muslim Brotherhood. There are
also about 50,000 "I'welver Shi’ites in Syria.

DOCTRINAL CHARACTERISTICS

Since the Iranian Revolution everyone knows that Shi‘ites are Muslims, like
the Sunnis respecting the central dogma of the oneness of God (romhid,
“T'here 1s no other god but God”), the same sacred writing (the Koran),
the same prophet Mohammad, the same belief in the resurrection followed
by the last Judgement (ma d ) and the same fundamental obligations, prayer,
fasting, pilgrimage, almsgiving, and jedd (holy war).” These common points
ar¢ more important than the differences: there is no longer any theorctical
objection 10 a Shi’ite performing his prayers with a Sunni, or vice versa
although many dithculties have existed in the past and in practice stll
remain.

To the essential beliefs of 1slam, the uniqueness of God, the prophecy of

5 Most Shi'ites accept the cdition of the Koran carried out by the caliph "Osman (644

36); cf. for cxample Sh. SANGALAJI, Kelid-¢ fahm-¢ Qoran (Key to the Understanding of
the Koran) 3rd edn, Tchran, 134571966, pp. 9- 16; Sec 15. KOMNILBERG, “Some Notes on
the Tmamite Attitude to the Qur’an,” in S. M. Stern et al., eds, Islamic Philosophy and the
Classical Tradition: Essays presented . . . 1o Richard Walzer, Oxford, 1972, pp. 209 -24; 11.
LLOSCHNER, Dic dogmatischen Grundlagen des 5iitischen Rechis, Frlangen and Nuremberyg,
Carl Heyrnans, 1974, pp. 7061, §. ELIASH, “The Si’ite Qurian: A Reconsideration of
Golziher’s Interpretation,” Arabica, 16 (1969). Recently, Md-A. AMIR-MOEZZI has shown

Original Shi ism, Albany, SUNY Press, 1994, ch. 3.3
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Mohammad and the resurrection of the dead, Shi'ites add belief in God's
justice (Cadl) and the Imamate. Unlike certain tendencies in Sunnism which
insist on the arbitrary will of God (Ash’arism rejects the use of reason to
illuminate faith), Shi’ism proclaims, in agreement with a more rationalizing
theology (that of the Mo’tazelites), that God can act only within the bounds
of justice, which implies a certain rationality in creation, and above all that
man is free to choose his own actions. If that were not so, God would be
punishing man for a disobedience for which he would not have been
responsible.

The Imamate (emama) is to some extent the consequence and the appli-
cation of the principle of justice to the guidance of humankind. God, who
created men, could not let them go to their perdition. That 1s why He sent
them the Prophets, the last of whom was Mohammad, to guide them along
the path of justice and truth, Bur after the death of the last Prophet it was
unthinkable that God in His wisdom should leave men to their own devices
without there being, in every era, a spiritual guarantor, proof of the truth
of the revelation, to direct the community: this 1s the Imam, the “Guide.”
As he plays a fundamental role in the relations between God and men, the
Imam cannot be chosen by fallible men and left to the vicissitudes of
history: he must fulfill certain conditions of principle, be perfectly learned
in religious matters, be absolutely just and equitable, be perfect, free from
any fault (masum), be the most perfect man (afzal) of his time; it 1s
inconceivable that someone more perfect should obey another less perfect.
He must be part of what Henry Corbin calls the “Immaculate Pleroma” of
the Shr’ite gnosis, which includes the Very Pure Fourteen, that is to say,
Mohammad, his daughter Fatima and the T'welve Imams, created for all
cternity. The Imam is designated by a supernatural investiture (nass) com-
ing from God by the intermediary of the Prophet or the Imam who has
preceded him: he receives his authority from on high. Thus the infallible
Imam links the human community with the invisible world.

Since the year 874 of the Christian cra the Shi’ites have been living in
the age of the Twelfth Imam. The twelfth of Mohammad’s successors was
supposedly hidden from the eyes of his followers at that date; the Twelver
Shi'ites (who recognize twelve Imams) believe that the fast Imam is still
alive and will return at the end of time to establish a reign of justice and
truth.®

Shi’ite doctrines are based on collections of traditions quite distinct from
those of the Sunnis, the Four Books, with their evocative titles: “What

6 On all these points, sce below, ch. 2.
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Suffices in the Knowledge of Religion” (al-Kafi “elm od-din), by Mohammad
Koleyni (d. 941); “[He Who Has No Jurist at His Disposal” (Man [@ yahzoroho
I-fagih), by Sheikh Saduq b. Babuya (d. 991); “The Correction of Doc-
trines” (Tahzib al-ahkam) of Sheikh Mohammad at-Tusi (d. 1067); and
lastly, “I'he Clear-Sighted View of the Divergences of Tradition” (al-
Estebsar fi ma-khtolefa fihe men al-akhbdr), a résumé of the foregoing by the
same Sheikh Tusi.

To these collections were added more recent books, less reliable from
the point of view of the authenticity of the traditions formed therein, such
as the numerous volumes of the “Ocean of Lights” (Behar ol-anvar) of
Mohammad-Bager Majlesi, a theologian of the Safavid period (d. 1699),
loudly decried by modern reformers. They blame him for having cluttered
religion with all sorts of secondary beliefs, some of which — notably the
directives concerning sexual behavior — cause amusement among today’s
mocking free-thinkers.

Shi’ite doctrine varies noticeably from the Sunni juridical schools as
regards inheritance and marriage: the better place allotted to women has
probably emerged from the important role of Fatima in the gencesis of
Shr’ism. But Islam is primarily a religion for men, and Shi’ism, by recog-
nizing the legitimacy of the temporary marriage “of pleasure,” has certainly
sought to acknowledge more rights for males, whatever may be said about
it by today’s apologists who, on the contrary, claim there is more flexibility
and a greater realism in morality.

PRACTICES

Strict Sunni Muslims, such as the Wahhabi sect dominating Saudi Arabia,
go out of their way to scorn the cult of the dead, explicitly condemned by
the Prophet. They refuse to raise tombstones and build mausoleums. Quite
different is the custom of the Shi’ites, who not only honor their dead, ercct
the most sumptuous monuments to their saints, organize pilgrimages to the
tombs of the Imams and their descendants (the emamzada), but also turn
death and martyrdom into the focal point of their devotions. The living
memory of the departed and the intercession of the Imams is a protection
felt to be very efficacious by this community, who bear th¢ memory of
having been persecuted for centuries by the Sunni majority.

The Shi’ites regroup the five obligatory prayers into three points in the
day: the midday and afternoon prayers are performed together, as are those
of the evening and night. A tradition affirins that the Prophet considered
this practice permissible.
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T'he summons to prayer is the same as for the Sunnis, with the exception
of the invitation to perform a good action (hayya ula kheyr ol-umal),
added twice after the invitation to salvation (hayya ald’l-falah), as well as
the phrase I attest that “Ali is close — vali, friend and possessor of the
power — to God™ (ashhado anna "Alian valivl-Lah), repeated twice after the
profession of faith. In this way one can distinguish a Shi’ite from a Sunni
mosque.

Like all Muslims, Shi’ites perform their prayers after ritual ablutions
(slightly different for them) on a little prayer mat unsullied by impurities.
Customarily they place a tiny tablet of clay brought from a holy place
(Mashhad, Karbala, or Najaf') on the spot where their forchead will touch
the ground. They keep alive a particular spirttuality through prayers con-
nected with the Imams, such as the prayer that the First Imam, "Ali; taught
his disciple Komeyl cbn Ziyad. Supererogatory recitation of this very beau-
tiful incantatory prayer, usually prescribed for the traditional anniversary
of the Twelfth Imam, the 15th of the month of Sha’ban in the lunar
calendar, is performed on Thursday cvenings. In Iran it is known as De’d-
ye Komeyl, Komeyl’s prayer.

I.ike all Muslims, Shi’ites also are under the ritual obligation to accom-
plish the pilgrimage to Meccca (hag7) at least once in their lifeime. The
troubles that have arisen during the Aay since the Iranian Revolution, and
notably on July 31, 1987 (402 dead, 275 of whom werc Iranian), arc not due
to a politicization exclusively imputable to the Shi’ites: all Islamist mili-
tants, Sunni or Shi’ite, look on the annual pilgrimage as an international
gathering that is both political and rcligious. Numerous Shi’ites (the ma-
jority?) disapprove of this improper politicization of the /.

Another specifically Shr'ite devotion is the importance given to visiting
the tombs of the saints (ziydra), recommended by theologians. It applies
principally to the tombs of the Imams, who are ke intermediaries or
intercessors between man and the unapproachable God of Islam. Shi’ites
accord equal honor to the descendants of the Imams (in Iran, emdamzida,
sayyed) who through their spiritual knowledge and their lives have been a
sign of the divinity on this earth. They belong to the Family of the Prophet.

In Iraq the great centers of Shi'ite pilgrimage are Karbala (the tomb of
Imam Hoseyn, visiting which cleanses all sins), Najaf (the mausoleum of
Imam °Ali built, according to some traditions, on the site of the tomb
of Adam and Noah), Samarra (the mausolcum of Imam °Ali-Nagqi) and
Kazemeyn (the mausoleums of Imams Musa Kazem and Mohammad-
Taqi). These places are called the “atabar,” the sacred “Thresholds.” The
rites of pilgrimage include processions circling the tomb of the holy one
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(anti-clockwise), similar to the circumambulation around the Ka’ba tem-
ple of Mecca, the reading of pilgrims’ prayers (ziydrat-nama) and touching
the grille surrounding the tomb. An ancient belief has it that those who
are buried ar Najaf do not undergo the torments of the afterlife; in parti-
cular the terrifying interrogation by the Angels Monker and Nakir. That
is why many Shi’ites were in the habit of having themselves buried in
the vicinity of these sacred places, and not so long ago their bodies were
transported by mule from great distances, in defiance of all the prophy-
lactic regulations in times of epidemics, a custom denounced by sccular
reformers.

For numerous Sht’ites in Iran, above all in a period of hostile relations
between Iraq and the government in Tehran, the only pilgrimage that
counts 1s to Mashhad. In former times 1t was necessary to cross inhospita-
ble regions, mfested with Turkoman brigands {described by the French
orientalist Gobineau in the Nowvelles asiatiques), endure the hardships of
the desert, or perhaps travel by boat and the “modern” routes that passed
through central Asia under Russian domination, in order to arrive at that
oasis of coolness where lies the immense sanctuary of the Fighth Imam,
Reza, with its gilded dome and shimmering ceramic cupolas dating from
the Timurid epoch (fifteenth century) dominating the whole town. Mashhad,
the great provincial market place and crossroads of central Asia, offers far
more than a simple sanctuary, and one never tires of discovering in it the
human and intellectual treasures of a metropolis. Today, with the reopen-
ing of frontiers between Iran and the former Soviet Muslim Republics,
Mashhad is again an international capital city.

Another important Iranian pilgrimage takes place to the tomb of the
Imam Reza’s sister, the holy Fatima the Pure (Hazrat-¢ Fatema-ye Ma'suma),
at Qom, 120 km south of Tchran. Whereas Mashhad is luxurious and grand,
Qom has a provincial air, even after the Islamic Revolution turned it into
a second capital: the water is brackish, the women there are cramped in
hideous black sack-like garments, the bazaar is tiny, mullas invade all the
little town so that there is no alleyway, cul-de-sac, or market stall where
one can escape the sour smell of the scent with which they scrupulously
smear themselves. Religious knick-knacks are on sale everywhere, clay
tablets for the forehead during prayer, rosaries, Korans, and books of
popular devotions, but also those cakes of sowhan, fatty, pungent, and
sickeningly sweet. And the river, beside which one would like to be able to
stroll in the evenings to get rid of the all-invading dust, is desperately
dried-up in any season.

This reputation does not detract from any of the charm of Qom and,
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French Chrisnan that I am, [ have always felt at case there. Never, in Qom,
have I been asked who I am, why 1 have come, what I think about Islam or
the government: courteous tactfulness spares the newcomer any need to
justify his incongruous presence, which is accepted along with all the other
incongruities in this town. Bookshops as well as librarians know what a
rescarcher is, in this place that is entirely devoted to study and the pubiish-
ing of books. There have always been plenty of foreigners in Qom and,
cven before the Islamic Revolution, European, American, or Japanese con-
verts were frequently to be seen there, not to mention Lebanese, Iraqi,
Indo-Pakistani, and African students.

One day in 1981 at Oxford a renowned lranian mulla confided in me:
Qom and Oxford were the two towns in the world where he fele good,
because there teaching and study were truly the central activity. In these
two cities of ancient traditions, he loved the international exchanges and
the total indifference to the judgements of the outside world. The biogra-
phy {only slightly novclized) of this very mulla, written by an American
academic, gives a very vivid picture of the world of clerical studies in Qom,
and of the many trends of thought which come face to face there” At the
beginaing of the 1970s a daring Englishwoman, disguised as a man, pen-
etrated the sanctuary of Qom and its theological schools: her irreverent
but enthralling account reveals to what extent the young mullas in this
reputedly mhospitable town gave her their confidence and opened up a
dialogue of surprising sharpness with her.”

{t would be tedious to list all the places of Shi'ite pilgrimage, cither
insicle or outside Iran, as cach has its own special features, for example that
of Shal Abd ol-’Azim, south of Tehran, or the Master of the Tamp (Shdah
Cherag), at Shiraz. Since the war with Irag the Iranians have occupied the
mausoleum of Saint Zeynab, Hoseyn’s sister, near Damascus in Syria,
where they have been making pious “tours” organized for the families of
war victims. It was there in 1977 that the pre-revolutionary writer “Al
Shari’ati was buried: 1o hold his funeral in Iran at that time would have
provoked riots, and the Shah’s police would not authorize it. A burial place

7 R MOTTAUEDE, The Mantle of the Prophet, New York, Simon & Schuster, 1985,
London, Chatto & Windus, 1986.

8 Sarah NOBSON, Through Persia in Disguise, London, John Murray, 1973. On Qom, sce
also M. FISCHIEFR (an American ethnologist who lived at Qom for a year prior 1o the
Revolution), fran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution, Cambridge, Mass. and London,
arvard University Press, 1980; ). CALMARD, “Kum,” Encyelopedia of Islum, 2nd edn;
M. BAZIN, *Qom, ville de pelerinage et centre regional,” Revue géographique de 17Fxt, 13,
1-2 (1973), pp. 77-136.
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was thercfore made for him near the ancient capital of the Omayvads, and
the Imam Musa Sadr, an Iranian holy man who had for a long time been
settled in Lebanon, pronounced the ritual prayers. More recently, the
tomb of Imam Khomeyni near “I'chran has since 1989 started to become
one of the great sites of Shi'ite pilgrimage. Will it be razed to the ground
onc day, like the mausoleum of Reza Shah ten vears carlier? Or trans-
formed into the dispenser of miraculous cures for centuries to come?

IN THIE PARADISE OF ‘T'HE “RAIZIANT ONE”

Shi’ism makes a cult of death and martyrdom. There is no better illustra-
tion of Shi’ites’ beliefs and conceprion of the sacred than their devotion to
the great symbolic figures of the past who serve as a reflection of their
community, who are honored for having been tortured, for having borne
witness to the faith. The gratitude owed to them can be fulfilled through an
inttiatory journey. ‘T'he merit gained from this pilgrimage visit comes from
the fact that one has torn oneself away from the daily round and wraveled
a long road to come and share in their pains, weep with them and together
with them wage a symbolic battle against the forces of evil,

How is a pilgrimage created, how can a dead man come to possess such
merit tor the believers who pray at his tomb? How do miracles — veal or
imagined — happen? T'hese are questions that may be answered sinee a
great Shi'ite saint who died among his people in 1989 and was buried amid
collective hysteria has become the object of an unprecedented cult. The
sanctuary of Imam Khomeyni (d. June 3, 1989) lies beside the "I'ehran
cemetery: it 1s the “Paradise of the Radiant Daughter of the Prophet”
(Beheshi-¢ Zahrd), close to the ancient village of Rey (Rages in the Bible)
where the holy “Abd ol-’Azim, a theologian contemporary with the Flev-
enth and T'welfth Imams, has lain for centuries in his mausolcum, necar
which the remains of the Qajar rulers were also interred.

The sanctuary, at first erected with whatever was to hand, then enlarged
and constructed in more noble, lasting materials, is already surrounded by
the complete infrastructure of a great centre of pilgrimage — hotels, a place
for private prayer, parking space, toilets, rooms for rest and listening to
sermons, gardens with a pool for ablutions, telephone exhange, displays of
devotional objects, beggars” quarters teeming with the poor, the maimed,
and the sick, etc. As Iranians were banned between 1987 and 1991 from
making the pilgrimage to Mecca, and the pilgrimage to the “Sacred Thresh-
olds” in lraq (Najaf and Karbala) has been closed for even longer, it would
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seem that Qom and Mashhad were not enough to quench Iranians’ thirst
for the sacred, as they rushed to the ayatollah’s tomh even before the stone
slah had heen firmly sealed to implore his intercession, the forgiveness of
their sins, and the curing of their illnesses. What an apotheosis for a man
whose first words, on his return from exile in 1979, had heen to render
homage in that very cemetery to those who had suffered under the Shah’s
regime! These people so fascinated hy sacredness and martyrdom are re-
warded with a hero who died in his old age at the summit of power and
now sleeps forever alongside those — all too numerous — who were killed in
their youth for his sake.

It was in this immense necropolis, in fact, that Khomeyni made his first
speech after alighting from the plane hringing him back from Paris. He
denounced the Shah’s regime as a regime of death. History will com-
parc and judge: the fate of the “martyrs” of the Iran-Iraq war, the fate of
the tortured, victims of terrorist attacks . . . Behesht-¢ Zahra has become
the rallying point of the great sorrowing processions of victims of the new
regime, and no one is fooled any longer about the consequences of the
Revolution or the war, seeing the recent spread of the necropolis. Yet
Khomeyni was buried in this very spot, in his own country, surrounded by
an innumerable and fervent crowd.

Opponents complained of manipulation. They did not understand. They
said, quite rightly, that the state exerted a great deal of pressure to force
local communitites to pay up in order to make the sanctuary more attrac-
tive, to provide it with sumptuous carpets and many services. However,
they cannot deny that Khomeyni was the first Iranian head of state since
Mozaftaroddin Shah (1907) not to die in exile and held in contempt by his
people. That victory is also one of the Iranian people over the powers that
took turns manipulating the last Iranian monarchs, Qajar and Pahlavi.

The vastness of the monument, begun only a few years ago on this
desert plain, surpasses imagination. From afar there arc golden glimpses of
the cupola and minarets through the dusty haze that envelops the Tehran—
Qom motorway. At night, everything is bathed in brilliance thanks to a
forest of floodlights that never experience the daily hreakdowns of the
national electricity grid. The lights set at the summit of the building can
be seen, so 1t 1s said, from at least 25 km away in all directions. Despite
the brilliance of the gold leaf, the edifice appears less smart as one draws
near because of the works in progress that will transform it into a monu-
mental centre of pilgrimage and Islamic teaching, even larger than those at
Qom or Mashhad. Inside, it is already possible to get some idea of the
splendor and immensity to come: a square hall with sides about 120 m Jong
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(14,400 m?"), under what is doubtless still temporary roofing supported by
a rigid metal framework and simple columns, also of metal. The floor  on
two levels, a raised gallery and the prayer hall, with the shrine at its centre
from which the tomb itself can be secen — is covered with flawless marble,
which teams of cleaners are permanently engaged in polishing. Surround-
ing the gallery and around the shrine are new Persian carpets, which some
people usc as recliners, so thick is the wool and so comfortable the ambi-
ence. One certainly feels at case in this spotless place, pleasantly heated on
a winter’s morning and, so it 1s said, equally pleasantly air-conditioned
and cool in the torpid heat of summer. T'he distribution of various food-
stuffs, dates, cakes, fruit, and other sweetmeats, offered to all and sundry
when vows have been fulfilled, gives the place an extremely convivial air.

[t 1s true that the aim of pilgrimage is not to gorge oneself, or recline on
carpets, or merely to admire the grandeur of the building: it is to visit the
Imam, the intercessor for the anguish of his people. This anguish, to judge
by the tears shed and the large banknores slipped between the grille and
the glass of the cenotaph, is not just a material distress. Of course, the sim-
phicity of clothing and faces shows that the affluent do not resort to the
same intercessor to make their voices heard. Provincials who have come
from several hundred kilometers away, or T'ehranis accomplishing by a
visit to the Imam one due to their own dead — there they are with their
beard or their chador (large veil covering head and body) and the children,
and they are overwhelmed: this luxury, recalling the mosques and other
places of pilgrimage, in no way intimidates them; they know how to take
advantage of it. They draw near to someone who in his lifetime was ap-
proached only by a privileged few, and they revere him as they revere the
Shi’ite Imams or their descendants whom they ask to intercede for them.

Such vencration for a head of state who has just died might pass for a
rite of “civil religion,” in the way that the Russians long revered the remains
of Lenin, the Turks those of Mustafa Kemal, or the Chinese those of Mao,
a sort of official duty one fulfills when obliged to visit the capital. Here the
difference is patent: not only is there no need to stand in line to enter but
onc can even settle down in the mausoleum to share a few hours of inti-
macy with the departed. Everyone knows what to do, whether it 1s the hour
for praycr or wherther, around the shrine, one passes a hand over the lattice
encaging him, or over the glass, in order to plug into that spiritual energy,
to touch the charisma of the deceased and profit from his grace.

All these good folk coming to pray by the tomb, tying ribbons to a grille,
attaching votive padlocks to the chains of the gate ... These gestures,
which belong to a visit to a sacred tomb, remind us that Khomeyni was not
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solely a statesman. His death, which was the occasion of such an outpour-
ing of tears, was not the death of just any great person. It was the death of
a saint. 1 am not talking about the challenge to the West and its conception
of holiness that Khomeyni represented in his lifetime, or of the revulsion
inspired in the majority of westerners by the thought that this person could
be numbered among saints like Joan of Arc, Francis of Assisi or Thérése of
Lisieux. By “saintliness” I mean that religious value venerated in people
who have demonstrated an exemplary zeal for religion, an asceticism, and
undivided absolutism. For Shi’ites, holiness or saintliness is associated with
martyrdom, tragedy, death. Khomeyni, a descendant of the Prophet who
suffered repression and exile, who fought against all hope to overthrow a
regime reputed to be unshakable, and who died without changing the
slightest intonation in his obstinate language in the defense of Islam, de-
serves to be linked with the ancestors or the faith who were persecuted for
preserving intact the heritage of the Prophet Mohammad. ‘I'hat eminently
saintly quality, which earned him access to the honor of a mausoleum that
immediately became a place of pilgrimage, is further emphasized by the
Shi’ite tradition which dentes equality between men and ever seeks the
guidance (crshdd) of great spiritual leaders.

Having become a saint, Khomeyni is no longer a problem for anyone,
but himself resolves all problems. He has left the realms of politics, of what
is hateful, violence, and lies, to become the Other, the divine friend to
whom one turns to prepare one’s place in the immortal city. He is already
part of the Holy Family.
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Every community has its sacred history, a store of foundational deeds and
myths allowing the collective consciousness to protect itself against obli-
vion and adversity. T'o complement the Koranic revelation, Muslims have
thercfore admitted a corpus of traditions, the sunna, on which their theo-
logians can draw when they want to lay down precise commandments, to
follow the example of the Prophet Mohammad more closely, or w0 convey
their faith in a more lively and impressive manner. "This corpus 1s made up
of chains of information (“I heard this from so-and-so, who had it from
such-and-such . . . who recounts that . . .”) and of “sayings” (Arabic, hadith)
recounting the words, actions and deeds of the Prophet.

For the Shi'ites, these traditions, which are often the same as those of
the Sunnis, are transmitted along different “chains” and gathered into
special corpora. T'hey come to them through the intermediary of the Imams,
who are the “transmitters” par cxcellence, because they are in possession of
the esoteric secrets and themselves belong to the Prophet’s family. For the
Shi’ites, the sacred history is first and foremost the life of the Prophet and
his Community, but it is extended by the history of the Imams, which
allows one to understand cqually the mystic and esoteric doctrine and
their political attitude as a minority, a situation they endured for several
centuries.

ALL, BETWEEN GLORY AND IFATLURE

The first tradition in which the Shi’ites take pride, and which the Sunnis
do not totally reject, is the legiimacy of the right of "Ali, Mohammad’s
cousin and son-in-law, to succeed him as head of the Muslim Community.

After the death of Mohammad in 632, the majority of the faithful rallied
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around Abu Bakr, whom they recognized as caliph or “successor to God’s
Messenger” (khalifar rasul Allih), and who was followed as leader of the
Community by ’Omar and ’Osman. But some of the Companions had
misgivings about these nominations. The first caliph, Abu Bakr, had been
appointed while Mohammad’s closc relatives were busy with the prepara-
tions for his funeral.' Among the latter was ’Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law
and cousin, who only learned of the election from somebody clse and,
finding himself unable to intervene, had to accept it: his turn would come
later.

Only a few weeks before his death the Prophet, returning from a final
pilgrimage to Mecca, had stopped at Ghadir Khomm, an oasis on the
Medina road. Taking “Ali’s hand in his right hand, Mohammad had asked
the crowd of faithful accompanying him if he was not the supreme author-
ity (owld). With their unanimous approbation, he had then declared;
“Whomsoever I protect (momwla), "Ali is likewise his protector. O God, be
a friend wo [or ‘be close to,” vali| whoever is his friend and an ¢nemy to
whoever is his enemy!” According to the Sunnis, the Prophet wanted only
to support ’Ali in some internal conflicts and had no intention of giving
him precedence over other senior men from his phratry or clan.

Who was this young man of 32, aspiring to lead the Community in the
face of a respectable elderly man like Abu Bakr, who was nearly twice his
age? Apart from being the Prophet’s cousin and foster brother, "Ali had
becen his adoptive brother {Abu ‘Iileb, "Ali’s father, had taken in the orphan
Mohammad), his boon companion, and had been one of the first to believe
in his mission. Some people even say that on the day in September 622
when Mohammad left Mecca for Medina, "Ali slept in his bed so that the
polytheistic Meccans should not immediately discover the flight (or Hegira,
Hejra) of the Muslims. Tater, ’Ali was a valiant fighter and scrved the
Prophcet as secretary and diplomat. Morcover, he had married Fatima
(FFatema), one of the daughters that his holy cousin had produced with his
first wife Khadija, and she had given him two sons, Hasan and Hoseyn,
who were regarded as Mohammad’s only male descendants in the absence
of any surviving son: from them issued the line of Shi’ite Imams, and
through them all the lines of sayyed, notably those of the Hashemite sherifs
{princes) who descended from the Imam Hasan and reigned uninterrupt-
edly over Mccca from the tenth century until they were supplanted by the
Saudis in 1924

I Sce the account as reconstructed by M. RODINSON, Mohammed, New York, Pan-
theon, 1971 (French text, pp. 323(1).
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Although, according to the Shi’ites, ’Ali was the Prophet’s appointed
successor, he was at first kept from the caliphate. He resigned himself to
waiting for years before he could take his turn at leading the new Muslim
Empire, and his trusting wait is today still considered the very model of the
Shi’ite virtue of patience. It was in fact useless to shed blood in order to
hasten an event willed by God. But at a deeper level, the fact of having
been set aside caused °Ali to internalize and idealize the succession he
thought he deserved to hold.

A Shi’ite tradition, echoed in the seventeenth century by the Iranian
theosopher Qazi Sa’id Qommi, tells that the Apostle of God (Mohammad)
had the choice between the status of servant and king, but chose to be a
Prophct Servant (abd nabi) rather than a Prophet King. So his succession
could be neither that of an exoteric sovereignty (saltanat zdhera, that 1s,
according to political laws), nor despotic. It had to be of a purely religious
nature (khelafat diniya), that same spiritual sovereignty (saltanai ruhaniya)
of which only beings who shared the soul of the Prophet could be worthy,
as Mohammad himself said of "Ali and °Ali’s sons, Hasan and Hoseyn.’

"Ali Shari’ati, a thinker and sociologist who died in 1977 and who was at
the origin of the revival of Islam among young Iranian intellectuals before
the Revolution, gave another interpretation of "Ali’s withdrawal.' He stressed
"Ali’s heroism and sense of priorities in a period when any overt opposition
would certainly have been fatal for Islam:

"Ali held his peace for the sake of the unity of 1slam and gave his support to
the government of those people. Throughout his 25 years’ wait, this hero
who had cut down his enemies with his sword . . . had to keep silent and
remain nactive. He saw his house attacked and his wife insulted, but main-
tained a silence which he described succinetly when he said that for nearly
25 vears he had had “dust in his eyes and thorns in his mouth.”

"Ali thus waited 25 years: after Abu Bakr, who survived his son-in-law
Mohammad by only two years, the caliphate came to "Omar. ’Ali appar-
ently gave up all military or political office. Nevertheless, on the election of
‘Othman his opposition became more forthright. In fact, the third caliph

2 . CORBIN, En [slam iranien: Aspects spirituels et philosophigues, Paris, Gallimard, 1971,
vol. 1) p. 805 Y ENAYA'T, Modern Islamic Political Thought, Austin, University of Texas
Press, and London and Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1982, pp. 25ff.

3 On Shari’ad, sce below, ch. 4.

4 A, SHARPATI, Al (Collected Works, vol. XXVI), Tchran, Nilufar, 1361/1982,
p. 146.
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represented the rich Meccan bourgeotsic and his reign prefigured what the
Omavvad caliphate at Damascus would become: nepotism supplanted so-
cial justice and the splendor of festivals, allegedly borrowed from the
Byzantines, replaced the ascetic piety of the first Muslims. "AlL, so 1t is said,
was linked with the conspiracy responsible for the assassination of “Othman
in 656.

T'hen at last came "Ali’s election and the golden age of [slam, if we are to
believe the Shi'ites who turn the five years of his reign into the period
when divine justice was realized on carth. Islamic militants take "Ali as an
example, as 1" he were still, even in the twenteth century, the best illustra-
tion of Islamic political order. Although no one doubts "Ali’s uprightness
and virtue, chiefly for having so patiently awaited his turn to exercise
power, it was nevertheless under the fourth caliph that the great divisions
between Muslims became irreversible.

"Ali had to confront two rebellions: the first was led by "Aysha, the
daughter of Abu Bakr and favorite wife of the Prophet; she wanted to
avenge the murder of Othman, supported by close companions of
Mohammad, who by scceding were threatening to break awayv the prov-
inces of Trag and Iran. "Ali, backed by partisans from the Iragi town of
Kufa, won a victory near Basra in 656 in a battle watched by "Avsha
mounted on a camel (hence the name, Battle of the Camel).” T'he insur-
gents were exceuted and “Aysha, who was later reconciled with Ali; sent
back to Medina. But another revolt came from Damascus, where Mo’awiva,
head of the Omayyad clan to which *Othmin had belonged, profited from
his 20 vears of military experience i fighting against the Byzanune Em-
pire. The Bedouins supporting °Ali had the worst of it: the battle of Sefhn
in Iraq appeared likely to go on ad infinitum, when the two sides agreed to
submit to human arbitration, which the Omayvyads had demanded by spik-
ing lcaves of the Koran on the end of their lances. The judgement, given
in 658, was unfavorable to "Ali: it r¢jected his argument against the punish-
ment of the assassins of ’Othman, the caliph, who in his view had been
guilty of prevarication. Taking advaniage of the problems that “Ali was
having with dissidents, Mo’awiya consolidated his positions in Syria and
occupied Fgypt.

"Ali subsequently had to contend with further dissidence. Certain purists
considered that “judgement belongs to God alone,” and so rejected the
legitimacy of using human arbitration to settle so grave a question as
the differences between “Ali and the Omayyads over the caliphate. These

5 Sce the I'rench translation by M. ROUHANI from the text of Sheitkh Mouhid, L«
Victorre de Bassora ou Al-Jamal, Paris, 1974.
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dissidents were the “Kharijites” (bhawariy) of Kufa, “those who go our”
(for holy war). They also called themselves “those who give their life in
payment for the causc of God.” They were exterminated by "Ali at the bat-
tle of Nahravan, which was a massacre. According to tradition, ten Kharijites
survived and went off to publicize their cause, taking advantage of their
persccuted state. Going to the very extreme of Islam’s egalitarian principles
and henceforward placing °Ali among the enemies of God, they spread fear
by committing terrorist-type assassinations. Today the last of the Kharijites
are the Ibadites, who live in the sultanate of Oman and North Africa.

In 661 "Ali was to succumb to blows from a poisoned sword delivered by
a Kharejire, Ibn Moljam, in front of the door of the mosque in Kufa. His
tomb at Najaf (Iraq) is onc of the principal places of pilgrimage for the
Shi’ites, and since the Middle Ages its environs have housed an important
centre of theological studies. "Ali’s death is often presented by Shi'ites as a
model of freely accepted martyrdom. “It was because he had reached that
very highest dwelling-place that the Lord °Ali — peace be on him! — at the
moment when the sword’s blade began to pierce the centre of his skull,
declared: By the God of the Ka’ha! I siear i1, T am saved and victorious.”
This can be read in a religious instruction manual of the Islamic Republic
of Iran during the Iran—Iraq war: its intention was to encourage the young
to imitate the first Imam and go to meet martyrdom in the war against Iraq.

The failure of "AI’s caliphate, which was unable to maintain the cohe-
sion of the Community, is one of the most disturbing paradoxes in Muslim
history: do the Shi’ites not Took upon it as the supreme model of all Islamic
government? It is true that “Ali’s sayings, sermons and letters, gathered
nearly 300 years after his death into a collection, the Naliy ol-balagha (The
Path of Tllogquence), bear witness to an admirable code of ethics. Its style,
according to certain Arab authors, makes this anthology of virtuous and
noble counscls one of the jewels of ethical literature. ‘T'he fact that the Naky
ol-baligha arouses cqual admiration in both Sunnis and Shi’ites does not
however conceal its philosophical banality, and in any case the attribution
to 'Ali is not certain (ancient Greek and Persian sources cannot be ruled
out).” A famous extract from the collection is a letter addressed by “Ali to
one Malck al-Ashtar, whom he appointed governor of Igypt: the Shi'ites
readily see this letter as a model of “Islamic constitution,” in which the
principles of modern democracy are already prefigured . .

6 Sce Ch-l L de FOUCHECOUR, Moralia, Paris, ADPE, 1986, pp. 118ft; K.~11. GOBFEL,
Moderne schistische Politik und Staaisidee, Opladen, T.eske and Budrich, 1984, pp. 421t

7 See ALl B ABI TALER, Nalyul Balagha: Peak of Eloquence, Vimhursy, NY, Tahrike
Tarsile Qur’an, 1984, pp. 3341, GOBEL, Moderne schittische Poliiik, pp. 41T
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In the religion of the people, ’Ali is actually the supreme model of an
enlightened and inspired sovereign: he would scem to have held that role
already as chancellor (vazir) in Mohammad’s government. Strong as a lion,
armed with the sword called Zu-I’fegar (which had, as its name indicates,
two points or two blades), he is held up as a model for fighters. An
unfortunate politician, "Ali has been transformed by militant ideology into
a martyr for justice. He could of course have rebelled against the appoint-
ment of the first three caliphs and the complete isolation to which *Othman
reduced him; he could have used cunning to render Mo’awiva powerless,
flattering him at first and then neutralizing him by surprise; he could have
carried on regardless of the stratagem of the leaves from the Koran at the
battle of Seffin and used his military advantage. But, according to Shari’ati,
he opposed all temptation to violence with a categoric “no:”

He laid out a path, a permanent model for humankind, he has shown man
once and for all the perfect example of a man . . . "T'hat is how he became an
Imam, otherwise he would have been nothing but a failed governor, rejected
by all. and both he and his linec would have been annihilated. or an Imam
is one who goes ahead, to show man the direction 1o take, at all imes. "T'hat
is why he refused the rank of victorious leader, which would have been
extinguished at his death, and preferred instead the role of Imam, which ted
him to retreat, after refusing any compromise, but which extended his life
bevond death. We see that cevery day he is more alive, that we have ever
greater need of him, and hearts thar are vibrant for humanism, hiberty,
justice, and purity . . . turn ever more towards him and his Imamate.®

The author of this pre-Islamic Revolution glorification is an intellectual,
but he is rediscovering and justifying a profound tendency of Shi'ite religi-
osity. As an Imam, ’Ali is vested with powers that make him, so to speak,
the equal of the Prophet (certain sects, such as the “Faithful to the ‘Truth”
of Kurdistan, or the "Alavites of Syria and T'urkey, would ¢ven say that "Ali
outranks Mohammad, that he is the “essence of God”). The pious public
resorts in droves to “Ali as intercessor, as he is closer to humble believers
than Mohammad and a real intermediary between this world and heaven.
With the Prophet, Al has participated in the sublimest mystical experi-
ences but, like ordinary mortals, he has endured unjust suffering. In the
words of a young provincial to a forcigner asking him about his beliefs,

When the Prophet set out for his ascent to heaven |miraj|, Hazrai-i "Ali
wanted to be taken along, but Mohammad refused . . . "The Prophet lefi, but

8 A, SHARDPA'TL, 244, ‘I'chran, Nilufar, 136171982 (Collected Works, vol. XX V1),
pp. 108 9.
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on his journey he was stopped by a lion who requested his ring for letting
him pass. And when he was dining near the throne of God, a hand appeared
from behind a partition and joined him in the meal. And while Mohammad
was eating half an apple, the hand took the other half. T'he next morning
Hazrat-i "Ali asked the Prophet what had happened. The Prophet told him
and showed him the half apple from heaven. Hazrat-i Ali took the other half
from his pocket and Mohammad saw that it was the matching piece . .. Then
Hazrat-i “Ali gave him back the ring which the lion had taken. That is,
Hazrat-i °Ali had been the lion and was near the throne at the same time as
the Prophet. T'hereupon the Prophet said, “1 don’t know "Ali as God, but
neither do | know him to be separate from God.™

The golden legend of “Ali is preserved in schools through religious
manuals that rival onc another with tales of miracles and prodigies to make
children dream. Thus during his caliphate Al bought two shirts and
offered the finer one to his servant — to set an example. Elsewhere one reads
that "Ali, at the height of his power, discovers a coat of mail that had been
stolen from him to be in the possession of a Christian merchant. T'he judge
before whom both present themselves rises in front of the caliph, the Ruler
of the Faithful, who in no uncertain terms reprimands the magistrate for
treating plaintiffs according to rank and not with perfect fairness. In the
end, “Ali does not manage to produce sufficient witnesses, the Christian
departs with the goods . . . and begs to become a Muslim!

This popular glory merely amplifies the learned tradition that elevates
the First Imam to a quasi-divine rank. In current hagiography, "Ali; con-
ceived for all eternity in the light of Mohammad, was born in the Ka’ba
(sacred temple) of Mecca.' Gnostic texts, certainly apocryphal although
accepted and commented upon by great classical theosophers, cven have
the First Imam say that he is the Perfect Man, the celestial Anthropos, as
witnessed by the “Sermon of the Declaration™ (khothat al-bayin) some-
times included in the Nakj ol-Balagha. Al said:

I am the Sign of the All-Powerful. T am the First and the Tast. T am the
Manifest and the Flidden. T am the Face of God. I am the Hand of God. 1
am the Side of God. | am He who in the Gospel is called Elijah. 1 am he who

keeps the secret of God's Messenger ., "

Y R.LOEVFFLER, Islam m Practice: Religious Beliefs in a Persian Villuge, Albany, SUNY
Press, 1988, p. 52.

10 "EMADZADA, Majmi’a-ye zendegani-c Tehahirdah-e ma’sum (The Fourreen immacu-
late Ones), | Tehran|, Maktab-¢ Qor’an, [ 1340719611, vol. 1, p. 362.

11 11 CORBIN, En [dum ramen, vol. 1, p. 96.
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THE CI.LAN OF TIIkE °ALIDS

Was there a Shi’ite Community organized around the descendants of the
Prophet who might aspire to power? For a better understanding of the
belief in which today’s Shi’ites live, let us recall the historical facts and
the way in which they have been transformed by tradition.

Contrary to current Shi’ite belief, the politico-religious movement that
we know these days under the name of Imami Shi'ism scems to have
emerged at the end of the ninth century, after the disappearance of
the Twelfth Imam in 874, and not immediately following the death of the
Prophet. A British scholar of Islam has suggested the name “proto-Shi’ites”
for the first partisans of the Prophet’s family (betore 874): unhappy with
the Omayyads, they had not yet bluntly pledged their allegiance to a
particular line of the Imams and were still hesitating between all the de-
scendants of “Ali (or ’Alids) and those of his son Hoscyn alone.” Some
attached themselves to the line of a certain Mohammad, the son of "Ali and
a woman known as the Hanafiya (woman of the Hanifi tribe) whom he had
wed after Fatima’s death; others opted for other aspirants who were more
activist than the descendants of Hasan or Hoseyn. "T'his presentation of the
facts shows up the qualitative difference between a Shi'ism of malcontents
who were simply seeking the best candidate to defend their cause, and a
more speculative Shi’ism which renounced the conquest of power.

The principle of dynastic succession, which comes trom neither
Mohammad nor the Koran, already existed in the south of Arabia. It is
therefore useless to look for a trace of some Iranian imperial tradition here.
What matters 1s the respect for the “family” of the Prophet, in this instance
the Hashemite clan among whom traditional Arabs hoped o rediscover
the eminent qualitics of Mohammad. Iranian tradition may of course have
come into it, but rather in the alliance of temporal power (claimed rather
than realized) with the sacred charisma of a king by divine right, similar to
the glory which (if only in the memory of Persians) surrounded the semi-
legendary sovereigns of the Parthian and Sassanid dynastics. Later on the
Shi’ites attributed a divinely granted infallibility to the Imam, a spiritual
mark passed on like an initiatory secret. The political and military faiture
of the Shr’ites accentuated the sacred dimension, the beliet in the Oceuha-
tion (state of being hidden) of the Imam, that is to say, both the supreme
value set on his mystic power and the implicit acknowledgement of another

12 W. M. WAT'T, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought, Iidinburgh, Fdinburgh Uni-
versity Press, 1973, pp. 38t
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temporal power, established de facto over society; in short, for the Shi’ites
the hope of the Imam’s eschatological return became all the keener as their
almost permanent persecution made life difficult for them in this world
below.

Although the first “partisans of ’Ali” (the literal meaning of “Shi’ites,”
from the Arabic shi ar 4l “the party of Al were Arabs, many Shi’ite
militants were also recruited from non-Arab “clients” (or mavali} who
lived in the central towns of the empire, notably Medina or Kufa, impa-
tently awaiting the application of the new religion’s egalitarian rules. These
maval, former prisoncrs of war who had been freed, and converted for-
eigners who had placed themselves under the “protection” of an Arab
notable, often came from Iran, but also from Syria or Egypt."” For them,
Shy’ism was gencerally thought of as a demand for justice, in the face of
the corruption of the Omayyads. In the middle of the eighth century,
before their total integration into Mushm society, they were mobilized by
the “Abbasid movement which aimed to restore power to a “legiimate”
branch of the Prophet’s tamily, the Hashemites, and to shift the political
centre from Damascus towards Mesopotamia, where Baghdad was to be
founded. Iranian influence was a determining factor in its location near
the previous capital of the Sassanids and in the new imperial culture of
the caliphate.

Abu Zarr al-Ghefiri, whose role has been highlighted by recent revolu-
tionary discourse in the Islamic Republic, is a typical representative of the
proto-Shi’ite hero. ‘I'radition has it that this ascetic experienced a pro-
phetic premonition of monotheism before being influenced by the Koranic
revelation, to which he was one of the first to adhere. Because he advocated
the redistribution of land, he was exiled to Syria in the time of the caliph
'Othmin, then sent to Arabia by Mo’awiya, dyving there in isolation in 652.
l.cgend describes him as gentle and intransigent as Jesus. But the image of
him given these days by Islamists, including the Sunni Muslim Brothers,
approaches that of a socialist militant, inveighing against the corruption of
the rich and preaching the sharing of wealth."

13 . CALIEN, L lstam des origines au début de 1°Empire ottoman, Paris, Bordas, 1970,
p. 3N

14 M. RODINSON, felam and Capitalism, trans. B. Pearce, Austin, University of Texas
Press, 1978 (French wext, p. 171). For sources, see [ GOLDZIMER, Le Dogme et la loi
d Islam, Paris, Geathner, 1973 pp. 11541, TI. ALGAR, “Social Justice in the Ideology and
Legislation of rhe fslamic Revolution of Tran,” in L. O. Michalak and J. W. Salacuse, cds,
Soctal Legistation m the Contemporary Middle Fast, Berkeley, University of California Press,
1986, p. 2K.
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Even if this modern interpretation is rather forced, it flourishes in ideo-
logical discourse. “Ali Shariati, for example, devoted numerous lectures,
today published in one volume, to this “precursor” of the Islamic Revolu-
tion. For Shari’at, Abu Zarr is a hero battling against incquality and social
discrimination, and his e¢ntire hfe has value as a testimony:

T'his is why Abu Zarr gave up individualistic material comfort for “revolu-
tionary picty,” that is to say Islamic asceticism, the asceticism of "Ali — and
not the [mystic] Sufi asceticism of Jesus or Buddha: he did so in order to
obtain material comfort and economic equality for men. For whoever fights
against the hunger of others must accept hunger himsclf, and only he who
gives up liberty can make a gift of it to society. Such was this revolutionary
rehigion: “both God and bread;” not the religion of weakness, of monasticism,
of privation, of going against nature in the misleading cxpectation of another
world, but a religion that deifies man within nature , thar makes him God’s
“caliph” in the material world."”

Although Shari’ati draws Abu Zarr toward a socialism that “outshines
Proudhon’s,” he does not overlook the man’s mystic dimension. Of course
the environment of primitive Shi’ism is perceived in retrospect as an anti-
establishment world, but also as the repository of the secrets of Mohammadan
revelation. Alongside “Ali, two central figures illustrate this tendency to
over-glorification: Fatima (Fatema), his wife, and Salman the Purce. Shari’ati’s
work also bears witness to the importance of these two people in the
modern Shi’ite pantheon.

Fatima, born shortly before the beginning of the Koranic revelation,
gave her father the Prophet the only male descendants to survive him. The
worship rendered to Fatima by pious Shi’ite people somewhat resembles
that of Christians for the Virgin Mary: she too 1s the All-Pure (and certain
sects have gone as far as to affirm that she remained a virgin in spite of her
motherhood), the mother of a line of “saviours” (the Imams). It was re-
vealed to her, we are told, that her last direct male descendant to bear this
sacred title, the ‘I'welfth Imam, would be called Mohammad like her fa-
ther, and so she was nicknamed “Mother of her father” (Omm abiha); Mary
is similarly “the daughter of her son,” mother of Jesus who is one with God
the Father. Fatima is still called the Radiant One (Zahra).

15 A SHARPATIL, Abu Zarr, I'chran, Hoscyniva rshad, 1357/1978, (Collected Works,
vol. 111}, p. 221. Most of the text is a translation by Shari’ati of a book in Arabic by "Abd
ol-Hamid Jowdat al-Sahar.
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Faoma is the central figure of the founding nucleus of Islam’s Holy
Family formed by the “I'ive of the Mantle” or “Cloak:” this is the name
given to the group composed of Fatima and her father Mohammad, "Ali
her husband and her two children Hasan and Hoseyn, gathered together by
the Prophet for an ordeal he proposed between himself and the Christians
of Najran (the affirmation of Islam as a constrtuted religion in the face of
the other great Abrahamic religion).' Mohammad gave his daughter in a
monogamous marriage to his adoptive brother and cousin, "Ali. He made an
exception for her by raising the ban on going to pray on the tombs, which
gave her a special status and no doubt explains the importance of tombs —
disapproved of by rigorous Muslims like the Wahhabis - in Shi'ite wor-
ship. Fauma died 75 days after her father while giving birth to a stillborn
infant, Mohscn.

T'he orientalists Lammens and Massignon have given differing interpre-
tatiovs of 1Tatima.'” The former perpetuates the rather unflattering portrait
of the mother of the Imams Ieft by their Omayyad enemies  an awkward,
stubborn, sickly woman, always moaning and devoid of any attraction. For
Massignon the mystic orientalist who takes up the Shi'ice radition, Fatima
15 on the contrary “the hostess who receives those emancipated by her
father,” she who welcomes forcigners (Mariam the Copt and Salman the
Persian) and whose descendants “will always be the champions of equality
between Arab and non-Arab believers,” she who stood up to Abu Bakr and
his daughter “Aysha, “the intereessor for the dead” whose prayer is perpetual,
as she 1s exempt from the periodic uncleanness that keeps women from
praver . . . But without dwelhing on what Massignon calls the hyperdubia

i}

(excessive adulation) of Fatima, mention must be made once again of a
modcern militant interpretation, that of Shart’ati, who himself acknowledges
his debt to the French orientalist in the editing of the lectures he devored
to the Lady of Shi'ism.

"Ali Shari’au begins by criticizing the role allotted to women in tradi-
tional Muslim society and the false ideal of superficially emancipated women
frequently adopted by westernized franian bourgeois as a reaction to the
old model. Fatima will provide the true model: Shari’ati describes her by
dramanzing her role, the daughter and confidante of the Prophet, the

16 1. MASSIGNON, “l.a Mubihala de Médine et Phyperdulic de Fatima,” in Y.
Moubarace, ed., Opera minora, vol. 1, Paris, PUI, 1969, pp. 550 72; ‘Der gnostiche Kult der
Fatima 1m schiitschen Islam,” ihid., pp. S1HF.

17 1L LAMMENS, Fatima el les filles de Mohammad, Rome, Scripta Pontificn Instituti
Biblici, 1912, For Massignon, sce the articies quoted in the preceding note.
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perfect spousc in a household that was not free from material worries, the
mother entrusted with bringing up two future leaders of the Community.
But we are not speaking here of some prefabricated mold, says our author:
when Fatima asked Mohammad for material help, Mohammad taught her
to recite prayers of praise . . . A surprising response, which in reality would
teach her to become herself! Shari’ati has used this as title for his lecture,
“IFatima is (becomes) Fatima”'"™ To become oneself is not an empty act if
one understands here the militant will no longer to depend on others in
order magically to overcome adverse situations, as we are invited to do by
the traditional religion criticized by Shari’ati, but on the contrary to rely on
one’s own strengths. Spiritually fulfilling one’s own identity 1s a matter of
acquiring not an unmerited and “unworthy salvation,” but the “dignity of
salvation” and the disposition needed to attain it.

Salman, the last great figure of the first generation of mythical Shi'ism,
is an Iranian who came to Islam at the end of a mystic quest and who,
before becoming Fatima’s protégé, seems to have been to some extent her
counselor and confidant. Even more than for Fatima, here we enter reli-
gious legend, but a particularly fertile legend. Iranian by birth, his religion
was doubtless Zoroastrianism; he bears the Persian name of Ruzbeh (Ifelix).

Having become a Christian, Salman adopted an ascetic way of life (not-
ably abstaining from wine), set off on a journcy to Palestine and Syria
where he was reduced to slavery, and is said to have heard from a monk the
news that a new prophet had appeared. Having reached Medina, he recog-
nized God’s messenger in Mohammad, and was sct free by him. Converted
to Islam, although not an Arab, he lived on intimate terms with the Prophet,
who said some surprising things about him: “Salman is onc of us, us, the
people of the House;” “May he be to you like Loghman the wise; he knows
the first knowledge and the second, and Paradise sighs for him five times
a day.” Salman appears to have been an open supporter of “Ali for the
caliphate, which he expressed in two words recorded in Persian: Karded o-
nakarded, that is (according to old interpretations) “You have done |well|
[to clect a leader], but you have not done |well| |to deviate from the
legitimate source of authority],” or (according to a more polemical inter-
pretation of the Imamis), “You have kept to the infamous example of the

18 CA. SHARPA'TL, “IFatema, Fatema’ast,”” Zan (Collected Works, vol. XXT), I'chrun,
Sabz, 136071981, pp. 141, 145, Scc also M. K. FIERMANCEN, “Iatimeh as a Role Model
in the Works of "Ali Shart’ati,” in G. Nashat, ed., Women and Revolution in ran, Boulder,
Colo., Westview Press, 1983, pp. 8711,
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Israelites [who rebelled against Aaron| and have removed yourselves from
the exemplary authority of your Prophet by taking it from his family.”"

Whichever version is chosen, Salman is considered one of “Ali’s first and
most ardent supporters. Dying at Mada’in (in present-day Iraq) between
641 and 649, he had an extremcly rich posthumous destiny, and was chicfly
revered as the spiritual ancestor of craft guilds and mystic orders. For
Shi’ites; he is above all an initiate, one of those friends of the Prophet who
were swift to pledge allegiance to "Ali, bearing witness at the same time to
the universal nature of Islam: Salman is the supreme expatriate, the first of
the non-Arabs to acknowledge the prophecy about Mohammad. In this
sense, he foreshadows the words of the Sixth Imam, “Islam began as an
expatriate and will once again become expatriate as at the beginning. Blessed
are those among the community of Mohammad who leave their own
country.”

THE BATTLE OF KARBALA

’Ali had two sons by Fatima, his first and, until her death, only wife: Hasan
and Hoseyn. Both were indulged by their grandfather the Prophet, but
they hardly had the time to get to know him well since the elder was seven
when Mohammad died. Hasan, surnamed Mojtaba (the Chosen), had a
tranquil life: on "Ali’s assassination, after apparently taking up arms again,
he chose instead to establish a pact with the Omayyads and, richly re-
warded, withdrew to Medina. According to the Shi’ites, Mo’awiya also
made concessions, notably accepting that after his death a council should
appoint the caliph to succeed him. Imam Hasan had numerous wives, some
say as many as 90, and several hundred concubines, hence his nickname of
“Repudiator” (metlag). He died in 670, poisoned by one of his wives at the
instigation of the Omayvyads, according to later Shi’ite tradition, which also
credits him with numerous miracles. In the view of the Sunnis, Hasan’s
pact undermines the subsequent claims of the Imams. It also gives a solemn
example of non-resistance to tyranny, with the aim of safeguarding the
general interests of the Community. After the 1979 Iranian Revolution,
ayatollah Shari’at-madari, suspected because he had been conciliatory
toward the imperial regime, also claimed the right to be different, invoking

19 T.. MASSIGNON, “Salman Pak ct les prémices spirituclles de Plslam iranien,” Opera
minorda, vol. 1, pp. 43 -82.
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the reformism of Imam Hasan against the revolutonaries: “The revolu-
tionaries,” he said in self-defence, “boast of Che Guevara and other third-
world militant Marxists; for myself, I have chosen the Second Imam. The
criterion of political action should be neither Marxism nor socialism, but
Islam. ™

The death of Hasan, removed from power, 38 years after Mohammad,
following the military and political failure of "Ali, did not seem to predice
a briliiant future for Fatima’s line. But paradoxically the gilded and shame-
ful failure of Hasan was to be replaced very swiftly by a victory for his
brother Hoseyn, the Prince of Martyrs.

Kufa, a small town that has vanished today, was originally the encamp-
ment of the Arab armies engaged in the conquest of Iran. Situated on the
FEuphrates, not far from Mada’in, the ancient capital of the Sassanids, it
remained central to the voung Mushm Empire, being quite close to Arabia
and Iran without in any way being part of them. "Ali, having sct up his
capital at Kufa for a ime, enjoyed great popularity there which carried on
to his descendants.”!

The situation bequeathed by Imam 1lasan to the IFamily of Al was not
enviable. Hoseyn, born in 626, had looked on, powerless to act, at the pact
of his brother Hasan with Mo’awiva. But on the lateer’s death in May 680,
he refused to pledge allegiance to his son Yazid, whose overt impicty and
taste for feasting and wine are described by historical sources. Ilosevn, who
was at Damascus, took refuge in Medina where he received an appeal from
the inhabitants of Kufa urging him to head a rebellion. [l-informed of the
real danger, and especially of the countermeasures taken by Yazid, Hosevn
sent his cousin Moslem b. "Agil as a scout and set off after he had completed
the “littde pilgrimage” (omra). To the objections of his supporters who
were frightened to see him run headlong into so senseless an enterprise,
Hoseyn answered: “God does as He pleases . . . T leave Him to choose what
is best .. . He is not inimical to the man who proposes what is right and
good (al-hagq).”"

Prevented from getting to Kufa by Omayyad troops sent to head him
off, on October 2, 680 (2 Moharram 61) Hoseyn found himself obliged to
bivouac at Karbala, a tiny spot in the desert. Acceess to the water of the

200 Y. RICHARD, “Sevyed Kazem Shari’at-Madiri, 1904 1986, Universalia, 1986; [n-
cyclopacdia Universalis, 1987, pp. 608 9.

21 Sce S L M.JAERL, Orgins and Larly Development of Shi'u Istum, New York, Longman,
1976, pp. 101 29.

22 1. VECCIA VAGLIERI, “@l-)usayn b, "Ali bo Abi Talib)” Encyclopedia of Isiam,
2nd cdn, s.v.
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Fuphrates was cut off by the enemy. "Abbas, Hoseyn’s half-brother, man-
aged to fill a few pitful goatskins to give a sip to the 72 companions who
had camped for several days in the torrid heat. Among them was Zeynab,
the Imam’s sister, and ’Ali, his son, who was still a child and the future
Fourth Imam, both of whom would survive.

Having refused invitations to surrender, the Imam prepared for the final
battle and warned his friends of the dangers of staying with him: “I praise
God who has honoured us with the Prophecy and has taught us the Koran
and religion . .. 1 know of no companions more worthy . . . than mine, or
any family more pious than mine . .. May God reward you all. | think
tomorrow will be the end of us . . . Go, all of you. I will not keep you. The
night will cover you. Usce it as your steed . . . After a final vigil of prayer
came the last combat and massacre: on the morning of 10 Moharram,
Hoseyn addressed his enemices to ask them to reflect before attacking the
one whom the Prophet had cherished and to let him depart with dignity.
But others demanded submission. Hesitant assailants, held back by last-
minute scruples, sct fire to the tents and tried to scize the women. Among
the first victims that the Imam gathered in his arms were his son “Ali-
Akbar, Qasem the son of Hasan, and Abo’l-Fazi al-Abbas his brother.
Heart-rending scenes are recorded by tradition and magnified hy the
mournful picty of the Shi’ites. Thus, when Hoseyn was holding a newborn
baby in his arms, an arrow picerced the baby’s neck and the Imam shed the
blood on the ground invoking God against the wicked.

Shemr b. Sa’d (known to the Sunnis as Shamer) advanced at the head of
a group and attacked Hoscyn, who was decapitated. His head would be
taken to Kufa, then to Damascus. His body, trampled by horses, was
buricd on the spot, where today there 1s a great mausoleum.

'ROM T'HE MASSACRE TO THE MYTLI

The impact of the massacre of Karbalia is out of all proportion to the event
itself, a small battle between rival clans which lasted only a day and resulted
in no more than a few dozen dead. But Muslim consciousness was shaken
by the tragic fate of the grandson of the Prophet Mohammad and his
determination to fight to the very end a government that held up to ridicule
the cthics and principles of earliest Islam. The martyrdom of Hoseyn has
become the prototype of every struggle for justice, every suffering. That 1s
where the heart of Shi'ism lies, in this agony which is at one and the same
time a revolt and a sign of hope.
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A whole body of contradictory interpretations attempts to throw light on
this tragedy and offer some keys to an understanding of Shi’ism. Just to
keep to current trends, in the contemporary cra, I will pause over two
principal directions. On the one hand, the debate that has divided the
Shi’ite clergy over the question of Hoseyn’s foreknowledge: did he know
what dark destiny awaited him at Karbala and | if so, why did he go there?
On the other hand, was Hoseyn a revolutionary hero seeking to overthrow
an impious regime, or did he rather symbolize the failure of the ideal in the
face of violence, leaving the memory to solace helpless believers confronted
with a political system of which they disapprove?

In 1971 there appeared in Tehran a little book in a new style, *“I'he
Eternal Martyr,” in which the author, a cleric named Salchi-Najafabadi
from the region of Isfahan, gave an exhaustive account of the dramatic
adventure of Hoseyn’s martyrdom drawn from all the existing sources.”™
Besides the very direct style and an almost academic concern for precision,
which it is not customary to find coming from a clerical pen, what was
striking about the book was that it confronted head-on the problem posed
by the Karbald massacre to traditional doctrine: if Hoseyn was really the
Third Imam, vested with the supernatural powers that make him the
Prophet’s legitimate successor, he ought, according to the Shiites, to pos-
sess total knowledge of the world’s happenings, because 1f not, his ability to
guide Muslims would be no better than that of other men. 1f Hoseyn knew
beforchand that he would suffer a failure at Yazid’s hands, how can it be
explained that he threw himself wholcheartedly into the battle, endanger-
ing not only his own life but that of his family and friends and the cause he
was defending? This classic aporia about predestination does not disconcert
the author of “The Eternal Martyr” for whom, on the contrary, the Imam’s
behavior proves that he did all in his power to win the battle: il he found
himself vanquished, it was only through lack of information on the attitude
of the inhabitants of Kufa, and because of his adversary’s cynical determi-
nation to have done with the Shi’ite rebellion (something that the respect
due to Mohammad’s grandson would not have led one 1o expect).

ILured by the subversive nature of this unlucky hero, the progressive
clerics of the pre-revolutionary era gave their support to Salchi-Najafabadi’s
arguments, which were heading in the same direction as the interpretation
presented at that time by °Ali Shari’ati, and which were disturbing the
lugubrious torpor of traditional Shi’ites. A fierce polemic against the book

23 SALENI NAJAFABADI, Shahid-c javid, 12th cdn, enlarged, Tchran, Resa, 1361/
1982.
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conducted in the theological schools of Qom by the clerical rearguard split
the Shi'ie clergy. By a stroke of bad luck the Shah’s political police
immediately got wind of the affair and took advantage of it to isolate in the
religious camp those clerics in favor of “The Lternal Martyr” who, as if by
chance, happened also to be fervent supporters of ayatollah Khomeyni,
then in cvle in Najaf. Among those who were the most committed was an
important theologian who was to play a leading role in the Revolution,
avatollah Montazeri.

The controversy over this book actually recalled a double fundamen-
tal aspect of the Karbala myth. 1 use the word “myth” here to denote the
formative naturce of the event, whose proportions have been greatly exagger-
ated by the Shivites. In fact, if the massacre of the Imam gained such a
place in the rehgious sensibilities of those Muslims who were placed in a
minority, then persceuted by the Sunnis and forced for centuries - apart
from a few intervals - to live their lives clandestinely, it was because it
corresponded so aptly with the atutude of failure that was so much their
own. If the Imam had been vanquished in his earthly life, his struggle could
therefore result in victory only at the End of Time. And if he had been
defeated, then all Shi'ites could accept a situation in which they were
disadvantaged and dominated, while keeping alive the feeling of a revenge
that must be awaited until the next world. In modern times, in a society
ruled by an impious regime, where religion has no right of predominance,
to weep tor Hoseyn is to weep for an invisible victory and sublimate the
humihiations of the present as just so many necessary sufferings in order to
hasten the long-awaited realization of the eschatological reign of justice and
truth, that of the Imam of Time. An anthropologist has shown how the
“two images” of 1Hoseyn can be in competition during the revolutionary
phase, notably at the time of the Moharram celebrations which are always

’

an occasion for intense and fervent activity

T'he first aspect of Toseyn is that of an intercessor who must be pleased
in order to attract his benevolent attention. By virtue of his martyrdom he
enjovs spectal favor with God, so his intercession will probably be more
cftective than that of any other saint. Hoseyn can forgive sins and guaran-
tee entry to Paradisc. In order to please him, one shares in the pain of
his martyrdom on the occasion of the mourning period of Moharram by

24 On the mourning rites of Moharram, see below, ch. 4, M. HEGILLAND, “T'wo Images
of THugsamn: Accommodation and Revolution in an Iranian Village,” in N. R. Keddie, ed.,
Religton and Politics in Tran, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1983, pp. 218-

-
BRN
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weeping and offering votive meals and refreshments. He can also be asked
for recovery from illness, release from prison or other favors. Here the
connection becomes apparent between Hoseyn the intercessor and the so-
cial or political authority to which one¢ must render homage and pledge
allegiance in a thousand and one ways in order to derive advantage, protee-
tion or assistance from it . Homage is rendered to whoever 1s in command.
The attitude of dependence governing social order is projected on to the
Imam. Hoseyn is simultaneously Imam and martyr, something which
imbues his worship with the value of a particularly praiseworthy commit-
ment. Mournful lamentations added to the acceptance of a relationship of
passive dependence turn this first aspect of Hoseyn into a sort of social
regulator allowing frustration to be lulled.

The second aspect is that of Hoseyn fighting for justice, against the
iniquitous power of the Omayyads. According to Shari’ati, who devoted
several lectures to the revolunionary hero of Karbala, the martyrdom 1s
what is ordinarily honored in dead heroes, sacrificed during battles against
the enemy, and is a misfortune that arouscs compassion. In the Shi'ism of
his time Shari’ati sees that during the commemoration of Karbald, on the
day of ’Ashura (tenth day of Moharram), people weep copiously without
knowing exactly why; and at the same time, he says, corruption turne
Islam (described by allusion as if the author were speaking of the Omayyady’
Islam) into a corrupt religion meant to tranquillize the affluent and consoli-
date the power of the government. Salchi-Najafabadi’s book, he continuces,
marks a step forward against the distortion of tradition, but still describes
Karbala as no more than an operation in a holy war that did not succeed.
Hosevn undertook his campaign against Yazid at a crucial period when the
“holy war” ( jehad) was itself vain and pointless. e was not going to a
military operation, but was committing himself to making a heroic state-
ment which went beyond all wars: his was an outstanding presence, tran-
scending the pettiness of the caliph’s power and affirming, beyond the
gates of death, those intangible values against which violence is powerless,
Martyrdom is the only means to recall those values that have been passed
over in silence, and 1o lay bare whart has been hidden.

In Karbald, the enemies of Hoseyn conquered only the bodies of the mar-
tyrs, but the ideology of the martyrs condemned these enemies and ther
regime. With their blood, the martyrs canceled their enemies’ grand con-
spiracy forever ... With shahddat [i.c. “martyrdom”] Hoseyn did what the
miraculous hand of Moses did. From the blood of 1the martyrs he created
something like the breath of Jesus, which gives sight to the blind and life 1o
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the dead and .. . this was not exclusive merely to his own ome and land.

Shahdadat is not war it is mission. It 1s not a weapon - 1t is a message. It is
, %

a word pronounced in blood.™

THE RENUNCIATION AND THE “MARTYRDOM™ OF THE IMAMS

After the political failure and murder of “Ali, the renunciation of the
caliphate by his first son Iasan and the suppression of Hoscyn’s revolt, the
Shi’ite cause was, to say the least, in a poor position. Howcever, the scandal-
ous excesses of the Omayvads during the century of their dynasty’s exist-
ence (661-750) constantly aroused a desire for change. For the time being,
a group of inhabitants of Kufa, the Tavvabun, who “repented” having aban-
doned Hosceyn without defending him, rebelled against the Omayyads and
were crushed in 684: almost exclusively Arab, they were not really sure ol
the cause for which they were fighting, most likely for Hoseyn’s son, Imam
Sajjad. Another group of Shi'ites, among whom were many Iranian follow-
ers (mavdali), rebelled in the same period for motives as much social as
religious, secking to promote the cause of Mohammad, the son of Imam
Al and the Hanafiva. The survivors of the Tavvabun joined them, with
their leader Mokhtar, who was killed in 686 or 687.

Devotion to the son of the Hanafiya did not stop with the death of
Mokhrar; the latter had given Shi'ism its esoteric color and eschatological
dimension by insisting on the role of the Imam as Mahdi, “he who is
guided,” that 1s , “he who hstens to the absolute Guide, God.” "This term,
applied later 1o the Twelfth Imam, would take on a very powerful meaning
for Shi’ites, that of Saviour. Only the political effacement of Hoscvn's son
had been able temporarily to divert supporters of the descendants of "Ali
toward another candidate; they returned 10 the end to the last few of the
Twelve Imams.

Among the adversaries of the Omayyads, partisans of the ““Abbasid
Revolution,” many Shi’ites dreamed of putting one of "Ali’s descendants
back on the caliph’s throne. Although such an aim ran into violent oppo-
sition from the sovereigns of Damascus, and then Baghdad, there is noth-
ing to show that it constituted a danger for the Sunni order. Nevertheless,
because of their beliefs and half-hearted allegiance to the authority i situ,

25 CACSHARIPATL “Shahadat™ (Martyrdom) in £ oseyn, vares-e Adam, (Collected Works,
vol. XIX), T'chran, Qalam, 136071981, pp. I88(1, trans. m M. "T'aleqani, M. Mutahhari, and
A. Sharvati, Jihdad and Shahddai: Strugele and Martrydom in Islam, cd. M. Abedi and G.
[egenhausen, |ouston, Tris; 1986, pp. 20811
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the Shi'ites provided a refuge for two kinds of malcontents: political and
mystical.

IFROM HOSEYN TO 'THE HIDDEN IMAM

If Shi’ite tradition is to be believed, Ioseyn’s descendants all came to a
tragic end and were in general poisoned on orders from the caliph. Of these
persecuted martyrs, only the Twelfth escaped his enemies, in a supernatu-
ral manner.

According to Shi’ite tradition, the succession of the Imams seems to
have carried on automatically from father to son, starting from the Fourth.
Theoretically, however, dynastic inheritance has no legitimate validity and
it 1s the living Imam who on his own authority (nass) appoints his successor
as being the most worthy, both spiritually and physically, to carrv out the
duties of commander. He passes on to him personally the esoteric secrets
that he himself inherited, and that come down to him from the Prophet.

The Fourth Tmam, "Ali, son of Hoseyn, who cscaped the Karbala mas-
sacre, was called Zeyn al-’Abedin, “Ornament of the devout,” or Sajjad,
“He who prostrates himself in adoration:” prayers attributed to him are in
current use by Shi'ites today, and are collected in a popular devotional
anthology, the Sahifa sajjadiya.

A pious legend recorded by the historian Tabari has it that the mother
of this Imam was Shahrbanu, the daughter of the Sassanmid Emperor
Yazdegerd III: Imam Al had this captive princess married to his son to
avoid her being sold to the highest bidder. Iraman traditions have profit-
ably tapped this rich vein that establishes such a strong link between the
humiliated family of the Imams and a nation that was swift to embrace
Islam. There 1s no source that can truly confirm or deny this story, which
gives rise to reservations on the part of modern revolutionary Islamists:
having fought against the old regime, they reject this aristocratic harness-
ing of Shi’ism and the old connivance between the imperial system and a
certain type of religion.”® Having withdrawn to Medina, far from all public
activity, Imam Sajjad is said to have died by poisoning on the orders of the
Omayyad caliph Hesham, in 712 or 713. e is buried at the Bagi® Shi‘ite
cemetery in Medina.

26 See’A. SHARPATY, Tashayyo™e alavi, tashayyo-e safavi (Collected Works, vol. IX),
‘I'chran, Tashavyo’, 1359/1980, pp. 88ff, 100. This ancient tradition is equally widespread
outside Shi'ism; ¢f. ). CALMARD, “I.¢ Culte de PImam Tlusayn” (unpublished disserta-
tion), Paris, EPLIE, Vith section, 1975, vol. I1, p. 183.
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Figure 1  Genealogy of the T'welve Imams

Mohammad (d. 632)

//

Fatima (d. 632) ———— (1) ‘Al (d. 661) —————
: |
(2) Hasan (d. 670) (3)  Hoseyn (d. 680) Mohammad b. al-Hanafiva

(4) CAli Zevn al-Abedin al-Sajjad (d. 713)

//
i
Zevd (d. 740) (5) Mohammad al-Bager (d. 732)
L
(Zeydites)
(6) Ja’far al-Sadeq (d. 765)
e
./‘//
Esma’il (d. 735) (7)  Musa al-Kazem (d. 799)
)
(Tsmailis)

(8) Al al-Reza (d. 818)

(9)  Mobammad al-Javid, al-Taqi (d. 835)

(10) Al

al-Tlads, al-Naqi (d. 868)

(ITy  TMasan al-Zaki, al->Askari (d. 874)

(12)  Mobammad al-Mahdi (disappeared in 874)

His son, the Fifth Imam, Mohammad, surnamed al-Bager “the Over-
flowing” (implying “with knowledge”), lived apart from public matters and
died, very probably poisoned, in 732. He also is buried in the Baqi’ in
Medina. Although Imam al-Bager was the first to define the principle of
appointment on the authority (nzass) of the Imams, in his lifetime he had to
confront the rivalry of his brother Zeyd (killed in battle in 740) who roused
the Shi’ites of Kufa. The political posterity of Zeydite Shi’ism, notably in
the north of Iran (Tabarestan, or present-day Mazandaran) up till 1033,



36 A Holy Family

and above all untl 1962 in the Yemen (when Imam Badr was overthrown
by a pro-Nasser revolution), is a sign that, within Shi’ism itsclf, divergent
theological options had evolved. IFor the Zeydites, the principle of appoint-
ment by investiture (nass) 1s worthless. Personal merit alone is what mat-
ters: they maintain that power comes back by nght to any descendant of
"Ali and Fatima who can manage to obtain it. Zeyd himself was only the son
of a slave, whercas ITmam al-Bager’s mother was the daughter of ITmam
Hasan, but the dual legitimacy of their rival in no way impeded the Zevdites
in the affirmation of their claims.

The Sixth Imam, Ja’far al-Sadeq (“the "T'ruthful™), son of Mohammad
al-Bager, was the most brilliant of "Al’s descendants. He lived in Medina
during that tense period when the caliphate was transferred from the
Omayyads to the "Abbasids. Keeping himself apart from political demands,
Imam Ja’far let the Zeydite revolt be crushed in 740 without taking sides,
nor did he commit himself to supporting the *Abbasids. Later, in 762, he
put his family’s partisans on their guard against the aspirations of Mohammad
al-Nafs al-Zakiya, a descendant of Imam Hasan who c¢njoyed wide popular-
itv and refused allegiance to the "Abbasids. The Sixth Tmam’s position over
all these revolts was onc of remarkable severity: the Imam must wait, while
passing on his teachings, until the time comes for him to assume power. He
holds that power through explicit appointment by his predecessor, but also
because of his knowledge, both exoteric and esoteric (positive knowledge
and spiritual awareness). It is the duty of cevery believer to recognize the
Imain, who is the link between God and men. “Whosocever dies without
having known his Imam dics as an infidel,” he s reported as saying.
Furthermore, if circumstances are not favourable, one must not tempt fate,
and it is preferable, according to Ja’far al-Sddeq, to employ that specifically
Shi’ite virtue of “mental dissimulation” (tagiya). Poisoned ~ so savs Shi'ite
tradition - on the orders of the Abbasid caliph al-Mansur in 765, Ja’far al-
Sadeq is buried in Medina.

This Imam stood out clearly from the others for his intellectual radiance.
He was first of all a legislator: the school of Imamite jurisprudence, which
may be put on the same plane as the four schools of Sunnism, 1s called the
Ja’farite school because of the primordial role played by Imam Ja’far in the
codification of Shi’ite religious law. He also attracted learned Sunnis who
came to him to glean the traditions of the Prophet, notably Abu llanifa, the
founder of the Hanafite school. But the name of the Sixth Imam is above
all associated with the introduction into Islamic culture of the science of
alchemy, a “science” according to the criteria of the time, of course. Al-
chemy and other esoterie disciplines seem to have been developed in his
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entourage among the “followers” (mavali) of Iranian origin, chiefly Shi’ites
from the town of Kufa.

One of them, Jaber b. Hayyan (who died about 815), whose existence
1s attested by historical sources, was a disciple of the Imam: works on
alchemy arc attributed to him — the Jaberian Corpus - although certain
scholars think that they cannot have been written before the end of the
ninth century, which renders the attribution suspect.”” It is nevertheless an
established fact that alchemy had penctrated Ja’far al-Sadeq’s entourage as
carly as the cighth century, probably having come from Jewish and Chris-
tian circles which had access to Greek sources, and it was then Arabized,
Islamized by doctors, pharmacists, and craftsmen seeking the Elixir of Life.
Jaber’s Corpus ascribes a fundamental role to the Imam as part of the Great
Work of alchemy: no operation could take place without his recognition . . .
These speculations, which no longer contain the slightest element of politi-
cal or sociological Imamology, show to what an extent, in the space of a few
generations, the temporal failure of the Imams had managed to transform
the thinking of their supporters and turn Mohammad’s descendants into
purcly spiritual figures.

A major quarrcl over the succession to Imam Ja’far was to result in the
first important schism in the Shi'ite Community: the Sixth ITmam had at
first designated his clder son Lsma’il {(whose mother was descended from
Imam [lasan) to be his heir, but Lsma’il predeceased him, which perturbed
the Shi'ites. "Abdullah, 1isma’il’s brother by the same mother, disappeared
shordly after his father. "I'he majority of Shi'ites then turned to Musa, the
son of a slave, in whom some had recognized Ja’far’s successor from the
outsct, or so tradition tells us.

T'he death of Esm@’il b. Ja’far (shortly after 754) worried many partisans
of the ITmams, for the omniscience ateributed to "Ali’s successors should
have apprised the Sixth Imam of the fate of his son and heir® Many

27 Sce T FALD, “Ga'tar as-Sadiq et fa tradition scientifique arabe,” Le Shi isme imamite
(Strasbourg Svmposium), Paris, PUL, 1970, pp. 131-42; P. LLORY, Alchimie et mystique en
terre d Istam, Lagrasse, Verdier, 1989,

28 For ¢vervthing regarding fsmailism, see F. DAFTARY (preface by W. Madclung),
The Isma lis: Their History and Doctrines, Cambridge and New York, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1990, pp. 9341, M. G S TIODGSON, The Order of Assassins: The Struggle of the
Larly Nizart Temd’ilic against the Islamic Warld, "Ube Tlague, Mouton, 1955; wdem, “The
lsma’TlT State,” in J. A. Boyle, cd., The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. V. The Saljug and
Mangol Periods, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1968, pp. 422--82; C. JAMBIT,
La Grande Résurrection d o Hlamiat: Les Formes de la liberié dans le shiisme ismaélien, Vagrasse,
Verdier, 1990; B. LLEWIS, The Assassins: A Radical Sect in Islam, Tondon, 1967. On the
fsmaihs of India, see below, ¢h. 5.
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believed the latter was not dead, but prudently concealed by his father to
protect him from enemies. Others, known as the Mobarakiya (after Esma’il’s
surname, al-Mobarak, the “blessed”), turned to his son, Mohammad b.
FEsma’il, claiming that the Imamate had been passed on to Iisma’il before
the death of Imam Ja’far.

FEsma’il had been connected with radical circles, hostile to the passive-
ness of Imam Ja’far, among whom some had gone as far as deifying the
Imams. The Shi’ites who rallied to him, commonly called lsmailis (Esmd ili),
were generally spurned by Sunni historians and even T'welver Shi'ites,
who gave them the name baieni, “Lsoterists,” or Qarmati, from the name
of a community settled in the Bahrain peninsula in the tenth century. They
themselves preferred to call their movement al-davat al-hadiya, “the well
guided mission,” a title recalling their duty to preach that all Muslims
should join their cause. They played an important historical role: in Ligypt,
the Ismaili Imams ruled under the name of Fatimid caliphs between 969
and 1171; in Iran and Syria the “Nizarites,” who claimed the legitimacy of
the Faumids through Nezar, a son of caliph Mostanser (d. 1094) founded
Ismailt princedoms that were vanquished only by Mongol conquest in 1257
and 1273. The Nizarites were known under the name cdssassins, arising
from the legends spread about them by the Sunnis and the terror they
mspired in their enemies; they developed a Iearned speculative doctrine
that greatly influenced Persian Sufism; the present Imam of the Nizarite
Ismailis, Shah Karim al-Hoscyn1 Mahallat, Aga Khan 1V, whose reign
began in 1957, is the forty-ninth in the Nizarite line of Imams (the first
being Al b. Abi Tileb). Nizarite Ismailis are known in India as Khojas.
Another of Mostanscr’s sons, Ahmad al-Mosta’li-be-1.1ah, had less radical
supporters, whose descendants are the Bohras (or Bohoras) of India.

I'he Seventh Imam of the Imamite Shr'ites, Musa, surnamed al-Kazem
(“he who is self-controlled, keeps silent”), was faced with a political system
hostile to Shi’ites and arrested on the orders of the “Abbisid caliph [Harun
al-Rashid. He 1s said to have died in his Baghdad prison, poisonced, in 799
and is buried at Kazemeyn, near Baghdad, where his mausoleum has be-
come a great pilgrimage centre.

His son, “Ali b. Musa, the Lighth Imam| surnamed al-Reza - also tran-
scribed Ridd or Ridha - is one of the great figures of Shi'ism, very popular
in Iran, where he has his mausoleum. Imam Reza, to give him the name
customary in Iran, was the son of a Nubian slave girl, a fact which illus-
trates, as for scveral other Imams, that Shi’ism reposes on a surprising
combination of aristocratic legitimacy, through the purcly Arab blood of
the Prophet, and an cthnic and social intermingling.
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‘The "Abbasid Empire had been divided into two by Harun al-Rashid,
the western half coming to his first son, Amin, and the other to the sec-
ond, Ma’mun, born of an Iranian mother. In 816, on the death of his
brother, Ma’mun wanted the Eighth Imam, then fifty-one years old, to be
his heir and conferred on him the ttle of “al-Redha,” “al-Reza,” “he who
pleases” either God or men, a probable allusion to one of the tides of the
’Abbasid pretenders to the caliphate - al-rezd men al Mohammad, “he of the
family of Mohammad with whom we are in agreement.” At first reluctant,
the Imam went to Marv (in the Khorasan, today Mary in T'urkmenistan)
where the “Abbiasid princes swore allegiance to him. In reality, he was
nominated not on the basis of Shi’ire claims to legitimacy, but according to
political criteria, without concern for the possible rights of his heirs to the
succession. Ma’mun gave his daughter to be al-Reza’s wife and had coin-
age struck bearing his name. The black standard of the “Abbasids was
exchanged for the green of the "Alids. But the inhabitants of [rag rebelled
against these changes and the dropping of Baghdad as capital. Ma’mun had
to reinstate Mesopotamia, and Imam ’Ali al-Reza, who was accompanying
him, died on the journey in the small town of I'us: the Shi’ites think he
was sacrificed for reasons of state, poisoned by fruit (grapes or pomegranates)
in 818. e is buried in the heart of the present-day Iranian town of Mashhad
(whose name means “place of martyrdom”), near the tomb of Harun al-
Rashid.

Imam Reza was in fact more attracted by the practice of medicine, or
intellectual and theological debare - tradition recounts enthralling discus-
sions in which he argues with learned Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians -
than by political problems. The brief interlude of his appointment as heir
to power gives an insight into the general misunderstanding that hangs
over the Shi'ite conception of power: the demand for legitimacy does not
scem intended really to guide the historic government of men, but to
gather Muslims together in a religious plan where politics become second-
ary. This dialectic between a theoretical claim to political power and a
quictist attitude will become explicit only with the hidden Imam.

I'he sanctuary of Imam Reza has become a center of Shi'ite piety, above
all since the fourteenth century, with the conversion to Shi'ism of the
Mongol ruler Oljaytu (surnamed Khodabanda, the Persian cquivalent of
"‘Abdullah, “Servant of God,” 1304 -16). Under the Safavids, starting from
the sixteenth century, pilgrimage to this shrine oftered an alternative to the
pilgrimage to Meccca, or those to Najaf and Karbala, situated in enemy
Sunni territory. Another figure in the Holy Family also came to Iran: this
was the sister of the Lighth Imam, Fatima Ma’suma (Fatima the Pure),
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who died at Qom, a small Shi’ite town as carly as that era, while trying to
rejoin “Ali al-Rezi in Khorasan. From the Middle Ages onward a centre of
teaching the traditions of Shi’ism grew up around her tomb, and has been
given new life since 1922.

‘T'he Ninth Imam, Mohammad, surnamed al-Javid, “the magnanimous,”
or al-Taqi, “the pious,” according to Shi’ite tradition, was poisoned in 835,
at the age of 24, by his wife, the daughter of the caliph Ma’mun. He is
buried at Kazemeyn. The son of a Moroccan slave girl, the Tenth Imam,
"Ali al-Hadi, “the guide,” or al-Naqi, “the pure,” lived in a period of anti-
Shi’ite repression, and appears to have been poisoned in 868, at the age of
40, in the military city of Samarra (Iraq) where he is buried.

His son, the Eleventh Imam, ITasan al-Zaki, “the upright,” or al-"Askari,
“he who is kept in the camp,” also appears to have been poisoned by the
caliph in §74, after living in semi-hiding, and then under close political
surveillance in Samarra. The caliph al-Mo’tamed is said to have ensured
that the Imam had no heir and that none of his wives was pregnant. Ir was
in fact on his possible descendants that che legitimacy of Shi'ite claims
depended. As may be seen, the ¢limate was not favourable towards the
Imams, even if the tales told by Shi’ites about the martyrdom of cach of
them have no certain historical value.

THE OCCULTATION OF 1111 IMAM

Whatever the truth may be about the poisonings of which the Imams were
victims, it is quite certain that they were confronted by a difticult political
situation: theoretical claimants to power, politically impotent, backed by
discontented supporters of the Omayyad and *Abbasid caliphs, taking ref-
uge in an esoteric justification of their quictism, the Imams were an cimbar-
rassment to everyone. When they were physically present, they gave the lie
to certain of the allegations made about them by the Shi‘ites. When they
were absent, their eschatological “cfhcacy” could no longer be questioned
and the desire for a return of their reign of justice became almost a reality,

The Occultation is therefore a convenient solution. Because of a succes-
sion about which there are doubts in the community, or when there is a
premature disappearance, it is decided, against all evidence, that the lmam
is present; in other words his disappearance 15 denied. The theological
necessity for such a dogma is proved by the fact that, cven before the
Twelfth Imam, several figures revered by the Shi'ites were declared
“occulted:™ their death could not be real) since they were the saviours



A Holy Family 41

“guided by God.” The first, it seems, was Mohammad, the son of Ali and
the Hanafiya, whom Shi’ite extremists had adopted as their leader: hidden
during the present time, he would at the last return “to fill the world with
justice and cquity, whereas it is full of injustice and oppression” according
to the eschatological definition of the Mahdi’s role at the end of the world.”
The same belief in his power of salvation developed for Mohammad al-
Nafs al-Zakiya (an "Alid contemporary with the Sixth Imam), as well as for
the Fifth, Sixth and Sceventh Imams and for Esma’il, who gave birth to
[smailism.

It was after the failure of the political experiment of the Eighth Imam,
’Ali al-Reza, that the need to find an alternative to the unendurable situa-
tion imposced by the "Abbasids prompted the Imamites to turn to new
practices: dissimulation (agiya) to escape persecution, the delegation of the
[mam’s powers (vekdla) in order to justify allegiance to an imprisoned
Imam represented by an agent (vakil), and lastly the Occultation, until
the end of the world, of the Saviour in whom hopes of liberation are
centred.

‘I'he mother of the T'welfth Imam, according to Imami tradition, was a
Byzantine slave: some people even say that her name was Narjes (Narcis-
sus) and that she was the daughter of the Byzantine emperor, therefore a
descendant of Simon Peter, the first head of the Christian Church: her son
thus linked the two cycles of spiritual succession, of Jesus Christ and
Mohammad. Born in 869 (the 15 Sha’ban 255 of the Hegira) at Samarra,
where his father was a prisoner, the Imam was named Abo’l-Qasem
Mohammad, like the Prophet. His most common surnames are Hojja or
Hojjat Allah (“guarantor/proof of God™), Qa’em Al Mohammad (“he who
rises, who revives or who is raised up, of the family of Mohammad”),
Qz’em be-amr Allah (“he who is risen by God’s command, or who carries
out God’s command”), Mahdi (“he who is guided™), Montazar (“awaited”),
Saheb oz-Zaman (“master of Time or the End of Time”). According to a
Shi’ite wtradition, the Prophet foretold that after Hoseyn there would be
only ninc Imams: “T’he Ninth will be the Resurrector; he will fill the carth
with peace and justice as today 1t 1s filled with violence and tyranny. He
will fight to bring back [the revelation] in the spiritual sense |tatil | as T
mysclf fought for the revelation in the literal sense.”™ The Mahdi must,
besides, have the same name as the Prophet . . .

29 Sce AL ACSACIIEDINA, Islamie Messianism: The Tdea of the Mahdi in Twelver Shiism,
Albany, SUNY Press, 1981, pp. 101t
30 Sce CORBIN, En Islam iranien, voi. 1V, pp. 304 5.
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Almost nothing is known about the life of this Imam. Somc cast doubt
on whether he ever existed. A researcher has counted at least thirteen
historical variations within the earliest Shi’ite family on the subject of his
life."! For the Twelver Shi’ites, he disappeared miraculously at the age of
no more than cight, and communicated with this world only through four
agents, delegates or mediators (vakil, na eb, safir). 1t was only on the death
of the last of these agents of the invisible Imam, in 941, that the Great
Occultation began (a/~-Gheybat al-kobrd), a new era that would not finish
until the End of Time: the Imam i1s alive, but hidden from our eyes.
Tradition recounts that in his last message the Imam warned believers:

I shall no longer reveal myselt to anyone, until the divine permission is
granted. But that will happen only after a very long lapse of time. Hearts wil
become inaccessible to compassion. T'he earth will be filled with tyranny and
violence. People will rise up among my Shi’ites claiming to have seen me in
the flesh. Beware! Anyone who claims to have seen mc in the flesh before the
final happenings is a liar and an impostor. "There is no help and no strength
except in God the Most-High, the Sublime. ¥

The doctrine of the Occultation has existed, at lcast in this form, since
the time of Koleyni. This Shi’ite traditionist, having died in the same year
as the disappearance of the Imam’s last agent, was unable to make a distinc-
tion between the two types of occultation: the minor occultation, during
which the Imam’s agents could communicate his messages to believers, and
the major occultation after their death. Apart from the fact that it places
belief in a purely irrational domain, this doctrine very soon ran up against
obvious objections. Thus, in the era when the Baghdad caliphate was under
the dominance of the Buyid viziers (945-1055) whose adherence to Shi’ism
was well known, the Shi'ites were asked why the Imam remained in Occul-
tation as he was no longer in any danger. They replied that the Imam’s
enemies were still about; hence, no doubt, the 1dea that the Fnd of Time,
at the Imam’s reappearance, would be the era when Shi’ice doctrine would
have spread throughout the entire world.

There is another tradition linked with the Occultation of the Mahdi,
which Shi’ites probably inherited from Zoroastrian beliefs: that of the
appearance on the earth of the T'welfth Imam shortly before the Resurrec-
tion at the same time as the “return,” or reincarnation (ray a), of “those

31 Sce SACHEDINA, Istumic Messianism, pp. 42 -55.
32 From CORBIN, En [slam iranien, vol. 1V, p. 234,
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whosc faith is of a high degree and whose good works are numerous,” and
of those who, by contrast, “will have reached the depths of corruption and
oppressed countless friends of God.” The first will be rewarded by seeing
the kingdom of truth and will receive “all the worldly goods they cver
wanted.” As for the rest, “God will be master over those who have rebelled
against Him before they died and will obliterate their offence with acts of
vengeance that He will make them suffer.”" As expressed by the Sheikh al-
Mofid (d. 1022), we are thus present at a veritable act of divine retribution,
before everyone dies once more and goes before the court of eternal justice.

[t 1s understandable that modern minds are shocked by this too human
dogma, doubtless intended to allay the wrath of those who felt that the
impious were enjoying the good things of this world with impunity while
the just were oppressed and poverty-stricken. About 1930 a reformist Ira-
nian theologian, Shari’at Sangalaji, purely and simply rejected belief in the
“Return,” and was consequently the victim of almost general anathema,
despite a courageous stand by Sheik "Abdolkarim Ha’eri, who at the time
was director of theological studies in the schools at Qom, affirming that
one could be a Shi’ite without necessarily believing in the “Return.”™ The
secondary polemic which then developed, and which resurfaces sporadi-
cally, illustrates the Shi’ites’ difficulty in distinguishing between the funda-
mental traditions of their belief and those which are perhaps no more than
additions due to circumstance.

We have seen how the idea of the Occultation of the Imam was imposed
on the Shi’ite community by a necessity that was both political and meta-
physical. Because the line of the "Alids vanished as a result of repression, it
was nccessary to maintain the spiritual force — the very justification of
Shi'ism — which believes that God can never, at any moment, leave the
Farth without an “apodictic proot™ (hejjat, an argument that is essential,
beyond contradiction) to guide men towards Him. That is the meaning of
the Imamate (Imam means “guide”), the central doctrine of Shi’ism.

33 D. SOURDEL, “I.Imamisme vu par le Cheikh al-Mufid,” Revue des éludes islami-
ques, 40 (1972), pp. 217 96; here pp. 8 and 53, Sce also SACHEDINA| Istamic Messiansin,
pp. 1664f.
34 Sce Y. RICHARD, “Shari’at Sangahji: A Reformist Theologian of the Rida Shih
Period,” in S. AL Arjomand, ed., Authority and Political Culture in St ism, Albany, SUNY
Press, 1988 pp. 159 77,

For further reference to the problem of the Imam’s “return,” and a spiritual interpre-
tation of this subject in carly Shi’ism, see Mohammad Ali AMIR-MOLEZZ1, The Divine
Guide in Original Shi’lsm, Albany, SUNY Press, 1994, ch. 4.3,
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THE IMAMATE AND COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION

As he recognizes no authority on earth except that of an Imam, to whom,
by definition, no one can claim to be related, the Shi'ite believer is free as
regards the government of the time, chiefly as far as his religion is con-
cerned. Whoever the sultan, Shah, caliph or (Muslim) President of the
Community may be, a Sunni Muslim is bound by obedience to those in
authority (ulu’l-amr) who preserve the cohesion of the Community. There
is nothing like that in Shi’ism, since the fully legitimate sovereign is abso-
lutely out of reach. Hence the idea that w/ema (learned men) must meet
theological needs without aspiring to take the Imam’s place. Morcover, as
the Imam is supposedly alive, legal doctrines are not frozen in immutable
positions, but can produce new answers in response to new situations: the
“gate of interpretation” (bdb al~ejiehdd) is open.

T'he criterion required to exercise that interpretation is theological “learn-
ing” ( ¢/m). Here one comes back to the principle according to which the
eligibility of an Imam depends on the exoteric knowledge (understanding
of the phenomena of the visible world) and esoteric knowledge (under-
standing of invisible realities) that he has acquired. In theory, this double
knowledge conditions c¢very rule of succession of spiritual authority. Thus
the ulema are subject to the same type of selection as the Imam; they must
possess theological and practical knowledge to allow them to implement
the Law and the spiritual charisma to give them authority over the believ-
ers; at their own level they similarly claim the same kind of legislative
function, the teaching of the Law and spiritual guidance, for even in the
absence of the Imam justice must still be dispensed and the faith must still
be taught.

If knowledge allows the function of the Imam o be perpetuated, simple
believers, those who are aware of their own ignorance, must practice imi-
tation {taglid) in order to keep to the precepts of those who have knowl-
edge. And they must have available an casy criterion for identifying those
ulema who can be taken as a model. In fact, there 1s nothing more harmful
or dangerous than usurped spiritual guidance, and the perils of servile
imitation arc denounced from one generation to the next. That is why
theological treatises and manuals “on resolving problems” provide criteria
which turn the theologian into a “guide to imitate” (marja’ al-taghd): he
must be a mojiaked (theologian recognized by his teachers as fit to carry out
the ¢ffort of interpreting the Law), that is to say, a mature, reasonable,
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T'welver Shi'ite, of legitimate birth, lively, and impartial ¥ As there is
certainly more than one individual who can match this catalogue of virtues,
the most learned must be chosen, that is, the one who could outstrip all the
others in matters of legal interpretation. If the believer 1s not capable
himself of judging the degree of theological knowledge, he can refer to
trustworthy people if they are in agreement in designating the same person
as “the most learned mojrahed.”

Here is an arca where the Shi'ite belicver is direcred to his own con-
science and where freedom is complete. Tet us add that if the material
vision of the hidden Imam is impossible or forbidden, spiritual vision is
common practice. Firstly, cvery Shi'ite, in every period, must know the
Imam of the ume, otherwise he will die without knowing God (the Imam
being the incontrovertible proof of God). Thus a knowledge of the hidden
Imam is required, in one way or another. It can be achieved by way of
dreams or visionary happenings of which it would be vain to sceck tangible
traces. Shi'ite literature and popular picty are rich in tales of appearances,
in which the faithful believer meets his Imam at a time of great distress,
in a sacred place, during a pilgrimage, at the moment of an important
decision ..

Here we are not on the plane of an externahized religion that is sure of
itself, but of a personal faith, What makes it even more difficult to grasp is
the fragility of Shi’ism’s social status, which accustomed belicvers, before
their religion gained belated official recognition, to dissimulate their con-
victions out of prudence (fagiya). Spiritualized, this practice leads to what
Corbin called the “discipline of the arcane,” which consists in not divulg-
ing secrets in order to avoid causing them to lose their mystical flavour and
become mere formulas: they are unveiled only to the initiated.

I shall deal in another chapter with the different historical arguments
over the legitimacy of the cvil authority and the numerous dissensions of
the Shi’ites as regards religious authority, but we must understand straight
away the fundamental conscquences of the doctrine of the Occultation on
the Shi’ite conception of Community organization.

The fact that the Imam is “present,” though hidden, renders illegitimate
any absolute claim to authority over men, as the sovercign who assumes
a position of command is usurping the only existing authority. Such a

35 Scee the first pages of the “practical treatises” currently used in Iran. For example that
of avatollah Sharvat-madari (d. 1986).
36 CORBIN, In Islam wranien, vol. IV, p. 330.
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situation 1s disturbing and the argument of the authority of the hidden
Imam has rarely been upheld in any systematic manner. In fact the absence
of authority would give rise to disorder, and allow violence to win the day
over justice. The Muslim Community would be the first to suffer from
any weakening that might somchow stem from itself: better to have an
imperfect ruler (from the point of view of Shi’ism) than no ruler at all.
Since the Imam is absent-present and no one 1s fit to set himself up as the
representative of his will, 1t must be accepted that political authority is
subject to a certain relativity.

According to some traditions, the Imam will not return to Farth to begin
the cycle of the End of T'ime undl the era’s tribulations have become
unendurable and apocalvptic chaos has scaled humanity’s fate. T'he First
Imam is said to have made this prophecy: “l dreamed of a child of my flesh,
the eleventh of my descendants. He is the Mahdi who will fill the world
with justice and fairness when the height of injustice and ryranny in this
world has been reached.” But Koleyni, relating this tradition in the tenth
century, also relates others according to which no one will ever be able to
predict the day of the Mahdi’s coming. An uncertainty that allows Shi’ites
to be put to the test in order to distinguish the faithful from the rest.

This beliet poses the problem of participation in political institutions.
To take part fullv would seem to be ruled out by the consideration of
allegiance which will always hold a Shi’ite back. We shall sce how onc can
gct round that difficulty in contexts where the civil authority itself boasts
of Imamite legitimacy and neutralizes the arguments making all authority
dependent on that of the Imam, as has happened in Iran since the sixteenth
century. Matters are more serious when the civit power is held by militant
Sunnis, enemies of the Family of the Imams: should the case arise, 1s it
necessary to refuse to take part in institutions at the risk of leaving the
Musiim Community defenceless in the face of government’s oppressive
demands? The theologians’ reply will often be pragmatic, motivated by
the nced to salve the conscience of Shi'ites who, in one way or another,
collaborate with the current authoritics. This was the case notably in the
Buyid period (945-1055), when the caliphate was dominated by Shi'ite
viziers.” In reality, the possibility of collaborating arises from the fact that
any government is fundamentally acceptable, and that it is better to contri-
bute to peace than to disorder. But this in no way setties the question, for
Islam closely intermingles the religious and the political: acknowledgement

37 WO MADELUNG, “A Treatise of the Sharif al-Mortada on the Tegaliy of Working
for the Government (mas ula fil~amal ma’a’l=sultan),” BSO-LS, 43, 1 (1980), pp. 18 31.
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of the government brings with it the obligation to obey, to pay ritual taxces,
to declaim the Friday sermon in its name, to take part in the military
operations of the holy war, ctc. It will be seen that Shi'ites have been
reluctant about many of those points, even when political power was wielded
by their co-religionists.

T'he hidden Imam must reappear, and belicvers wait for that day. I'heir
waiting often gives rise to a passive attitude, far removed from the dy-
namic and revolutionary spirit that Shari’at saw in Imam Hoscyn’s rebel-
lion. There are indeed two ways of waiting: in resignation and submission,
or on the other hand, in dissatisfaction and rejection of the present situa-
tion. In the first instance, one accepts anything without aspiring to change;
in the second, one rebels and reacts out of a desire for radical alteration.™
This distinction made by Shari’ati about "Ali awaiting his moment to rule
applies perfectly to the eschatological expectation:

T'he soctal and politcal problem is nullified, responsibilities are limited to
the mdividual ethical sphere, the Occultation is no more than a cvcle of
submission and passive waiting; as society is not likely to be saved, everyone
must think first of his own survival; it 1s accepted as incvitable that society,
faith, social order, culture, and public morality slide into decadence until the
reappearance of the Imam is rendered inescapahle. From this perspective the
Occultation 1s only the price of liberation from all the powers of this world;
it is the legahzed acceptance of everything that happens and exists, the
suppression of all collective responsibility: henceforward everyone can crawl
in his own individualism, and all the hopes, beliefs, and feclings of the
Shi’ites can be summed up in two principles: dolorism and the execration of
the Sunnis, nothing more!

This gloomy picture of Shi’ism fossilized in the acceptance of estab-
lished disorder is, for Shart’au, in contrast with a Shi’ism modeled on the
example of Imam “Ali; in which the period of the Occultation is one when
man must, on the contrary, shoulder the prophetic responsibilities of the
Imam:

These are the men who must henceforward teach about Islam, administer
Justice, organize an Islamic society, govern themsclves, defend Islam and
Muslims against the powers of this world, and Islamic unity against Jews,
Christians, and other enemies . . . and choosc from amongst themselves those
who speciahize in a genuine knowledge of Islam, of Islamic law, and the

38  SHARIATL, Al p. 139
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affairs of the society of their time . .. to compel them (o guide the destiny
of men and to take for their leader the most educated and most upright man
among them to take the “Imam’s place,” which is the place of the Prophet
of Islam!"

SHPISM AND THE HOLY FAMILY

The reinterpretation of traditional dogmas by Shari’ati’s revolutionary ide-
ology allows us briefly to take stock of the foundation of Shi’ism. Two
opposing ideas are revealed: that of absolute guide of the human kind,
intermediary between God and man, intercessor, apodictic guarantee, a
perfect man who demands blind and unfailing allegiance; and that of an
openness resulting from the absence of any material power structure, a
message of hberation based on the rejection of oppression.

For Shi’ites, the Imamate is linked to a conception of justice extended to
God: He who art the resurrection will judge men according to their actions
is obliged to provide them constantly with the means of salvation. And there
cannot be a void which, by hypothesis, would lecave men in their ignorance:
the Prophets, the Imams, the hidden Imam are guarantees of the divine
order into which man is invited to reinstate himself. A socicty without an
Imam is anarchic, that is to say, it is vulnerable, swiftly dominated by the
forces of oppression. That is why, as Shari’ati says, when the Imam is not
accepted as head of the Community, it is not the rights of the Imam that
are harmed, but those of the people who have no one to guide them,

The millenarist anticipation of the Imam’s reappearance makes Shi’ism
a doctrine turned, far more than Sunnism, towards meta-history, towards
an idcalistic anticipation of the 1ind of “I'ime. Theosophical speculation s
overt, well-founded, legitimate. Man sceks to understand what stage he
has rcached in the divine cycle. Despite the fundamental idealism of chis
vision of the world, the Occultation of the Imam 1s not an obstacle 10 a
social dimension, since Shi’ism was born of a political stand and remains
basically inspired by a scarch for fairness and justice. There is no political
barricr, as the Imam demands only that men shall stay faithful to the direc-
tives of the revelation which liberate the “weak” (mostasz afin) from the
yoke of the “arrogant” (mostakbarin). Revolutionary ideological discourse
immersed itself in this message, which is noble but sufficiently vague to
adapt itself to the most diverse situations.

39 SITARTATL, Tashayyo™-e safavi, p. 223.
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For the IFrench, Rosny-sous-Bois, an urban junction in the suburbs of
Paris, is more likely to bring road travel to mind than Shi’ite mysticism.
Nevertheless, that is where 1 have an appointment, in a house that is
spacious and modern, though not excessively luxurious, ser in flower-
planted grounds. Happy to have reached this haven after the labyrinth of
freeway interchanges, I discover the sign written in large letters, in both
French and Persian, that intrigues the uninitiated passers-by: House of the
Sufis, Khdanegah-e Ne’matollahs.

I have to present my credenuals. 1 am shown into a vesuibule where |
notice more than one sign of [ranian culture, chiefly carpets and £i/ins on
the floor. Shoes as well, Iined up before the door, inviting me to remove
mine out of respect for sacred ritual and customs. Ahead of me is a large
room, bathed in a profusion of electric lights: the windows are shut off by
curtains of printed cotton from Isfahan. At the far end, under an enormous
photograph of himself, 1s the master. T'he scene evokes Persian miniatures,
in which the prince gives audience, seated on his throne . . . “Man’s condi-
tion 1s obscure. And some show signs of excellence. In the evenings when
there was great drought in the land, I heard you spoken about on this side
of the world, and the praise was unstinting. Your name was the shade of a
great tice. 1 spoke of it to the dusty men on the roads; and they found
themselves refreshed.” These lines by Saint-John Perse are indeed well
suited to the particular encounter awaiting me.

Dr Javad Nurbakhsh is the man. Wearing loose-fitting garments and a
sort of indoor coat, with the traditional headgear, he has a craggy face
punctuated by an abundant moustache, and his eye is keen; he invites me
to draw near, holds out his hand without getting up, makes a pleasantry to
put me at my case and resumes the pipe of his narghileh, its bubbling noise



50 A Mystic Theology

when he inhales the smoke refreshing us all. "Uhere are several Iranians of
some renown in the company: a former minister of Shapour Bakhtiar; a
celebrated lady radio personality from the Shah’s era; the wife of an old-
regime general and her daughter who plays the zar (the ancestor of our
guitar) splendidly; a poet-musician who not long ago was a militant in the
Tudeh (Iranian Communist Party), and a well-known academic who has
come from Iran and will soon return there, unlike the others, whose fate is
to ruminate nostalgically in exile. In the background, there are also young
people whose nationality is not clear to me; cither they do not speak
Persian, or speak it with a British or perhaps even a French accent; they
look after the guests with the servile and solemn obsequiousness of lackeys
without livery.

This evening 1s not a ritual session: tonight the master, passing through
Paris, is receiving initiates’ friends and answering their questions. We are
also invited to share a simple meal, for which the table is set with a special
rite, the salt being served first. After this convivial feast and listening to
music, the former radio celebrity reads poems by the master, chosen by
himself from his Divan (anthology of poctry); he will generously bestow
copies on those guests whom he wishes to honor.

This generosity is not inspired by proselytism: he has enough disciples,
says Nurbakhsh. We shall not be invited to attend on Thursday and Sun-
day evenings for the rites reserved for the initiated, including the commem-
oration of the divine name (zekr) with prayer, preaching, concerted
meditation, litanies, and trances. These rites are well known today.' The
most moving defies description, and 1s the rhythmic repetition of a vigor-
ous invocation embracing the profession of faith (“There is no god but
God,” La elaha ella’ Llah) declaimed in unison, with all lights extinguished,
to the point of oblivion of time and sclf. Only experience can convey some
idea of it. The specifically Shi’ite part of the ritual is the frequent repetition
of the phrase ya 4li, an invocation to the First Imam. Certain rites, gen-
erally kept secret, are reserved for initiates, like the “feast of supplication”
(majles-¢ niyaz) or other ritual meals.

There are certainly many neophytes in the house of the Sufis, for Dr
Nurbakhsh’s success, at any rate outside Iran, is spectacular. The magazine

1 See R. GRAMLICI, Die schittischen Derwischorden Persiens, Wiesbaden, I'ranz Steiner,
3 vols, 1965, 1976, 1981, vol. TI1: Customs and Rites; N. POURJAVADY and P. .. WIL.SON
(Preface by Sd 1. Nasr), Kings of Love: The Poctry and History of the Ni‘wmatull@hi Sufi
Order, "Vehran, Tranian Academy of Philosophy, Boulder, Colo,, Great Fastern Book Co.,
and London, Thames & Hudson, 1978, pp. 168ft.
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Sufi, published in London in two editions, Persian and English, gives the
addresses of fourteen “centers of the Ne’matollihi Suft order” in western
Furope and the United States: three £hdneqah in California alone! In France,
the second Suft House was opened in Lyon in 1990. It is difficult to know
whether this success is due to the personality of the founder, the bewilder-
ment of exiled Iranians at the brutal form adopted by Shi’ism, or the dis-
array of the West which is turning avidly towards all the ecstatic formulas
of the East.

Born in 1926 at Kerman, in the south-east of Iran, Javad Nurbakhsh is
a psychiatric doctor, who ran the faculty of psychiatry of Tehran Univer-
sity, and also spent a year working at the Sainte-Anne hospital in Paris
(1962-3). But his spiritual career is more important than his professional
carecr. At the age of twenty-two Nurbakhsh became the favorite disciple of
Munes-"Ali Shah Zu’r-Riyasateyn, a Sufi master of the Ne’matollahi order,
and married one of his daughters, succeeding him in 1952. He was the first
Sufi head, or “Pole” (goth) to have an active professional life and, apart
from Sufi mectings, to abandon the ritual garments (coat and headgear).

His intellectual activity is unbounded: he has written and published
numerous treatises on Sufism intended to place the mystical path within
the reach of all. He is also the author of commentaries on the surahs
(chapters) of the Koran and two collections of poems. Furthermore,
Nurbakhsh has published critical editions of numerous classical Sufi texts,
such as the “Rose Garden of Mystery” (Golshan-e riz), a fourteenth-
century treatise by Shabestari, the “Jasmine of the Faithful Lovers” CAbhar
ol-"asheqin) by Ruzbehan of Shiraz, and chiefly the works of Shah
Ne'matollah Vali of Kerman, the great holy man who gave his name 1o the
order, and died in 1431.

Nurbakhsh presents Sufism as a path of love entrenched in Islam and
freed from philosophical jargon. He tries to help everyone whose heart’s
desire is to devote himself to a quest for the infinite. A learned and studious
man, a powerful charismatic personality, a formidable leader of men, Dr
Nurbakhsh has imparted new vitality to his order, which today represents
the most coherent group in Iranian Sufism. At present he lives in exile, but
has not completely given up the idea of returning to Iran, where he has
numerous disciples or adepts. After the Revolution, the Islamic authorities
invited him to pledge allegiance to Imam Khomeyni in order to demon-
strate that there was no political ambiguity between the Ne’matollahi order
and the new government. The insistence of the authorities led Nurbakhsh,
who was anxious above all things to preserve his freedom, to go into exile.
Several invitations from the leaders of the Islamic Republic asking him to
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come back to Iran have met with an irrevocable ironic reply: “I will return
on the day when you can guarantee that I can insult Khomeyni with
impunity, if I wish to do s0.”

For Nurbakhsh, the man who laughs at God because he feels close to
God, and makes fun of clerical religion, the mullas are nothing more than
charlatans who are shut off from genuine spiritual life. Not that Nurbakhsh
is opposed to the religion practised in the mosques: on the contrary, he
declares himself filled with the mission of protecting the mosque against
irreligion.” Temporarily, the khdneqah in Iran, although not closed authori-
tatively by the government, felt threatened and would not put up with the
controls it wished to impose on them. They prudently put their activitics
“on hold” and placed their libraries in crates in safe places while waiting for
better days to come. But in order to understand the reasons which pushed
Nurbakhsh into exile, we must return to the very complicated relationship
between Sufism and Shi’ism.

THE. CLERICAI, ORDER AND THE DISORDER OF THE MYSTICS

Sufism was born of a need to express the mystical love of the one and only
God within the rigid precepts of Islam. T’he Mystic Path (rarigar) followed
by the “dervishes” (a Persian word meaning “poor”) is in opposition to the
Law (shari’at) imposed on Muslims, as the esoteric (interiority, innerness)
is in opposition to the exoteric (exteriority, outward appearance). Mutatis
mutandis, between Sufism and juridical Islam there are the same kinds of
argument as those which stirred the first Christians to ask whether the
grace of the Resurrection gave them dispensation from strict observance of
the Jewish Law.

Originally, Sufism was an essentially Sunni phenomenon: in Shi’ism, the
interior aspect of Islam was alrcady eminently developed thanks to imamology
and the theology of “divine friendship” (valdyar), and Shi’ites feel less
need for charismatic and spiritual leadership, or the theosophical specula-
tions which draw Sunnis towards Sufism. Passionate love for the Imams,
and above all the hidden Imam, Guide of the believers, replaces the devo-
tion of the Sufis for their charismatic head, “Pole,” or Sheikh.

The historical gestation of a Shi’ite Sufism was a long procedure. Until
the fifteenth century, in Anatolia and Iran, Sufi congregations, while stll
attached to Sunnism, developed a cult of "Ali and the T'welve Imams which

2 POURJAVADY and WILSON, Kings of Love, p. 177.



A Mystic Theology 53

drew them very close to the Shi’ites. This was notably the case with the
order of the Kobraviya® and certain Shi’ite thinkers, like Heydar Amoli,
who had explicitly incorporated the heritage of Sufism. But in the sixteenth
century the risc of the Safavid dynasty in Iran profoundly upset relations
between Sufism and Shi’ism: around the middle of the fifteenth century,
before acceding to the monarchy (1501), the clan which led a great Sufi
movement in the north of Iran, the Qezelbash (in Turkish, the “Red-
heads,” because of the colour of their headgear), had gone the whole way
in crossing over to the Shi’ite denomination.

In order to impose Shi’ism as the official religion and to set up the legal
and administrative apparatus, the Safavids had to call upon the Imamite
ulema. Conflict was inevitable. The most learned theologians in the service
of the Safavids hounded the Sufi orders which had a large following and
were calling into question both their clerical authority and the power of the
Safavids themselves. The influential head of the mullas, Mohammad-Bager
Majlesi (d. 1699), the author of the great encyclopedia of Shi'ite theology,
“The Ocean of lLights” (Behdr ol-anvar), did not spare the powerful
Qezelbash in the repression of Sufism. At the beginning of the eighteenth
century most of the Iranian Sufi orders had ceased to exist: at the end of
the century the Nematollahi (of which Javad Nurbakhsh is today the Pole
of the main branch) established themselves again in Iran thanks to Ma’sum-
’Ali Shah, who came from India. But the violent attack of a powerful cleric,
Mohammad-"Ali Behbahani (d. 1803), who had him killed, left a deep
trauma in the history of Iranian Sufism.' Under the Qajar dynasty (1779—
1925) manipulation of the Sufis by the political power or the exploitation of
the orders as a springboard for social success and a means of escaping the
influence of the clergy made the situation even more complicated.

T'he most striking example of the political return of the dervishes is that
of Mohammad Shah (1834--48), the third ruler of the Qajar dynasty, who
has been described as superstitious and weak. After having his Prime
Minister assassinated, Mohammad Shah appointed as head of the govern-
ment a Ne’matollahi dervish, Hajj Mirza Agasi, who had been his private
tutor and exercised great influence over him. This man, often represented

3 See M. MOLL, “Ies Kubrawiva entre sunnisme et shi’isme aux huitiéme et neuvieme
siccles de PlHegire,” Revue des études islamigues (1961), pp. 61-142.

4 'The father of Mohammad-"Ali, Aqa Mohammad-Bager, had hounded the akhbdri Shi'ites.
On them, see 'A. DAVANI, Agd Mohammad Bager b. Md Akmal Esfahini ma’ruf be Vahid
Behbahani, ‘Tchran, Amir Kabir, 1362, On the repression of the Sufis, see notably 1.
ALGAR, Religion and State in Iran 1785 19006: The Role of the Ulama in the Qujar Period,
Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1969, pp. 361t
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as rapacious and 1gnorant, but recently rchabilitated by an Iranian historian
who regards him as a patriot filled with self=sacrifice, distinguished himself
chiefly by neutralizing the clergy and favoring the activities of the dervishes.”
Reestablished at court and in several specific places of pilgrimage, Sufism
was to preserve until the present day that aspect of religious counter-
institution in which allegiance to the leader supplants that which the clergy
expects to receive exclusively from the faithful. The mystical orders are an
alternative - tolerated as long as they remain marginal 1o the severity of
literalist religion.

An Iranian Sufi order created in the 1950s by Mohammad Anqa never-
theless rejects any domination by a leader: it is that of the Oveysi, for
whom the link to the master is purely spiritual and invisible.” Another
mystical order; also recently created (1899), the Brotherhood Association
(Anjoman-c¢ okhovvat) refuses to give itself a permanent master, but obeys
a council of ten members who co-opt their president; high-ranking Free-
mason politicians of the Pahlavi period (1925-79) were members of this
council. By founding the Brotherhood Association, the Qajar Prince
Zahiroddowla (d. 1924), also a Freemason, was doubtless trying less to
create a Sufi fraternity than a “lodge,” but avoiding the nefarious Masonic
label. "I'he association’s headquarters, in the Ferdowsi Avenuc in I'chran,
was used up tll the Revolution as a meeting place for various Masonic
lodges, whosc insignia were discreetly concealed for the dervish ceremo-
nics. Although the rationalist and sccular inspiration of the I'reemasons
apparently has nothing to do with Sufi mysticism, there is certainly some
kinship between the two doctrines: mistrust, if not downright hostility,
wis—a-vis the clergy, eliism, a certain taste for sccereey and ritual as well as
a very great fraternal solidarity.

Despite keeping their distance with regard to the clerical apparatus and
literalist religion, Iraman Sufis share in that “parasitical” culture denounced,
in Iran as elsewhere, by rationalists eager for progress. Sufi associations are
nevertheless well adapted to modern ways of life and do their recruiting
chiefly among the liberal professions; it 1s more stylish to be a Sufi than to
attend the mosque. Today Sufism is in the main an urban movement,
threatened less by industrial growth than by the power of the clergy who
regard 1t as nothing more than an illegiimate competitor in the market of
religious values. Its reestablishment in Iran was not acconiplished without
tension, and matters may stll develop further.

5 See 1L NATEQ, Iran dar rah-yabi-e furhangi: 1834 1848 (Iran on the Path of Cultural
Development), Tondon, Payam, 1988,
6 GRAMULICH, Die schutischen Derwischorden Persiens, vol. Wl: The Doctrine, p. 235
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SUIISM AND SHPPISM

Sufism is a mystical outpouring within Islam. As such it upsets the wlema,
the guardians of dogma in both Sunnism and Shi’ism. Not that Islam is
without a mystical element: it is enough to read the Koran to be convinced
that this is where Sufism finds its principal and inexhaustible source of
inspiration. But the Community naturally protects itself against innovation
and spontaneity, which disturb social order. Sufism, which claims to cstab-
lish what might be called a person-to-person loving relationship with God,
infringes several of Islam’s doctrinal bounds: the ohligations of worship
(pravers, fasting, pilgrimage, ritual alms) are not abolished, but become
sccondary in relation to a different kind of worship, warmer, freer, reserved
for the initated. "T'he monotheistic doctrine 1s the same, but enriched by an
ardent Jicerature that cares little for cold doctrinal definitions.

Several common theological characeeristics unite Sufism and Shi’ism.”’
Iirst, vencration for the Imam “Ali; whose “spiritual caliphate”™ is a central
belief for the Sufis. Among both Shi’ites and Sunnite Sufis, these words of
the Prophet arc often quoted, alluding to gnostic wisdom: “I am the city of
knowledge and "Al s its portal.” Among the symbols recalling this com-
mon reference, there is the mantle or cloak with which the Prophet, ac-
cording to tradition, covered his daughter Fatima, Ali and their two sons:
it symbolizes the passing on of the prophetic charisma to the Imams des-
cended (rom Al and Fatima, down to the hidden Imam. "Fhe sign of the
mantle is taken up in Sufi tradition: to put it on is to be filled with the
spiritual power imparted by knowledge of divine secrets, and when the Sufi
master hands over the symbolic mantle (kherga) to his disciple he is ac-
knowledging his worthiness to be initiated into the esoteric teaching, to
the Mohammadan Light (nur mohammadiya) - or T'ruth — (hagigar). “Trans-
mission” or initiation implics a chain of transmission (se/sela) in order
to ensure the preservation of the doctrine’s integrality. In the same way
that cach Imam transmitted his secret and spiritual function to his succes-
sor, cach Sufi order proudly guards the spiritual genealogy of its masters,
whose source usually goes back as far as "AlL.

This obsession with using the Mohammadan revelation as a foundation
for the persistence of a leginmate spiritual accompaniment for men in every
cra 1s a feature common to Sufism and Shi'ism alike. Both doctrines re-
quire an apodictic Guide, *mystical Pole” (gorb) or Imam, whom it 1s the

7 See S.TLNASR, “le Shi'isme et le soufisme: Leurs Relations principiclles et historiques,”
Le Shivisme imdmiie (Strasbourg Svmposium), Paris, PUF, 1970, pp. 215-33.
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believer’s duty to discover: it has nothing to do with political or human
authority, but the seeking, by each man, for “the Imam of his being,” the
perfect Man (ensan-¢ kamel). In both groups, this spiritual authority is
designated by a term in which ideas of divine love and spiritual guidance
are combined: valayat.

The convergence of Shi’ism and Sufism was perceived by certain Imamite
theosophists influenced by the doctrine of the Andalusian master Ibn "Arabi
(who died in Damascus in 1240). One of them, Heydar Amoli, a Shi’ite
theologian from the north of Iran, who died ca. 1385, tried to integrate
Sufism with Shi’ism, to show that both were saying the same thing:

Among all the branches of Islam and the various Mohammadan groups,
there 1s none which has vilifed the Sufis as much as the Shi'ites have done:
in return, no group has railed against the Shi’ites as much as the Sufis. And
that despite the fact that both groups have one and the same ongin; that they
drink from the same fount; that the end to which they refer is one and the
same.®

In parallel with Heydar Amoli’s theological rapprochement, other Suf
orders went over to Shi’ism before the advent of the Safavids. Notably the
Kobraviya, an order founded in the thirteenth century by Najmoddin
Kobra, in the heart of which blossomed some of the greatest mystics in
Persian literature. I'ven more than his predecessors, Mohammad Nurbakhsh,
in the middle of the fifteenth century, caused the Kobravi to swing toward
devotion for the descendants of Imam °Ali, and went as far as proclaiming
himself the Mahdi, the awaited Imam.’

MYSTICISM IN EARLY SHIPISM

There are two differing interpretations of primitive or early Shi'ism. Ac-
cording to the first and most common, Shi’ism came to life around a
political conception, but after serious setbacks was forced to fall back on the
doctrine of the Occultation: as the Community could not be governed by
the ideal Guide, who was not present, Shi’ism continued to develop on the
fringe, so to speak, of the norms of the Sunni majority, by abandoning —
except periodically — its original political claims. Mystical aspirations served

8 Fame ol-asrdr (Collection of Mysterics), quoted by 11. CORBIN, Zn Islam rignien, vol.
1L Les Fidéles dumour: Shi‘tsme et soufisme, Paris, Gallimard, 1972, p. 179.

9 Cf.S. A, ARJOMAND, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam, Chicago and Lon-
don, University of Chicago Press, 1984, pp. 741t.
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to compensate for political failure. A second interpretation, relying on the
texts of ancient Imamite tradition, rejects the misconception regarding
political pretensions: the authority of the Imams is purely spiritual; they
are the guardians of divine secrets which certain people — quite naturally —
have sought to misappropriate in order to usurp temporal power."” Far
from wishing to socialize their authority, the Imams seek to transmit the
secret that they have received to those who are capable of upholding it
without betraying it. By this esotericism the Imams and their disciples are
close to Sufism.

Under the Safavids, the to-ing and fro-ing between mystical and politi-
cal was continuous: without recourse to mysticism, the charisma of the
Safavid rulers was incomprehensible; but clerical legalism intervened at
every level to mect a specific demand of the new regime, to manage the
state, and condemned the charismatic impression; the theosophers, coming
on the scene in their turn, neglected political tasks to adopt the most spec-
ulative theories which dispossessed the clergy of their spiritual monopoly.

T'he mystical tendency developed very soon in early Shi’ism. Without a
doubt, questions of political succession and power within the Muslim
Community were at the origins of the Shi'ites” separation from the Sunni
majority. But there is too much inclination to view ancient Shi'ism through
the distorting prism of its Sunni detractors, whereas the Imams them-
sclves, whose words are brought down to us through the collections of
Shi’ite traditions (akhbar, hadith), gave up all hope of a political restoration
after Imam Hoseyn’s defeat at Karbald. They defined themselves not as the
“partisans (shi @) of "Ali,” but as the “Friends of God.” The divine love
(valayar) of the Imams is the very perfection of love.

The Imam is the supreme Friend of God and the faithful Imamite is he who
finds the Tove of God in an act of love for his Imam, the latter being the
¢piphany of the Divine Attributes. ““T'he first thing about which the believer
will be questioned after his death,” declares Imam Ja’far, “is his va/dya, that
15, his love (mahabba) tor us, the Imams. If he has truly professed that love
until his dying day, then his prayers, fasting, alms, and pilgrimages will be
acceptable. T he has not professed that love, not one of his apparently pious
works will be acceptable to God.” “God has made us His Thresholds,” savs
the First Imam (savings recorded by Imam Ja’far), “His Path, His Face
towards which all must turn. So anyone who turns away from our valiya,

10 Sce Md A, AMIR-MOLZZ1, The Divine Guide in Original Shi’ism, Albany, SUNY
Press, 1994, chs 2.3: “Vision by the Tleart,” and 3.4 “Sacred Power.”
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our love, or vows his devotion to others than ourselves, 1s turning away from
the Path . . . in contrast, he who turns towards us, turns towards springs that
are pure, flowing, and inexhaustible by the Lord’s Command.”"

The Koranic prophecy has been unveiled for all men, but its secret,
esoteric aspect can be known only through the Imams, who are its guard-
ians. “We the Imams,” said the Fifth Imam, “are the Treasuries and the
Treasurers of the hidden Secret of God in this world and the next. Qur
faithful [the Shf’ites] are the treasuries and treasurers for us, the Imams.”

The existence of a secret doctrine in Shi’ism had two ethical conse-
quences: access to the holy Imams is not dependent on the will of each
person, but on an initiation coming from on high, and that restriction
brings with it a certain elitism; on the other hand, in order to safeguard the
integrity of the Secret, mental dissimulation or limitation may be de-
manded of believers. This “discipline of secrecy” is not to be taken here in
the purely political sense of prudence in stating onc’s faith when danger
threatens: it affirms the superiority of faith in the divine Love (valayar)
over exoteric “submission” (Is/lam in the literal sense).

Islam, replies the Imam Ja’far wben questioned about the difference between
Islam and the [Shi’ite] faith in the valayat, is the belief in the uniqueness of
God and the recognition of the prophetic mission of Mohammad. 'I'banks to
Islam, the Law prevents crimes and regulates dealings between people,
marriage, or inheritance, according to rules that all must respect, and prayer
and pilgrimage are ritually organized. But the true faith 1s an esoteric (spir-
itual) guide for the heart . . . Belonging to the faith involves Islam, but not
the other way round, in the same way that one cannot approach the Ka’ba
without entering the Great Mosque in Mecca, but one can enter the Great
Mosque without going near the Ka’ba."

CLERICAL SHPPISM VERSUS SUFISM

These mystical meditations that give meaning to Shi’ite spirituality would
seem to predispose the Shi’ites to understand the Sufis, and to share
with them certain preoccupations orientated towards the supernatural. But

11 M. A. MOEZZI, “Le Shiisme doctrinal et le fait politique,” in M. Kotobi, ed., Le
Grand Satan et la Tulipe: Iran, une premiére république, Paris, Institut supéricur de gestion,
1983, p. 71.

12 Hadith taken from Koleyni’s collection, a/-Osul men al-Kafi, chapter “On FFaith and
Impiety;” of. MOLLZZI1, “Le Shi’isme doctrinal,” pp. 87-8.
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despite peacemaking attempts at reconciliation between Shi’ism and Sufism
by certain modern Shi’ite thinkers, such as Sayyed Hossein Nasr, Imamite
theologians raise objections of principle against Sufism. It is hard to say
whether it is the competition in which they are engaged with the Sufis in
the market of religious values which has provoked their criticisms, or
whether it 1s the criticisms that have given rise to the violent opposition in
the past, to which I alluded earlier. The theologians of Qom, as Corbin
points out, prefer to talk of “gnosis” (erfan) rather than Sufism (tasavvof’),
even if by that they refer to the same reality."” An outstanding example is
given to us by ayatollah Khomeyni himself, who taught mysticism and
philosophy at Qom until the beginning of the 1950s and sometimes drew
inspiration from the doctrine of the Andalusian Sufi Ibn “Arabi, but showed
total indifference in allowing the closure of Sufi order houses (khaneqah) in
Iran after the Revolution.

The arguments of official Islam against the mystic orders were rarely
developed, as if by attacking their rivals too plainly the ulema were afraid
to be seen to take them seriously, or turn them into victims who would
attract sympathy. A few modern polemical writings are to be found, how-
ever, and notably a series of extremely interesting systematic refutations
from the pen of a “turned” former Sufi leader, Keyvan Qazvini, who
describes 1n detail all the ceremonials and the internal organization of his
order. "This curious figure, who died in 1939, the author of a score or so of
books that ar¢ mostly polemics against the Sufis, does not entirely renounce
what he calls the “true” (hagigi) Sufism as opposed to the “formalist”
(rasmi, marsum) Sufism."” He did not gain widespread acceptance for his
attempt at reform, but his books are often cited by the ulema who wish to
demonstrate the danger of the restrictive 1deological framework of the Sufi
orders.

To illustrate the point of view of contemporary Shi’ite ulema, here are a
few pages from a clerical historian seeking to justify the ferocious repres-
sion of Mohammad-’Ali Behbahani against the Sufis at the end of the
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century.

T'here are several explanations of the term “Sufi” [writes Ali Davani in
substance] and the Sufis themselves are unable to make sense of them. T'he
first to claim it were heretics, then schismatics influenced by the Brahmans

13 CORBIN, £n islam iranien, vol. 1, p. 11; vol. HI, p. 153, etc. Corbin tends to reconcile
the divergent trends of mysticism.
14 See R. GRAMLICIN, Die schittischen Derwischorden, vol. 1, pp. 68-9.
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of India. In the Islamic world, those people were encmies of the Family of
the Prophet, like Hasan Basri and others. Keyvan Qazvini dwelt for 40 years
on the plain of Sufism, even becoming onc of the heads of the order: he
denounced the Indian origin of Sufism and showed that the terms “Sufi,”
“Sufism” (sufiya, tasavoof) are meaningless. ‘T'he Sufis are people who wear
wool (according to one of the etymologies of the term “Sufi”), and disguise
themsclves in the attributes of ascetics and Christan monks in order to
attract the esteem of Muslims and to realize their evil designs . . "

The beliefs of Sufis come down to two basic dogmas: incarnation and
monism (folul va etichad) . . . The incarnationists say that God is onc with
the perfect Man, a belief they have borrowed from the Sabeans (a gnostic
community which still exists in Mesopotamia) and the Christians. From this
brief summary we draw the conclusion that the branches of Sufism are all
false, erroneous, and deviant, and differ totally from the religion of Islam,
above all from the road to salvation of I'welver Shi'ism. Sufism conceals its
kinship with Christian monasticism by a verbal loyalty to Islam: they regard
the doctors of the Shi’ite faith as purely superficial people, considering their
own mystic leaders as the only ones to represent the substance of Islam.
They insult the ulema in their writings. They attribute an apocryphal fadith
to the Prophet, taken up by the Sunnis, in which Muslims are divided into
two groups, those who follow the Law and those who follow the mystic Path
(shari ut, tarigat). Their spiritual leaders, Hasan Basri, Ma’ruf Karkhi, Shaqiq
Balkhi, Biyazid Bastimi, Mansur al-Halla) . . . were all Sunnis and enemics
of the Imams, uncducated, unbalanced people, who had no contact with our
Imams while none the less regarding them as guardians of supernatural
secrets . . . As for their claims to ecstasies and visions, these are the result of
hashish or cannabis, drugs forbidden by rehgion, which some admit to using
regularly. They impose excessive privations on themselves and practice an
asceticism that upsets their temperaments ... 1t is very astonishing that
despite all the warnings which have come down to us through tradition and
the teaching of the most important ulema — those through whom religion has
been maintained during the course of the centuries - there are still people
who are victims of these charlatans and seek 1o reach God through their
mediation, abandoning any spirit of criticism."

.. . AND PHILOSOPITY

In the face of the contempt evinced by this contemporary theologian, it is
hard to deny that there are serious disputes between the Shi'ite #lema and

15 See DAVANI, Aq@ Mohammad-Bdger, pp. 289fF.
16 1bid., pp. 290—4.
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the Sufis. But the latter are not alone in threatening the clerical monopoly
of legitimate teachings on salvation: philosophers as well have sometimes
been included in condemnation of the Sufis. Today, however, one of the
originalities of Shr’ite Islam is to recognize that metaphysical speculation
and philosophical discourse have a certain place in religious knowledge.
The Center for Theological Studics at Qom is certainly the only place of
Islamic studies in the world where one dare comment on the philosophical
treatises of Aristotle or Avicenna, and where the post-Platonic philosophi-
cal tradition has remained alive. Ayatollah Khomeyni was known at Qom
up till the beginning of the 1950s for his philosophy course and, after the
1979 Islamic Revolution, he continued to quote in his speeches texts by
Molla Sadra (onc of the most brilliant representatives of the [ranian tradi-
tion of Islamic philosophy).

To clear up the misunderstandings that are too widespread in the West,
we must here consider all these terms: even today, histories of philosophy
speak of Arab or Mushim philosophy, two terms that are inappropriate to
designate a tradition both Aristotehian and nco-Platonic that came to a halt
with the death of Averroés in Andalusia in 1198, Until that period, by and
large, Furope received, by way of Spain, part of the Greek heritage passed
on by the Arabs. T'he upheavals in the Islamic world and the evolution of
Christianity ended by casting a veil over later developments, notably those
which took place in the Iranian world, above all when Iran, which became
Shi’ite in the sixteenth century, cut itself off from the Mediterranean
Muslim world with which Europe had more connections.

The first misunderstanding therefore concerns its ethnic name: even at
its origin, this philosophy was Arab, at the very most, only through its
language. Avicenna (Ibn Sind), to name but one of the best-known among
the great forerunners, was an Iranian, and it is in his wake that [ranian
philosophy has blossomed to this very day, with one foot in visionary
mysticism and the other in the severity of Aristotehan logic. The second
misunderstanding concerns the underlying presupposition of orthodoxy in
the adjective “Muslim” (philosophy): as Henry Corbin remarks, there is a
connotation of adherence to the fuith in the fact of being Muslim, whereas
the Islamic culture or philosophy belongs intrinsically to Islam, without any
presumption of loyalty or disloyalty to the faith, according to the same idea
that would, for example, distinguish between a centre for studies “on
Christianity” and a centre for “Christian studies.”"’

17 Sce for instance 1. CORBIN, La Philosophic iranicnne islamique . . . Paris, Buchet-
Chastel, 1981, p. 11.
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In reality, the term “philosophy” itself is perhaps mappropriate: iwo
words are used by Islamic tradition, falsafa, a simplified transcription of the
Greek term philosophia, and hekmar eldhi, literally “divine wisdom,” which
Corbin proposes to translate as “theosophy.” This word at once indicates
to us how philosophers are no longer mere speculators on metaphysical
values: they undertake the spiritual adventure of the knowledge of God,
and for that make use of other means than revelation and tradition. Philo-
sophical reflection, by seeking to establish the whole truth - including that
about faith — through proof and certainty (borhan va yagin), undermined
the principle of imitation (raglid) on which the Shi'ite wlema based their
authority. In the seventeenth century Molla Sadria was anathematized, and
banned for ten years from teaching, because of his attempts to reconcile
religious law, metaphysical speculation and mystic gnosis ( erf@n, that is,
Sufism, with explicit reference to Ibn “Arabi). He inaugurated meditation,
continued among his disciples, on the harmony between the esoteric path
and the exoteric path, in other words, the concordance between a know-
ledge of God obtained by the enlightenment of the heart and myvstical
inspiration, and that obtained by revelation and putting the religious Law
into practice.

Sohravard:

The rebirth of philosophy in Iranian Shi’ism in the sixteenth century was
influenced by the work of someone who is difficult to classify, Shchaboddin
Yahya Sohravardi, often called Sheikh ol-IFshraq, the “Master of illumi-
nant wisdom” or “of oriental Wisdom.” Born in 1155, a century after
Avicenna’s death, Sohravardi was neither a Sufi nor a philosopher properly
speaking; he was a Sunni, but sometimes very close to Shi'ism; a Muslim,
he openly claimed the spiritual heritage of Zoroastrian Persia, as well as
that of the Greek philosophers and hermetics. e died in 1191 at Aleppo
in Syria, exceuted by order of the (Sunni) doctors of the law and at
Saladin’s insistence, possibly because he was suspected of being a Shi'ite.

IFor Sohravardi, the conceptual and discursive path of knowledge could
have, at the very most, only the value of a negative approach. He nonethe-
less recommends its study and shows an example by devoting the first part
of his treatise on “Oriental T'heosophy” to a reform of its logic. In his
opinion, only the “illuminant” knowledge, through revelation and initia-
tion, will enable us to apprehend existence as a spiritual hght. Genuine
knowledge 1s a presential illumination (eshrig hozuri) which, after revealing
itself, renders its object present by illuminating it. Sohravardi makes a
distinction between this knowledge and knowledge through representation
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(elm sur). Mystic cosmology sets an angelic universe of Light and Spirit
against a material, opaque, and tenebrous universe, which forms a screen.
Between the two there is an “imaginal” world (@lam al-mesal), where the
active Imagination perceives Forms which manifest themselves in “epiphanic
places,” or “places of sudden revelation” like the image suspended in a
mirror.

Against the backround of this between-world are enacted the dramatized
accounts of spiritual initiation by which Sohravardi gives us his interpreta-
tion of the human condition: becoming aware of his “western exile,” the
anostic 1s led back to his origins, to the symbolic East whence the light
flows. The Pole (gorb) that allows the return to the spiritual homeland can
exist only through the esoteric dimension of the prophetic revelation, which
Sohravardi declares 1s not closed (whercas for Muslims the positive Proph-
cey 18 closed in Mohammad). This last proposition, which brought the
“master of the lishrag” close to Shi’ism, resulted in his exceution by the
triumphant representatives of Sunnism, at war with the Crusaders. In
spite of his tragic end, Sohravardi showed the way ahead for philosophy in
Iran and allowed ancient Persia to be linked to Islamic theosophy, Sufism,
and the philosophical revival of the sixteenth century.™

The Iishraq discourse in fact stirred a deep echo among some Iranian
commentators, such as Shamsoddin Shahvezuri, or the mathematican,
astronomer, and philosopher Qotboddin Shirazi. Some even say that the
Shi’ite scholar Nasiroddin Tusi and the Andalusian Sunni mystic Ibn
"Arabi were influenced by Sohravardi. But it was in the fifteenth century
that this influcnce definitively mingled with that of Shi'ism and the reading
ol 1bn "Arabi, and left indisputable literary traces.

When ShiYism finally triumphed in Iran, in the sixteenth century, it
formed a sort of clerical authority (or hierocracy) for itself against which
thinkers had to win the right to overt discussion. A breed of philosophers
burgeoned, chicfly in the towns of Isfahan (the capital from 1596), Shiraz,
and Qom, among the wlema, men of learning (e/m), and religion; thanks to
lenry Corbin, they are commonly grouped together under the tide of
School of Isfahan." Although these thinkers were the direcet heirs of the
Islamic falsafa and the Greek philosophia, and were influenced by Sufism,

18 The principal 1exts of SOTRAVARII translated into French are collected in L Archange
emponrpré, Paris, Favard, 1976, and Ch. Jambes, ed., Le Livre de la sagesse orieniale, 1agrasse,
Verdier, 1986,

19 Sce Al ). NEWMAN, “Towards a Reconsideration of the Isfahin School of Philo-
sophy: Shavkh Baha’i and the Role of the Safawid *Ulam@’,” Studia Tranica, 15, 2 (1986),
pp- 105 99,
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they were henceforward carcful not to present themsclves as such, but
rather to place their thinking in more neutral categories, such as “wisdom”
(hekmat), “theosophy” (hekmat-e elaht), or “mysticism” (erfan). T'hey did
their best on occasion to show that they were not opposed to systematic
theology (kalam) or, of course, to the exoteric law of Islam.

Molla Sadra

Sadroddin Shirazi, commonly called “Molla Sadra” or “Akhund” (d. 1641),
explicitly refers to Sohravardi, Avicenna, and the Sufism of Ibn *Arabi, and
also to the foundational writings of Imami Shi’ite tradition. His daring
resulted n his being forced by the authorities into a long retirement far
from centres of philosophical or religious studies. Before him, in the
Avicennan tradition commonly accepted by many Islamic thinkers, being
was divided into two categorics: necessarily existing in itself (like God),
or made necessary through another being. Thus any being which has not
been necessitated remains inexistent, and all existing beings are, of neces-
sity, the result of a chain of causes. The most original positions adopted
by Molla Sadra concern the ontological primacy of existence in relation to
quiddity, that is to say, not a bold pretiguration of existentualism, which
would have made no sense in his times, but an overturning of Avicennan
definitions. As the contemporary Iranian commentator J. Ashtiyani put it,
this metaphysical theory is well and truly “revolutionary:”
that nothing can be prior to its “act of existing.” “By being mhat it 1s, every
essence 1s,” Henry Corbin comments in his turn. ““T’his act of being can
oceur at every degree of the scale of being, from that of mental existence
(vojud zehni) to all those of extra-mental existence: perceptible, imaginal,
intelligible. "

Molla Sadra adds that essence 1s not unchangeable, but can pass from
one degree to another in the act of being, which he describes as a “move-

its premise 1$

ment of substance.” In correlation with these degrees of being, he systema-
tizes Sohravardi’s theory of presential knowledge: a being has no presence
yobp g g p )
for itself or others, except insofar as it becomes immaterial and separates
itself from the world of annihilation, and from its “being-for-death™ . . . “The
more intense the degree of Presence, the more intense 1s the act of existing;
from then on, too, the more this existing is to exist, the act of being
Y b g bl E”

beyond death ..
This metaphysics in fact comes within a perspective of salvation. The

phy persp

20 11. CORBIN, En Isiam iranien, vol. 1V, p. 78,
21 Ibid., p. 80.
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chict work of Molla Sadra sets out to throw light on a spiritual winerary:
“The T'ranscendent Wisdom in the Four Noetic Journeys” (or “Journcys
of the Intellect”). It is broken down as follows: (1) journey from the
creatural world toward God; (2) journey in God and through God; (3)
return to the creatural world; (4) journey in the creatural world, but hence-
forward with the illumination of the divine presence: an initiation into the
knowledge of the soul and recognition of the quintessential oneness of God
(“God is the one being”). "Thus this philosophy, embraced in its entirety in
the questioning on the Origin and the Return, conceptualizes a speculation
which must be attuned to the main themes of Shi’ite faith. For example,
on the subject of the resurrection of the body, which caused problems
for the rationalism of the Avicennans, Molla Sadra proposed situating the
resurrected body in the between-world (barzakh) defined by Ibn “Arabi,
where, upon death, the soul carries the “impalpable body” which is an
“imaginal” body ( jesm mesdli) acquired by the soul itself during its terres-
trial peregrinations.

In this general presentation of Shi'ite beliefs there is no room to develop
in detail the history of a linc of thinking in which Henry Corbin was an
unparalleled explorer, and which was studied after him by Ch. Jambet, S.
H. Nasr, J. Morris and others. What must be remembered above all is that
the vigour imparted to Shi’ite thinking in the Safavid era was never extin-
guished, even if there were periods less propitious to metaphysical specu-
lation, as at the time of the Afghan invasion of 1722, up untl the
consolidation of the Qajar dynasty in the nineteenth century. Some ulema
were opposed to philosophy, as to Sufism, considering it heretical because
it referred to Greek tradition and appealed to reason, relegating the Revela-
tion to the rank of a sccondary source of knowledge. That dogmatic resist-
ance still hves on among Shi'ite clergy, but is compensated for within that
clergy itself by a line of brilliant thinkers who have continued to sec
themselves as the heirs of Molla Sadra.”

Contemporary Thinkers

‘That Shi’ite Iranians have a pronounced taste for philosophical speculation
we in the West have known since the days of Gobineau, who wrote at

22 Sce S. 1L NASR, “The Metaphysices of Sadr al-Din Shirazt and Islamic Philosophy in
Qajar Iran,” in C. L. Bosworth and C. hllenbrand, cds, Qajar Iran, Y.dinburgh, Edinburgh
University Press, 1983, pp. 177 98; on Molld Sadra, sce also J. W. MORRIS, The Wisdom
aof the Throne: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra, Princeton, Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1981.
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length in admiration of Molla Sadra’s successors, some of whom, like the
famous Hadi Sabzavari (d. 1878), were his contemporaries.” On the other
hand, despite Corbin’s immense work, one forgets that present-day lran is
fruitful ground for discursive thought and open to discussion of ideas.
Gobineau himself, together with a rabbi of Hamadan, translated Descartes’s
Discours de la méthode into Persian. He opened the way for the invasion of
rationalist, secularized, or desacralized thinking. The attraction of western
philosophical systems produced in Iran itself several generations of secular
thinkers, often of a positivist, Freemasonic, or Marxist tendency. Certain
religiously inspired thinkers, clergy or not, profited from this challenge to
consolidate Shi’ite philosophical reasoning.

The most traditional of them, who died in 1982 was a cleric who
succeeded Khomeyni in the chair of mystical philosophy at Qom at the
beginning of the 1950s, "Allima Mohammad-Hoseyn Tabataba’i; there he
trained a generation of philosopher mullas and published a vast body of
works, including a Koranic commentary in Arabic (7Tafsir al-Mizan), a
weighty commentated edition of the “Four Journeys” (al~Asfar al-arba’a,
using the abridged title) of Molla Sadra, and a general philosophical trea-
tise on “T'he Principles of Philosophical Realism,” in which he goes to the
defence of “realism” (in the medieval, Thomist sense) against modern
dialectical philosophies, notably Marxist materialism. Tabataba’i also con-
versed, before limited audiences, on the philosophy of Sufism, Tao-Te
King, the Upanishads, and St John’s Gospel. In Qom he met Henry
Corbin, the French orientalist, and also some brilliant Iranian academics,
such as Sayyed Hossein Nasr and Daryush Shayegan, who had studied in
Europe or the United States.

One of Tabataba’i’s disciples, ayatollah Mortaza Motahhari, was profes-
sor of philosophy at the Tehran State Faculty of Theology, until his assas-
sination in 1979 by anticlerical Islamic revolutionaries. He was keenly
engaged in the cause of Islamic Revolution alongside his fellow professor of
philosophy, ayatollah Ruhollih Khomeyni. A former pupil of Khomeyni,
who lives in semi-retirement at Mashhad, also deserves special mention
because of his collaboration with Henry Corbin in an “Anthology of Ira-
nian Philosophers from the XVIIth Century to the Present Day:”* Jalaloddin

Ashtiyani, whom Corbin sometimes called “Molla Sadra redivivus,” has

23 Sce A. de GOBINEAU, Ocuvres, vol. 11: Les Religions et les philosophies dans [’ Asie
centrale . . ., Paris, Gallimard (Bibliothéque de la Pléiade), 1983, pp. 448-83.

24 Three volumes published in the Bibliothéque iranienne of the French Research Insti-
tute in Iran, Paris and Tchran, 1971, 1975, 1976. The text of the analytical introductions in
French was taken up in CORBIN, La Philosophie iranienne islamique.
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produced many works to make known the thinking of the teacher of the
Safavid era and his numerous Shi’ite heirs. He has saved several of their
works from oblivion by publishing their manuscripts; unfortunately with-
out much consideration for the rules of critical editing.

Two contemporary trends keep alive the flame of philosophical reflec-
tion in Iran. The more profound, but less fruitful, is a Heideggerian move-
ment represented principally by an original thinker who has written virtually
nothing, Ahmad Fardid. Born about 1920, Fardid received an Islamic and
“modern” education; he first became a follower of Bergson then, after a
brief stay in France, turned towards Germany and became Heideggerian,
developing, in the course of his teaching at the University of Tehran and
in many private and public talks, a new reflection on Islamic identity faced
with desacralization: in his eyes, the West has been, since the Greek phi-
losophers, to blame for reducing the divine to the dimensions of discursive
rationality, which, in his opinion, can lead only to nihilism.

Daryush Shaycgan, who has lived in France since 1980, was much
influenced by Fardid although he denics it today. In his book Quest-ce
quune révolution religieuse? he describes the evolution of western philoso-
phy toward nihilism, and the parallel impasse in which oriental traditions
(notably in India and Islamic countries) become bogged down when they
are debased mto “ideologies.”

The second contemporary trend is Islamic esotericism, and its most
illustrious representative is Savyed Hossein Nasr. Born in 1933, Nasr was
an outstanding student in the history of science in the United States before
returning to Tehran to pursue a career midway between politics and uni-
versity. Thanks to western thinkers as widely divergent (although both
esotericists) as Fritzhof Scbuon and Henry Corbin, he became aware of the
richness of Islamic tradition. His excellent education and knowledge laid
the very sources of Shi'ite and Sufi esotericism open to him, but his
western connections, which brought him international celebrity, prevented
him from finding a wide audience in Iran itself. Although very friendly
with the Pahlavi regime, Nasr also kept company with ulema such as
’Allama Tabataba’i, Ashtiyani and Motahhari; despite the traditional reluc-
tance of Shi’ite theologians, he overtly professed Sufism and justified it, as
we have seen, by doctrinal arguments. In 1975, together with Corbin and
under the acgis of the Empress Farah, he founded the Iranian Imperial
Academy of Philosophy, with a full research program and publications in
Persian, Arabic, French, and English. Despite the reservations of the wlema,
this institution gave a healthy impetus to Iranian philosophical studies and
continued (minus Nasr!) after the Revolution.

Today, some fifteen years after the Revolution, a political barrier prevents
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freedom of expression on the principles of the organization of society or
religion, but philosophy still holds a place of honor in Iran: the more the
public 1s put off by legalistic religion, dominated by clerical morality, the
more it 1s attracted to Islamic and mystic philosophy; bookshops sell much
more Sufi or theosophical literature in Persian (Arabic texts arc less easy
for the public at large to obtain) than ideological or Islamist literature, and
certain magazines, like the very earnest Madref, edited by Nasrollah
Purjavadi (the author of erudite works on Sufism and neo-Platonism) have
specialized in this field. The Academy of Philosophy, which is no longer
Imperial but “Islamic,” continues its programme, with lectures that are
open to the public. Western philosophy is by no means forgotten, either at
the University where it is still taught, or in the booksellers” windows,
where among others there are published translations of Kant and Hegel.
The great ideological debates of the Islamic Republic, notably between
Reza Davari, a Heideggerian doctor of philosophy and disciple of Fardid,
and "Abdo’1-Karim Sorush, a doctor of pharmacy, brilliant lecturer, and
supporter of a pragmatic and liberal philosophical eclecticism (a partisan of
Karl Popper), revolve around matters that would not be out of place on any
European campus.”

In short, a century and a half after Gobineau, a foreigner passing through
Iran could come to the same conclusions about the speculative curiosity
and intellectual tolerance of the Iranian elite. Shi’ism and classical Persian
culture are certainly not unimportant to it.

THE SCHISMS OF MODERN SHI’ISM

Up tll now I have spoken of Twelver Shi’ism as if it were a monolithic
doctrine about which everyone is in agreement. In reality, the slight devia-
tions described in connection with Sufism and philosophy have their place
only because the official doctrine itself 1s penetrated by contrary tenden-
cies. The clerics who are currently in power in Iran represent only a
dominant tendency. In a further chapter 1 will examine the differences
bearing on the right to govern human society, but here I will recall the
division between the traditionalists (a#hbdr:) and the rationalists (osuli ). To
simplify matters, it could be said that the argument resembles the one

25 See Y. RICHARD, “Clercs et intellectuels de la République islamique d’Iran,” in G.
Kepel and Y. Richard, eds, Intellectuels et militants de Uislam contemporain, Paris, I.e Seutl,

1990, pp. 29 -70.
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which sets Protestantism against Catholicism; on the one hand, recourse to
a personal, austere religiousness, based on foundational scriptures (a kind
of fundamentalism); on the other, insistence on instituted religion, on
tradition passed on by accredited intermediaries, the clergy (a kind of
integrism, a term often applied to Roman Catholic traditionalism).

The definition of akhbarism is linked with the Occultation of the Imam.”
In fact, in the absence of a spiritual leader to whom believers can address
themselves for guidance in ethical, religious, and legal matters, the Shi’ite
could choose between two solutions: to refer to the corpus of traditions
{akhbar) recorded by the Imams and keep strictly to the directives vouched
for by the latter. That is the solution adopted by the akhbari. For them,
anything that has not been explicitly authorized by the Imams is considered
doubtful, and it is preferable to abstain from it. Neither the consensus of
the community nor the exercise of analogical reasoning has any legitimacy:
the akhbari, who accept only the opinions expressly given out by the
Imams, see no difference at all on this point between the period before and
the period after the Occultation of the Twelfth Imam. They consider that
all believers are “imitators” of the Imams and therefore place doctors of the
Law (mojtaheds) and the simple faithful on the same level: it is the duty of
them all to learn the doctrine of the Imams, if necessary learning Arabic,
and to put it into practice.

In complete contrast, the “rationalists” (osufi) think that one should not
“imitate a dead man” (taglid al-mayyet): each generation needs a mojiahed,
a theologian empowered to interpret and apply the Law according to cir-
cumstances. For the rationalists, it is obvious that the situation created by
the Occultation is radically new and that, while awaiting the Return of the
Imam, transitory solutions must be put into effect. In particular the use of
analogical reasoning {4iyas) is essential in order to find solutions for new
problems. Great importance is given to high-ranking wlema who may be
choscn as mojtaheds. These, to some extent, take the place of the Imam:
they are empowered to collect ritual taxes, to pass legal verdicts, to conduct
the I'riday prayers — things that the akhbdr: reject.

T'he immediate political implications of religious choice can be seen
here. The rationalists defend the hegemony of the clerical body as the only

26 See W. MADELUNG, “Akhbartyya,” Fncyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edn {(Supplement);
E. KOHLBERG, “Akbariya”, Encyclopacdia Tranica; A. J. NEWMAN, “The Development
and Political Significance of the Rationalist (usuff) and Traditionalist (akhbari) School in
Imami Shi’i History from the Third/Ninth to the Tenth/Sixteenth Century a.n.,” unpub-
lished PhI) dissertation, UCLLA, Los Angeles, 1986, 2 vols (sce Abstracta Iranica, 10, no.
674).
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acceptable intermediary between God and man. They have dominated the
Shi’ite community since the Safavid era, as if to counterbalance the civil
authority. In the eighteenth century, when the Safavid Empire foundered,
when political instability became the rule and Shi’ism was in danger of
losing its supremacy, the ulema, chiefly those who had settled at Najaf)
withdrew from the public scene and the majority of them became akhbari.
One cannot claim overwhelming political circumstances to explain this
akhbari dominance. At all events a ficrce campaign led by Mohammad-
Bager Behbahani (d. 1793) denounced the akhbdari as infidels and resulted
in their persecution. They did not recover from it, as they were unable to
convert the Qajar ruler Fath-"Ali Shah to their cause. T'oday Akhbarism is
almost non-existent, apart from a few survivors in the south-west of Iran,
near Abadan, and elsewhere in the Gulf.

Another division was to burst forth in the bosom of Shi’ism at the very
moment when Akhbarism was beginning to disappear, Sheikhism. This
school was founded by an Arab theologian born in Bahrain, Sheikh Ahmad
Ahsa’i (d. 1826). Sheikh Ahmad had, since his youth, been predisposed to
visionary states, and he came to settle in Iran, ¢ncouraged by the favor of
Fath-’Ali Shah. His originality lies in having developed certain of Molla
Sadra’s theosophical arguments concerning the intermediate world between
the spiritual and material world (barzakh), and having denied the resurrec-
tion of the material body and the material nature of the Ascension of the
Prophet and the Occultation of the T'welfth Tmam: these events take place
in the between-world of Hurqulyd, described by the mystics, where bodies
are spiritualized and cscape from physical laws.*’

Like the Akhbaris, the Sheikhis reject the division of believers into
imitators and mojtaheds, tor each Shi'ite is called to understand his faith if
he 1s morally, spiritually, and intcllectually capable: the notion of an elite
that can claim authority is an aberration, the only authority that all must
acknowledge being that of the hidden Imam. However, the Sheikhis have
formulated a theory which has won them the mistrust and hostility of the
“rationalists” who are in the majority. They say that in every era there is
one imam, and one alone, who speaks in the name of God or the Proph-
ct; this theory has been coined by them as “the uniqueness of the one
who has the word,” (vahdai-¢ naieq). The Sheikhis have applied this term
to those they call the “perfect” Shi’ites: since the time of the Great

27 Sce HL. CORBIN, Corps spirttuel et Terre céleste, Paris, Buchet-Chastel, 2nd edn, 1979,
chiefly pp. 211-45: texts translated from Sheikh Ahmad Ahsa’i.
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Occultation, in every era, they are the “representatives” (naeb) or the
“gate” or “portal” (bab) of the Twelfth Imam, and it is absolutely ruled out
that they should be known publicly. The Sheikhis do not claim to be vested
with this esoteric dignity, for by publicly representing the hidden Imam,
they would violate his secret and break the escharological expectation. But
they place themselves in the traditional Shi’ite line which insists that in
any era God provides men with a sure Guide to lead them in the path of
T'ruth.

In practice, these doctrines incurred anathema and the Sheikhis owed
their survival only to the protection of the Qajar rulers, who prevented the
mojtaheds from having them exterminated. Their worst troubles were caused
chicefly by the affiliation claimed by the Babis and Baha’is with Shetkhi
doctrine. But their general attitude regarding the ‘rationalists’ led them to
draw closer to the government as long as Iran was ruled by a regime
mistrustful of the wlema, which offered a better guarantee to minority
rights. This situation placed them in a delicate position after the Revolu-
tion. Some months after the beginning of the Islamic Republic, in Septem-
ber 1979, 1T met at Kerman the spiritual leader of the Sheikhis, “Sarkar
Aqa” Abdorreza Khan Ebrahimi, who in spite of his mulla’s garb took
pleasure in telling me that he was first and foremost an agronomist be-
fore being a theologian. He insisted on refusing to levy on his flock the
Islamic tax (khoms) that the Shr'ite rationalists give to the mojtaheds: the
Sheikhi clergy earn their own livelihood (kash: trade, agriculture, industry,
or teaching).

Today there are Sheikhis scattered in Iran and Iraq, but their chief
centre was Kermian, from the time of Sheikh Mohammad Karim Khan
Kermini (d. 1870), the son of the Qajar prince Ebrahim Khin who was
governor of this town. There, at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
the Madrasa Ebrahimiya was founded, and until quite recently remained
the most important place for the study and teaching of Sheikhism; there
also numerous Arabic and Persian texts were edited and printed setting out
the Sheikhi doctrine. Unfortunately, post-revolutionary tensions proved
too strong. Sarkar Aqa was murdered during the autumn of 1979 and his
successor, Sayyed "Ali Musavi Basri, preferred to assemble the activities of
the community at Basra, in Iraq. The Iran-Iraq war (1980—8) and the
consequences of the Kuwait war (1990-1) hit this community hard, like all
the Shr’ites in the region. The Sheikhis again have an Iranian leadership in
Kerman, in the person of Zeyn al-Abedin Ebrahimi, the son of ’Abdorreza
Khan.
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TWO NEW RELIGIONS, BABISM AND BAHA’ISM

The Sheikhis do not look upon themselves as schismatics, despite the
violent attacks on them by Shi’ite rationalist clergy, who reproach them
for their excessive worship of the Imams, which in their eyes 1s close to
idolatry.” It is difficult to say as much for the Babis and Baha’is, who
historically emerged from Shi’ism and were very quickly defined as a new
religion.?

The founder of Babism, Sayyed “Ali-Mohammad, surnamcd the Bab
(“the Gate” or “Portal” to the Imam), was born at Shiraz in 1819 or 1820.
He was attracted to mysticism and followed Sheikhism after meeting Sayyed
Kazem Rashti. In 1844, 1,000 lunar years after the Occultation of the
Imam, one of Sayyed Kizem’s emissaries recognized in °Ali-Mohammad
the resurrective Imam awaited by the Shi’ites: not only did he give brilliant
answers to the most subtle theological questions, but he also cdited in
Arabic a commentary on the Joseph chapter in the Koran. Henceforward
he wished to be known as the Gate, which in his idea seemed to imply more
than a simple intermediary: he presented himself to his disciples as an
Epiphany (or “manifestation”) of God. The Bab met an unexpected re-
sponse from very varied social strata and caused many violent riots in
several Iranian provinces. In the end he was arrested and executed in 185(),
while about 5,000 of his supporters had perished in the disturbances he had
provoked between 1848 and 1850.

The doctrine of the Bab, chiefly laid out in the Persian Bayan (“exposi-
tion”) and the Arabic Bayan, is an abrogation of the religious law of Islam
and of all other religions, which must be replaced by a new, more universal
law; it 1s not quite clear whether the Bab himself was to be its Prophet, or
if the world had to await the coming of a new prophet, who is called “He
whom God will make manifest” (man yozherohol-Lak). The command-
ments and legal punishments of the new religion seem milder than those of
Islam: women would no longer be obliged to wear the veil; there would no
longer be a death sentence, but only the imposition of sexual abstinence,
cte. In contrast, in order to impose Babism throughout the whole world, all
the means of holy war ( jehad ) were admissible, which explains the violence

28 See for instance A. Kh. LLIQAVANI, 7n-ast sheykhigari, | Tchran|, Kctabkhana-ve
Vali-"Asr, 1354/1975.

29  See Ch. CANNUYER, Les Bah@is: Peuple de la Triple Unité, Marcdsous, Brepols,
1987.
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of the disturbances occasioned by the Babi rebellion.” The Bab had doubt-
less hoped in the beginning to have the backing of the Qajar ruler,
Mohammad Shah, and massive adherence on the part of the Shi’ites. His
downfall probably caused the later disciples to reflect, and they became
partisans of Bah@’ollih, being known as the Baha’is.

Baha'ollah, or to give him his real name, Mirza Hoseyn-"Ali Nuri, was
born into a noble family in Tehran in 1817, and was one of the first
disciples of the Bab, whom he never met. Imprisoned, then exiled to Iraq,
in 1863 in a garden near Baghdad he revealed that he was “He whom God
will make manifest.” The majority of the Bab’s disciples rallied to him,
provoking violent reactions and murders on the part of the “hard-lin¢e”
supporters of Babism, who recognized the authority of his half-brother
Mirza Yahya Nuri (d. 1912), to whom the Bab had given the name Sobh-
¢ Azal (“Morning of eternity”), whence their name azafi. Baha’ollah died
in 1892 under house arrest, near Acre in Palestine (modern Israel).

The Baha’is, whose doctrine was widely disseminated and defined by
"Abd ol-Bahi, the son of Baha'ollah, seek to organize society in order to
unite humankind and to build a world government. Their pacifism is not
at all in accord with the bellicose methods recommended by the Bab, and
they even had to conceal certain of the founder’s words which did not
match their irenical spirit. Obedience to the constituted authorities is ob-
ligatory for them, and, as pacifists, they avoid military service if they can.
The Bahd’is forbid political and even trade unionist militancy. Since the
end of the ninceteenth century they have been solidly entrenched in the
United States and Europe. Their world centre is to be found today at Haifa
in Israel but, although they have a presence almost everywhere in the
world, they are still most numerous in Iran (between 300,000 and 500,000
believers according to estimates in 1979), not without creating serious
problems of toleration on the part of Muslims.

The Baha’i problem is frequently mentioned in the media in order to
condemn Iranian fanaticism: there is a desire to defend a persecuted minor-
ity to whom even the most elementary human rights are not guaranteed. A
few lines of explanation are called for here: in [slam, even more than in
other religions, belonging to the faith has a collective value and if the
believer is asked to utter his profession of faith (shahdda) ““There is no
god but God and Mohammad is His Prophet,” it is only to confirm a sense

30 Sec . MACEOIN, “The Babi Concept of Holy War,” Religion, 12 (1982), pp. 93—
129. A lively account is given by GOBINFEAU, Les Religions et les philosophies, pp. 504—662.
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of belonging to a Community that was acquired at birth. Anyone who
denies that he belongs is taking sides against the Communicy and is hence-
forward regarded as a traitor. Apostasy is punishable by death when it
involves a Muslim born of Muslim parents. T'his rule is valid no matter
which religion the Muslim turns to, or even if he subsequently retracts.
The casuistry and caution of jurists arc such that, in reality, this penalty is
rarely put into cffect: the death sentence is pronounced only if the apostasy
is public and imperils the Community.

In the case we are considering, dissidence began with the Babis. They
were fiercely opposed to the mullas, whom they accused of every kind of
turpitude, and they contributed to feeding the Iranian reformist sccular
trend which triumphed with the constitutionalist movement in 1906. In this
sense the Bahi’is were also the successors of the Babis, and found them-
selves among the reformists and supporters of the West, chiefly when the
latter held power, to which on principle the Baha’is had to submit. If on¢
adds to pro-western acculturation the fact that the Baha’i world sanctuary
1s in Haifa, first under British mandate then in the state of Isracl, it may be
seen that things would hardly go well for the Baha’is should they need to
seek the sympathy of Iranian nationalists. Baha’i internationalism has little
chance of being understood in a nation which all too often believes itself
the victim of conspiracies and manipulation orchestrated from I.ondon or
Washington.

The Bah@’is, like other religious minorities, were very pleased about the
secular turn taken by political development under the Pahlavi dynasty, and
saw in the strong Pahlavi government a protection against Shi'ite abuses.
In reality, whercas Zoroastrians, Jews, Christians and Sunnis (and even to
a certain extent the Sabeans in Khuzistan) have enjoyed reasonably com-
fortable civic and political rights since the constitutional Revolution in
1906, the Baha’is, despite their considerable number, have always been
treated as non-existent; figuring in the census as Muslhms, their marriages
and inheritances have always run the risk of not being recognized, or of
being annulled. Even though they felt less vulnerable under the monarchy,
they were nonetheless lable to be exposed to public condemnation at any
moment. Under Reza Shah in 1933, the Baha’i schools were the first to be
subjected to state control, while Baha’i places of worship were seques-
trated; in 1955 and 1956 Mohammad-Reza Shah needed to find an easy
way of appeasing the clergy in order to reaffirm his authority inside Tran
and to gain a little elbow room in international negotiations that were not
proving very popular: he allowed a campaign of anti-Bah@’i persccution,
including profanation of cemeteries, destruction of the temple in Tchran
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and various acts of oppression. The Iranian Baha'is were able to resurface
in the 1960s and 1970s. One of them, Amir-"Abbas Hoveydi, even became
Prime Minister for more than twelve years (1965-77), while others, such as
Hojabr Yazdani, had been able to amass vast fortunes, or, like Parviz
Saben, to become one of the heads of the political police. But they were
never citizens like the rest.”

Under the Islamic Republic, the situation of the Baha’is has worsened.
Regarded as apostates, they are punishable by death (makhdur od-damm),
and killing them is not a crime. Local authorities — and sometimes private
firms - have been purged of all employees recognized or denounced as
Baha’is. 'I'he community’s goods have been confiscated (notably the great
temple in Tchran, the Mesaqiva hospital, etc.) and the Bab’s house in
Shiraz, a great center for pilgrimage, was razed on the pretext that a road
was to be put through. Starting in the summer of 1980, the president of the
revolutionary tribunals, Sheikh Sadeq Khalkhali, engaged in a campaign of
persecution which chiefly affected all the members of the National Spir-
itual Assembly (the community’s internal structure in each country) and
numerous Bah3’i personalities, all executed on various charges (such as
“conspirator,” “Zionist agent,” ctc.: rarely do the sentences make mention
of the victims® religion). A large number of Baha’is have chosen exile,
sometimes in very uncertain conditions. 'Those who remain (the executions
generally affect only the principal leaders of the community) have to face a
very precarious situation, on occasion defying all the dictates of prudence,
as if they had absorbed the Shi’ite fondness for martyrdom.

These persecutions and injustices certainly have nothing to do directly
with Shi’ism, and could cqually well happen in a Sunni environment. On
the other hand, violence is mentioned because it is happening now, and
international opinion is more casily swayed when it is a matter of condemn-
ing a regime reputed to be “unpleasant.” Apostasy is not accepted in any
region of the Muslim world and is no more dangerous for converts to
Baha’ism than for converts to Christianity. Anyway, numerous counter-
examples can be cited of the tolerance of Iranians, and of marks of friend-
ship shown to the persccuted, to whom shelter or comfort is offered.

But another conclusion may be drawn from the Babi-Baha’i phenomn-
enon: the eruption of this new religion little over a century ago demon-
strates the dynamism of the religious factor in the Shi’ite community. Such
daring would have been scarcely thinkable in Sunnism, but it happened

31 Actually, as he had entered politics, Hoveyda had been excluded from the Baha’i
community. He did not quash the discriminatory measures against it.
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quite naturally within Shi’ism, a religion that began in an eschatological
expectation and whose relations with political power are ambiguous. In
other words, its clergy enjoy a greater autonomy and do not have an answer
for everything. The eruption of Khomeynism could equally be interpreted
as a new trend within the bosom of Shi’ism: better adapted to the present
needs of the Iranian nation and less innovatory than Babism, this trend is
no less keenly striving for power — by violent means, if necessary — and
world hegemony. There the comparison stops: Khomeyni was not accepted
by every doctor of Shi’ism, but unlike the Bab, he never tried to break with
the Law of Islam.



4
A Destiny Linked with Iran

Shi’ism’s ties with Iran are so strong today that in thinking of the one it 1s
automatic to think of the other. How can they be dissociated? A non-Shi’ite
Iranian would have difficulty in imagiming his national identity: he would
seck another homeland, an imaginary Kurdistan, the Armenian nation or
an ideal Christendom in a vanished kingdom, Israel, the secular West, the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, etc. And can a Lebanese or Iraqi
Shi’ite forget that Iran is the only country where his religion is truly
dominant? Converscly, would not an Egyptian or Saudi Sunni tend to view
Shi’ism as a Persian heresy, Islam mingled with whiffs of Zoroastrianism?
But these vague associations have as much to do with reverie as with
history.

Firstly, Shi’ism is not an [ranian version of Islam. There is nothing in
this religion to give the slightest encouragement to any Iranian tendency.
Apart from the brief and regrettable episode of Imam Reza, the Imams,
who were Arabs, lived and died in Arab lands. All the prayers and theo-
logical texts of the Shi'ites are in Arabic, and their religious center, the
chief place for pilgrimage and study for Shi’ite Iranians, up until 1920, was
Najaf, in [raq. So Shi’ism would tend rather to strengthen Iranians’ aware-
ness of belonging to a cultural community dominated by Arabs. At the
start, as we have seen, Shi’ism was a legitimist party defending the political
rights of ’Ali and the descendants of the Prophet’s daughter, the Imams,
who were of Arab blood. This line of descent is held in high esteem by the
Shi’ites: those who today claim to be its heirs accord themselves the honour
of the title sayyed — indicating their Arab ancestry — preceding their name
and passed on from father to son. This title 1s so prized, moreover, that
more than half the Iranian sayyeds pride themselves on a title they have
wrongfully assumed, or so it 1s said.
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It is true that Iran’s “conversion” to Shi’ism at the beginning of the
sixteenth century created a political and cultural split between that country
and the rest of the Muslim world, which at that time was for the most part
dominated by Sunni Ottoman Turks. Iran has followed a separate course of
evolution and has left its mark on Shi’ite culture to the point of arousing
the confusion just mentioned. I propose here to describe the Iranization of
Shi’ism as twofold: the first is political, with the formation of a clergy and
the radicalization of religious discourse; the second is cultural, with the
development of powerfully emotive rites to celebrate the martyrdom of the
Imams.

THE PLACE OF THI CLERGY

To talk of “clergy” requires some preliminary clarification. In Islam there
is no sacrament or sacrificial form of worship needing duly ordained min-
isters, and the ideas of priesthood, monasticism, or consecrated celibacy
make no sense in the religion of the Koran. The sole liturgy of Muslims is
that of daily prayer, which every believer must fulfill) alone or in a group.
At the very most, if the prayer is celebrated collectively, there may be
recourse to a guide, “imam” (emdm in Arabic, “he who is in front,” or in
Persian pish-namdaz, “he who is in front for prayer”). The only criterion for
singling out this guide among all the faithful is respectability, and in the
ordinary way an older man would be chosen, better educated in religion,
and onc who had proved himself morally. His role 1s modest: to carry out
the ritual prostrations in front of everyone so that all, copying him, may
prostrate themselves simultaneously. He is not raised up like the priest at
the altar in a Catholic church, but lowered, his face turned toward Meccca . . .

The professionals in the field of religious knowledge, the ulema (Arabic
‘ulama, the plural of “@lim, “educated,” “learned”), carry out the two cmi-
nently clerical functions of Islam, teaching and dispensing justice. In giving
a place of honor to “savants,” Muslims have found the chief criterion of
distinction in the religious order. If there is a reluctance to speak of “clergy”
in Sunnism, it is probably because for the Sunnis the wlema do not con-
stitute a definitive authority of the kind Roman Catholic bishops share with
the pope: they are financially dependent on the political order, from which
they also receive their legitimacy. The political order is generally consid-
ered by Sunnis to represent the caliphal order, that is to say, the social
order desired by God; the ulema are the agents of the authority instituted
by the divine will. “O ye who believe! Obey God! Obey the Prophet and
those among you who hold authority,” says the Koran (IV, 59).
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In Shi’ism, on the other hand, the clergy hold an important position,
notably because of their institutional and financial autonomy in relation to
the state.! A Persian word describes the body of ulema as if to emphasize its
specific nature and distinguish it from the ordinary run of mortals: ruhdniyat,
formed from the root ruk (“the spirit”) in the same way as spirtzualiiy from
spirit. The similarity with the notion of clergy in Christianity has been
pointed out as a blemish by Shi’ite reformers since the beginning of the
twenticth century, in an era when Iranian Shi’ite clerics, losing their role as
teachers (henceforward in competition with secularized education) and
judges or notaries (replaced by jurists responsible to a Ministry of Justice),
had to redefine their social role on the basis of their expertise in the
theology and scicnces of Islam. From then on the term ruhdaniyat has been
used to designate the w/ema collectively.® A “cleric” (ruhant) is therefore by
definition no longer someone who is “cducated” in the sciences of lslam
(alem), but someonce who attends to spiritual life, leaving worldly affairs
to those more competent than himself . . . Neither Arabic nor any other
Islamic language contains a comparable term. By becoming a cleric one
is socially marginalized, one leaves ordinary status behind.

One of the unexpected consequences of the emergence of the clergy as
a distinct social body is that it constitutes the ideal framework for a counter-
society. In the Iran of 1977-8, when the movement of revolutionary mobi-
lization was advancing, political parties had difficulty in asserting themselves
as credible groups to effect a change in society. The “national movement”
led by Dr Mosaddeq against the British seizure of Iranian oil and for the
reestablishment of the democratic control of institutions, the last attempt
to destabilize the authoritarian monarchy, had ended in 1953 in a coup
d’état orchestrated by the CIA and the establishment of a virtually dictato-
rial monarchy. Repression then crushed any form of organized political
challenge, and the imperial regime politically or socially brought into linc
— whether through venality, discouragement, or a desire at all costs to do
something for the nation - renegades coming from all sides, including
communists, nationalists, and liberals. The clergy, on the other hand,
kept its distance from imperial society. 1t had a direct hold over the people,
a flexible organization and a greater ideological independence vis-a-vis
modern institutions. In 1977-8 it was therefore no trouble to replace the
faltering state organisms at a moment’s notice: the clerics used the mosque

1 Sce N. R, KEDDIL, “T'he Roots of the Ulama’s Power in Modern Tran,” in N. R.
Keddie, ed., Scholars, Samts and Sufis, Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London, University of
California Press, 1972, pp. 211-29.

2 A MAMAQANTI, Din va sha’un, 2nd edn, Tchran, 133571956, pp. 73-5.
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as headquarters for the revolutionary committees, distribution centre for
essential goods, which had become scarce because of the general strike, and
a center for popular mobilization. After the Revolution, the mosque re-
tained those roles to a certain extent.

Why did secularization in Iran succeed in setting the clergy apart, dis-
tanced from the state and civil society, and in preserving it from decline,
contrary to what happened in other Muslim countries despite the similarity
in development due to modernization? Is the emergence of the clergy as an
autonomous social category attributable to Shi’ism or to the particular
history of Shi’ism in Iran? If one accepts the idea that the clergy will stay
for some time at the head of the Iranian state, the answer to these questions
may allow us to picture the evolution of the clerical system in the Islamic
Republic.

Shi’ism has certainly placed a very special value on spiritual knowledge
and its concomitant function of transmitting religious traditions. Because
after "Ali they occupied no political office, the Imams spiritualized their
power. They would not be consulted over decisions concerning govern-
ment, but for teaching.’ Their authority was thus made use of in order to
pass on knowledge. Can it be imagined that this function was forgotten
after the Occultation?

If one accepts the dominant discourse of present-day Shi’ism, and nota-
bly of the Khomeynist tendency, the clerical function is an intimate part of
Islam and to abandon it would be to place the Community in danger. Here
Khomeyni, like one of his eminent predecessors of the Safavid era, Sheikh
Karaki (d. 1534), refers to a tradition known under the name of its trans-
mitter, Ibn Hanzala: the latter asked the Sixth Imam what he thought of
two Shi’ites who went to a (Sunni) secular authority for arbitration on a
court case concerning an inheritance.* Ja’far al-Sadeq replied: “Whoever
has chosen such arbitration, whether he is right or wrong, has sought the
judgement of a false god (7@gus) and anything awarded to him by that
judge will come into his possession illegally.” “What should they do,

3 E KOHLBERG, “Imam and Community in the Pre-Ghayba Period,” in S. A. Arjomand,
cd., Authority and Political Culture in Shi’ism, Albany, SUNY Press, 1988, pp. 25-53.

4+ M. MOMEN, An Introduction to Shi’i Islam, New Ilaven and London, Yale University
Press, 1985, pp. 197ff; R. KHOMEINI, Istam and Revolution, tans. H. Algar, Berkeley,
Mizan Press, 1981, pp. 87ff.

5 Reference to the Koran, 1V 60: “Knowest thou not of those who pretend that they
believe in that which has been sent down to thee and that which has been sent down betore
thee, and vet they desire to seek judgement from the rebellious ones though they had been
commanded not to obey them? Satan desires to lead them astray gricvously.”



1 ,.A" “’y’: =
% / : -

A Destiny Linked with Iran Q 281 o
L,-.&,._w.‘u,_._m e

then?” asks Ibn Hanzala. “They ought,” retorts the Imam, “to seek one
amongst them who is knowledgeable about our traditions, who has exam-
ined what we allow and what is forbidden, who has studied our laws . . . They
should agree to let that person decide for them, for I have made that person
a judge [hakem| amongst you.”

The term Adkem is taken in the sense of “judge”, at least in the tradi-
tional interpretation.” The great theorist of Shi’ite jurisprudence in thce
nineteenth century, Sheikh Mortaza Ansari (d. 1864), defined his role as
doctor of the Law ( fagih) in terms of three functions, as follows: the power
to promulgate “religious decrees” ( farva) on minor problems submitted by
the faithful; the power to judge and arbitrate on personal conflicts (hokuma,
which does not have here the modern sense of “political power”); and lastly
administrative power over possessions and people (veldya).

The third function, as may be suspected, is subject to the greatest
variations in interpretation: for Ansari, only the Prophet, and after him the
Imams, had full authority in both temporal and spiritual domains. During
the Occultation of the Imam, the power to punish and to respond to new
situations not provided for by jurisprudence is delegated to doctors of the
Law. This authority with which the fagit is indirectly vested is therefore
only a “residual” velayat, to use Hamid Enayat’s expression; in the inter-
pretation given to it by Ansari, it can be exercised only in a very restrictive
sense, for certain types of power alone (not to exercise government) and
solely with regard to Muslims who, for various reasons, would be incapable
of managing their own affairs (minors, the mentally ill, etc.).

THE GUIDE OF THE COMMUNITY

The argument over the authority of the fagih (in Persian velayat-e faqih)
took on a much sharper edge in 1979 when the Iranians, after the libertar-
ian enthusiasm of the Revolution, were recalled to order by the adjective
Islamic with which Revolution had been bracketed. Those who had pa-
raded calling for the return of Khomeyni then discovered the only available
work in Persian of Iran’s new guide. It had been disseminated during the
months of insurrection but nobody had yet read it ... Moreover, it had
different titles according to the edition: “Islamic Government,” or “the

6 Here I am waking up 11, ENAYAT’s presentation, “Iran: Khumayni’s Coneept of the
‘Guardianship of the Jurisconsult,”” in J. P. Piscatori, ed., Islam in the Political Process,
Cambridge, I.ondon, New York, etc., Cambridge University Press, 1983, pp. 160--80.
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Authority of the Fagih,” or “The Book of Imam Musavi, Who Reveals
Hidden Things” (Musavi was on¢ of Khomeyni’s names).’

This book was not written by Khomeyni, but transcribed about 1971
from his lessons on Islamic political law at Najaf by theology students
{notably Jalaloddin Farsi and Hamid Ruhani), and is the fruit of a
radicalization of Khomeynt’s political thinking since his exile from Iran in
1964. In fact, the repressed rising of which he had been the hero in June
1963, and the awakening of a politicized religious feeling as an antidote (0
the frenetic westernization of the Pahlavi regime had given rise to the
idca that Islam could form a collective response to the modern challenge
and that the clergy was the body best protected from any compromise with
the impious state to direct the nation.

In the 1960s, in the light of the same events, a brilliant ¢ssayist named
Al-¢ Ahmad - a mulla’s son who became a communist and then a third-
worldist, and died in 1969 — became aware of the national, anti-imperialist
nature of the clerical discourse and reinterpreted the history of modern
Iran in a sense that was hostile to westernized secularism.® So when, at the
end of the 1960s in a learned five-volume work in Arabic, Khomeyni
rejected the principlies of democratic government (a/-jomhuriya) and con-
stitutional monarchy (al-mashruta) - 1.e. the regime in Iran since 1906 — he
doubtless had only a few mullas for readers, but he was going in the same
direction as part of the progressive Iranian intelligentsia.” His lessons in
Persian on “Islamic Government,” even though they had a slightly wider
readership and though intellectuals continued to be unaware of them until
1979, only systematized the principle of theocratic clerical government.
‘I'his principle, the velayai-e fagih, would become the basis of the Islamic
Republic’s Constitution in 1979; it would be further strengthened in a
decree of January 1988 before losing its substance on the death of the Imam
in 1989.

What does Khomeyni say? Against the rule of human law dictated by non-
Muslim foreigners, subject to opinion and thus to arbitrariness, injustice,

7 KHNOMUEINL, Ilam and Revolution, pp. 25 -166.

8  Sce for instance |. A= AHUMAD, Plugued by the West (Gharbzadegi), trans. from the
Persian by P. Sprachman, New York, Caravan Books, 1962, Another trans.: Weststruckness,
by J. Green and A. Alizadeh, Lexington, Mazda, 1982, Another posthumous, more explicit
work in Persian, “Concerning the Betrayal and Servility of the Intellectuals,”
printed before  the Islamic Revolution and circulated by politicized cleries, notahly Ahmad

was secretly

Khomeyni, the lmam’s son.
9 Sce Y. RICIHARD, “l.¢ Réle du clerge: tendances contradictoires du chi’isme tranien
contemporamn,” crchives de sciences sociales des religrons, 55, 1 (1983), p. 18.
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and disorder, he scts the divine Law of Islam, based on reason and re-
velation, as the guarantee of stability, justice, and order. That Law was
entrusted to the Prophet in his lifetime, then to his heirs, the Imams. [t is
not reasonable to suppose, continues Khomeyni, that God abandoned men
to their own devices after the Occultation of the Twelfth Imam." There is
no more difference between the just fagih and the Imam than there is
between the Imam and the Prophet. The nation may be compared to a
child needing to be “guided” by a guardian. For Khomeyni it is therefore
clear that doctors of religious Law ( foqaha, plural of fagih) must establish
an Islamic government, placing at its head either one among them or a
“college” of several fogaha. This government will have to see to the appli-
cation of the Taw, the levying of religious taxes and the defence of Islamic
territory.

That the wlema are the Prophet’s successors is confirmed, according to
the head of the Islamic Revolution, by a Shi’ite tradition:

The Commander of the belicvers ['Ali] records that the Prophet exclaimed
three times: “Oh God! Have pity on those who will succeed me.” He was
asked: “Oh, Messenger of God! Who are they who will succeed you?” He
replied: “Those who will come after me, pass on my traditions and put them
into practice [i.c. the Imams| and teach the people after me.”

Khomeyni further quotes these words of the Sixth Imam: “The ulema
are the heirs of the Prophets. The Prophets left not a halfpenny to their
heirs, but [religious| knowledge.” With the support of these sacred refer-
ences, the Guide of the Islamic Revolution really seeks to systematize and
enlarge the competence of the mojtahed. In traditional Shi’ism, in fact,
religious matters are managed in an informal way by a clerical hierarchy; in
Iran, since the Safavids (1501-1722), this hierarchy has served as a relief
and counterweight to political power, sometimes going as far as opposing
the rulers: following Said Amir Arjomand, it may be described as a verita-
ble hicrocracy."

The mojtaheds are the clerics who, after a complete course of theological
studies, receive written authorization from their teacher (and generally
several teachers) to teach in their turn and to interpret Islamic Law. They
arc given the honorary title hojjat ol-esiam (literally “proof of Islam”).

1) KHOMEINI, Jslam and Revolution, pp. 611t
It See S. A ARJOMAND, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam, Chicago and
London, University of Chicago Press, 1984.



84 A Destiny Linked with [ran

Among the mojtaheds, of whom there are several hundreds if not thou-
sands, an internal consensus selects high-ranking theologians of a respect-
able age who will be known as ayatollih (literally “miraculous sign of
God™). There is no fixed criterion to determine qualification for this title,
awarded to some extent by co-optation: when Khomeyni gave “Ali
Khamena’i, then President of the Republic and his successor after 1989,
the title “hagat ol-eslam,” others continued to call him gyatollah, no doubt
through a touch of natural sycophancy which became the rule when
Khamena’i was designated for the office of Guide.

The ayatollahs can gather round them “study circles” (howza), “classes”
attended by voung mullas, the nuclei of the great Muslim “schools” of
theology (madrasa, “medresseh”) which survive at Najaf, Qom and Mashhad.
A new form of selection, less informal than previously, operates among the
ayatollahs: by co-optation of those who have already attained this stage,
those dayatollahs who have written their “Practical Treatise” (also called
“Fxplanation of Problems,” Tomzih ol-masael) are henceforward acknow-
ledged as suitable to become “models to be imitated™ (marja’ al-taglid) for
the simple believers, and bear the titde “great avatollah™ (ayatollah ol-
vzma).

When the original French version of this book was written in 1990 there
were five “great ayatollahs.” Sayyed Mohammad-Reza Golpayegani, born
in the Isfahan region in 1889, died in 1993 at Qom; Abo’l-Qasem Kho'i,
born at Kho'y (Azerbaijan) in 1899, who lived at Najaf, died in 1992; Sayyed
‘Abdollah Musavi Shirazi, born at Shiraz in 1901, died in 1991; Sayved
Hasan Tabataba’i Qommi, born at Najaf in 1911, lives at Mashhad; Floseyn-
‘Ali Montazeri, born in 1922 at Najatabad necar Isfahan, was Khomeyni's
designated successor between 1985 and February 1989, but was set aside by
Khomeyni himself, who reproached him for defending opponents of the
Islamic Republic and criticizing the death sentence on Salman Rushdie. He
still lives at Qom, where he teaches: he is the hope of “liberal” Muslims.
(Sayyed Shehaboddin Mar’ashi Najafi, born at Najaf in 1900, diced in
1990.)

This gallery of aged men altered on the death of Kho’i and Golpayegani,
two theologians who had resisted the revolutionary wave and had main-
tained a profound following among the people. Faced with the efforts
of the Iraqi Ba'athist government to have a resident of Najaf appointed,
over whom it would have some control, the leaders of the Iranian Islamic
Republic put pressure on teachers in the Islamic schools in Qom to ap-
point ayatollah Sheikh Mohammad-"Ali Araki, who lives there. Born in
1894 at Soltanabad (or Arak), he is the doyen of them all, which gives him
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indisputable primacy. In 1973 a biographer described him as “a model of
learning, wisdom and virtue” . . . This choice appears to have been widely
accepted in Iran and by Shi’ites in India and Pakistan. In January 1994,
those in charge of Islamic tecaching in Qom met to designate a successor to
Araki in the event of his death. "T'hey were in agreement in choosing one of
their own men, ayatollah Hajj Sayyed Musa Shobeyri Zanjani, aged about
70. Theologians at Najaf proposed ayartollah Sayyed "Ali-Hoseyn Sistani,
who had been a student of ayatollah Kho'i: his following is spread in Iraq,
Kuwait, I.cbanon, and cven, to a certain extent, in Iran. Finally, besides
the previously nominated avatollah Montazeri, who is the guide of Shi’ites
in the Isfahan region and also in Afghanistan, among the great mojtaheds of
Qom some claim to favour ayatollah Sayyed Mohammad Ruhani, born in
1917, whose following covers part of Iran, and also Kuwait and Saudi
Arabia (Qarif and Ahsa); others, chiefly among the Shi’ites of Azerbaijan,
have chosen ayatollah Sayyed Mohammad Shirazi."?

A Shi’ite who is not a specialist in theological science must choose from
among the ayatollahs the one who will be his guide in the application of
sccondary points of law, his “model to imitate.” He agrees to follow the
religious dictates laid down in the “Practical Treatise” by this ayatollah and
to pay the ritual religious taxes to one of his authorized representatives.
Obviously, therefore, not all Shi'ites have the same religious guide: though
Khomeyni had gathered a large number of Iranians at the start of the
Revolution, it is estimated that by 1988 the majority of Iranians preferred
Kho’i, a conservative theologian who was strongly in favour of not mixing
rcligion with politics. T'he consequences of the believers’ choice are im-
mense for the resources of the principal ayatollahs who collect the Islamic
taxes voluntarily paid by their “imitators;” this money is used to fund the
studies of voung mullas, charitable foundations (hospitals, aid for the needy)
and pious works.

T'hus a relative amount of freedom is granted to the believer in choosing
his “model to imitace:” the criterion is the general respectability of the
candidate and his “greater knowledge.” If the believer does not feel capable
of deciding between two ayatollahs, he refers to a trustworthy mulla who
will direct his choice. 'I'he 1979 constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran
tricd to systematize this principle by having the Fagih elected in a two-
stage ballot: the whole population (including non-Muslim minorities . . . )

12 A Shi’ite theologian (who wishes to remain anonymous) staying in a western university
has kindly supplied me with this information. Sce also Sharif” RAZI, Ganjtna-ye daneshmandin,
Tehran 1332/1973, vols T and 1L
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elect a Council of 70 “experts,” all mojtaheds (Shurd-ye khebragan), who
choose the Fagih from among the ulema most suitable to exercise the
function of Guide (rahbar).

There will doubtless be surprise that the Guide elected in June 1989 was
not one of the “models to imitate” listed earlier. This anomaly, which arose
from the fact that the constitution had actually been drawn up for Khomevni
in person and that he was irreplaceable; did not escape the legislators’
notice, as the constitution was revised by referendum on July 28, 1989. By
lowering the theological rank required to be Guide, a clear line of demar-
cation was drawn between political institutions and the religious institu-
tion, and the vciled hostility to the excessive politicization of religion on the
part of large numbers of the high-ranking clergy was formally recorded.

Khomeyni did not content himself with re-assuming the most strongly
clerical traditions and justifying by all possible means wlema control of
public affairs. After some years of power, finding that the institutions of
the Islamic Republic were blocked by the many barriers to absolute pow-
er that had been set up in the 1979 constitution, he decided 1o add further
to the weight of the Fagih and, on January 7, 1988 issued the following
decree: “The government, which is a branch of the absolute authority of
God’s Prophet, stems from one of the fundamental institutions of Islam
and takes precedence over all other institutions, which may be regarded as
secondary, even praver, fasting and pilgrimage.”"

There 15 no need to stress the gravity of that declaration, or its unreal-
istic nature, to be revealed some months later when the sole candidate
recognized as suitable to succeed Khomeyni was found to be a simple
maojtahed. T.ct us briefly restate its boldness and the general direction it
indicated. In the face of institutional difficultics, 1t 15 tempting to reinforce
the indisputable nature, above the laws and common precepts of religion,
of the Guide of the Community, who acts as guardian toward the young
children who are entrusted to him.

SHIPISM “MINUS THE CLERICS”?

Contrary to this clerical tendency, certain Muslim ideologists have realized
the danger of clericalization and are trying to liberate religion from the hold

13 J.REISSNER, “ Der Imam unde die Verfassung: Zur politischen und staatsrechtlichen
Bedeutung der Dircktive Imam Khomeinis vom 7 Januar 1988, Orient, 29, 2 ( Junc 1988),
pp. 213-36.
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of the wlema. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, in the cra of the
3abi movement, anticlericalism and para-Masonic or rationalist secularism
have given food for thought to those who remain attached to the Islamic
faith but arc awarc of the inability of Muslim nations to resist European
powers." Certain wlema famous for their progressive and anticolonial po-
litical posidons, such as Sayyed Jamaloddin al-Afghani (d. 1896) or Sayyed
Mohammad Tabataba’i (d. 1918), were even closely involved with Masonic
lodges.

In the years of heavy scecularization of Reza Shah’s reign (1925-41),
mullas and sometimes renowned theologians within the lranian clerical
circle took the side of modernity against the reactionary defenders of cleri-
cal prerogatives: for instance, Shari’at Sangalaji (d. 1946), a religious re-
former who had great influence on young intellectuals and who was
anathcmatized by the wmojiaheds of Qom for wanting to rid the doctrine of
parasitical beliefs; or Hakamizada, a young mulla who published at Qom a
magazine inspired by the desire for social and religious reforms.” It was in
reply to a virulent little work by Hakamizada which came out in 1943,
“T'housand-Yecar-Old Sccrets™ (1.e. the “secrets of clerical imposture”),
that Khomeyni published his first major book intended for the public at
large, a systematic and no less polemical retort entitled “Unveiling the
‘Secrets.””

IFollowing in the footsteps of interwar modernist precursors — although
he certainly never knew them and had probably never read their works -
Al Shari’ati, the son of a cleric unfrocked by the secularization of Reza
Shalv’s era, also inherited some of the liberal nationalist and anticolonialist
ideology of Mosaddeq. After “modern” university studies, he lived for five
years in France, at the end of the Algerian War, and became aware of the
mobilizing force of Islam in struggles for independence. In Paris he used to
visit and attend the lectures of the anticolonialist scholars of Islam, Louis
Massignon and Jacques Berque, and also wrote a (mediocre) doctorate in
Iranian philology. Returning o Iran in 1964, "Ali Shari’at became a popu-
lar lecturer, and was then imprisoned in 1973 becausce of a hardening of the
Shah’s regime and the enmity he had incurred from the clergy. Freed two
vears later, he succeeded in leaving Iran but died of a heart attack in
London in 1977, at the age of forty-four.

14 Bibism, at the origin of Bahd’ism, was founded by Mohammad-"Al, known as the Bab
(*the Gare”) exceuted m 1850 See above, ch. 3.

15 See Y. RICHARD, “Shari’at Sungalaji: A Reformist ‘Theologian of the Rida Shah
Period,” in S AL Arjomand, ed., Authority and Political Culture in Shi’ism, Albany, SUNY
Press, 1988, pp. 159 77.
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His attack on the clergy begins by postulating its defects in the very
genesis of the Shi'ite hierocracy in Iran, in the Safavid era. Shari’ati rcas-
sesses the values of combat and humanist militancy in the Koran and the
holy history of the Imams, and bluntly criticizes the compromises arranged
over the centuries between the clergy and the mniquitous monarchy. In a
book which unleashed the fury of Qom’s mojtaheds, Shari’ati made a dis-
tinction between the early Shi'ism “of Al and “Safavid” Shi’ism." The
first is movement, dynamism, progressive minority in opposition to the
already institutionalized majority (Sunnism), a rcligion of awareness, social
commitment, justice, and fighting for the liberation of the underprivileged.
On the other hand, the Shi'ism that came to power in Iran in the sixteenth
century, that of the Safavids, is a fixed social order, sidetracked from its
mission by compromise with government; it alicnates the people whom it
seeks to beguile amid tears for the holy martyrs and the dream of a recom-
pense at the end of the world. Losing its universal value, the Islam of the
Safavids has become a sectarian Shi’ism, bound up with the Iranian nation
(inventing a legitimate patriotism for itself through the legendary tale of
Imam Hoseyn’s marriage to the daughter of the last Sassanid emperor).
Instead of being a way of perceiving and interpreting the Koranic message,
Shi’ism then becomes a political instrument with which to oppose the
Sunni Muslims dominated by the Ottomans. The agents of this deviation
of Shi’ism, according to Shari’ati, are the clergy: he gives several caricatural
examples of theologians of the Safavid cra, prototypes of the parasitic
mullas of the twentieth century, who are more concerned with making the
faithful weep over the Imams’ martyrdom and drawing their attention
toward minor scruples than with regencrating their faith by following the
Imams’ examples.

In Shari’ati’s view, the rigid conservatism of the clergy has turned Islam
into a literalist, soulless religion, unfit to deal with contemporary problems.
Such critical observations stirred those voung Iranians who blamed the
traditional ulema for their passive complicity in the injustices they wit-
nessed. These young intellectuals realized that people could read the Ko-
ran with a fresh eye and live in the Islamic faith without being prisoners of
the outmoded forms of clerical tradition. Shari’ati used the expression
“Islam minus the clerics,” adapting Mosaddeq’s slogan when he national-
ized the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in 1951 and recommended an “economy
minus 0il.” In 1972 Shari’at wrote to his father:

16 A. SHARDATY, Tushayyo-e alavi va tashayyo-¢ safavi (Collected Works, vol. IX),
Tchran, Tashavyo’, 1359/1980.
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Thanks to this argument [Islam without clerics] Islam is in turn freed from
its medieval shackles and imprisonment in the “priests’ churches,” freed
from that petrificd and decadent philosophy, from that deformed, superst-
tious vision of the world that stultifies and encourages passive imitation,
turns people into a bleating flock of sheep and transforms intellectuals into
enemics of religion, terrified and flecing before Islam . . .Y

In another work, devoted to Imam Hoseyn, which he himself modified
in order to soften its overviolent naturc in subsequent editions, Shari’ati
stigmatizes the ignorance of the clerics who see nothing in God’s Book

but superstitions and wild flights of imagination, their desires and their own
interests. T'hey change God’s words, turn them round, place obstacles in the
path to God, steal the good of mankind. They carry God’s Book about with
them, but understand nothing of it and do not obey it: they are like asses,
beasts of burden carrying books [an allusion to the Koran LXII, 5, against
the Jews “bearing the Torah who, afterwards, no longer accepting it, are like
a donkey laden with books”|. They are like dogs that bark and bite."

Llsewhere Shari’ati makes a clear distinction between “two religions:”
clerical Islam, which justifies wickedness in order to preserve institutional-
1ized forms, and living Islam which, taking its example from the Prophets,
overturns rigid traditions in order to substitute a spirituality committed to
the service of the oppressed. He also attacks the so-called theological “spe-
cialization” on which clerics depend to establish their dominance.

To replace this unsuitable clergy with a new generation of Muslims
educated in their religion, Shari’ati had found an appropriate training
ground in the Hoseyniya Ershad, an Islamic institute founded at the end of
the 1960s in the residential suburbs of Tehran. There, to a certain extent
but on a larger scale, he continued the work that his father had begun in the
1940s at Mashhad with the Center for the Propagation of Islamic Truth
(Kdnun-e nashr-e haqdyeq-e eslami). Although the Hoscyniya Ershad was
the work of several Muslim reformers, including certain eminent members
of the clergy (such as ayatollah Motahhari) it was Shari’ati who soon
became 1ts major star. The clientele was composed mainly of university

17 °A. SHARTAUL, Bi makhiteh-ha-ye dshend (With Familiar Penfriends) (publication of
this volume was banned in Tran after the Revolution) (Collected Works, vol. 1), Tchran,
Hoscyniya lirshad, 1356/1978, p. 8.

18 In the definitive edition of this text, ruhdaniun ( “clerics™) was altered to ahbar (“cru-
dite™), a less pronounced term: "A SIHARIATI, Hoseyn vires-e Adam (Hoseyn, Adam’s
leir) (Collected Works, vol. X1X), Tehran, Qalam, 1360/1981, p. 24.
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students and young secularly inclined laymen of the middle and lower
middle classes.

In this framework the man they called “the Doctor” outlined a program
of Islamic studies which, had it been realized, could have rivalled the
madrasa of Qom. There were several sections: research, teaching, propa-
ganda, organization. Here are some of the areas set out by Shari’ati:

I Research: Islamology, consisting of studying the idea of God and His revelation;
the knowledge one can gain of the Prophet (including through the works of
orientalists), the Islamic ideal, the Islamic state; the history of Islam, and Is-
lamic culture and sciences; the sociology of Islamic countries; art and literature.

2 Teaching: Islamology (definition of the ideal society and the ideal man), know-
ledge of the Koran (understanding the text, hermeneutics, and excgesis), rheto-
ric (grammar, classical and modern literature, Arabic and Luropean languages,
beliefs, and ideologies).

3 Propaganda: the various means of diffusing thinking, sermons, mass media,
pilgrimages, lectures, and seminars, etc.

4 Organization: an informatton and documentation center, modern library (in-
cluding cassettes, films, etc.); varied range of publications of original texts and
translations."

If Shari’ati worked out such a program it was because, in keeping with
Shi’ite tradition, he believed in the role that the ¢lite must play in guiding
a society not prepared to take itself in hand. In a work written in 1969, he
analyzed the role of the Imam in society and discussed the decadence of
western democracies whose political system is based on the law of the
majority: revolution and progress are not the product of the will of the
majority, but of those who are more clear-sighted. Was not the election of
Caliph Abu Bakr — denounced by the Shi’ites as a bid for power — achieved
by a majority?® A people anaesthetized by an ossified culture and the long
experience of dictatorship cannot awake by itself, but needs leaders. And the
people, says Shari’ati, are like children who cannot choose their tutor: they
will choose the one who most fulfills their desires. (Here 1s something that
strongly calls to mind Khomeyni’s paternalist view of the people.) “If ‘com-
mand’ and ‘progress’ [rahbari va pish-rafi], i.c. the revolutionary alteration
of men, are taken for political principles, then it is not possible for indi-
viduals in this society to choose this command.”

19 °A. SHARTATI, Che bayad kard? (What is 1o be Done?) (Collected Works, vol. XX),
Tehran, n. p. 136071982, pp. 333-472.

20 °A. SHARIATI, “Ommat va emamat” (The Community and the [mam) in *A/i (Col-
lected Works, vol. XXVI), Tehran, Nilufar, 1361/1982, pp. 6001t
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No hope can ever lie in the western democracies, says Shari’ati, partly
because of the fundamental weaknesses of the majority principle, and partly
because western societies continue to pillage and exploit the wealth of the
third world even when they show concern for their underprivileged classes.
In place of tainted hberal democracy our ideologist proposes the institution
of a “guided” or “committed democracy,” which he defines as follows:

It 1s the government of a group which; on the basis of a progressive revolu-
tionary program, wants to change and guide in the best possible way indi-
viduals, people’s language and culture, social relations, and the standard of
living . . . If there are some who do not believe in this [revolutionary] path,
and whose behavior and opinion entail the underdevelopment and corrup-
tion of society, and if there are some who abuse their power, their money,
and this liberty, and if there are social habits that hinder man from flourish-
ing, these traditions must be suppressed, these ways of thinking must be
condemned, and soctety must be liberated by all available means from its
fossilized yoke.”

One can see the danger of such a justification for the seizure of power by
an cnlightened minority. Here Shari’ati, with his intention to liberate and
save, Is fitting in with a genuine Shi’ite tradition, both deeply elitist and
pessimistic, about the ability of men to steer their own course. However,
that interventionist aspect caught the attention of the young Iranian intel-
lectuals in the [slamic Revolution far less than the “progressive” aspect of
his thinking and his religious inspiration stripped of its rags of clerical
tradition. This appeal was strongly felt when the Iranian old regime’s
censorship, pressed by President Carter’s more liberal administration, freely
allowed publication of Shari’ati’s work: Shari’ati died precisely then, in
1977, when his thinking was exploding the old schemas. A portrait of “the
Doctor” was borne aloft in the great demonstrations of the Revolution and
his books were read by everybody. The infatuation even reached the young
theologians of Qom.

THE. CLLERGY ANID THE NATION
Between these two conceptions of the clergy, minimal agreement was reached
in giving supreme importance to the role that Shari’ati — like Khomeyni,

although in a different way — wished to see played by a ruling elite. In

21 Ibid., p. 618.
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practice, whether enlightened or obscurantist, this role is held today by the
clergy. Since the nineteenth century, Iranian clerics have constantly inter-
vened in political affairs. There is not, however, complete agreement as to
whether the mullas have always gone to the defence of the people against
the government or whether they have quite simply tried to preserve their
social position.

Let us take an example: in 1890 Naseroddin Shah sold a monopoly on
the growing, marketing, and exporting of Iranian tobacco to one Major
Talbot, a British citizen. Some months later, a strong mobilization of the
people against this concession brought about the failure of the monopoly
bid and the great mojtahed of Najaf, Mirza Hasan Shirazi, confirmed a farva
(religious decree) forbidding any Muslim to sell or use tobacco. This boy-
cotting of tobacco was so strictly obeyed that the Shah was obliged to
repurchase the concession at the cost of an unprecedented humiliation and
a loan from the British Imperial Bank. What was the clergy’s attitude in
this Tobacco Affair?” Apparently, it was the ulema who steered the popu-
lar revolt and, through the boycott order, gave it its determining force
(here, the clergy presented itself as defending the oppressed nation, chal-
lenging absolutism and undermining the authority of colonmal powers . . . ).
But an Iranian historian, Fereydun Adamiyat, has argued that the strength
and spontaneity of the popular revolt frightened the ulema, who did all they
could to calm and channel it for fear of a revolutionary movement: if they
joined the demonstrators it was in order not to lose their influence and in
the hope of getting them to accept a compromise with the monarchy as
quickly as possible.

The same ambivalence hangs over the role of the wlema in the Iranian
constitutional revolution of 1906—9. Incontestably they played a central
part in the mobilization of the people, both to bring them together and to
form a block opposition to royal absolutism; for instance, in 1906 the
principal ulema of 'I'ehran — who were at the same time the magistrates and
notaries — left the capital to withdraw to Qom, 120 km to the south, as a
mark of protest, and returned only when Mozaffaroddin Shah (1896 -1907)
agreed to convoke a parliament. Of the three eminent members of the
clergy who automatically took their place in the First Assembly one was a
pure opportunist, Sayyed ‘Abdollah Behbahani, one a democrat who sym-
pathized with the Masonic movement, Sayyed Mohammad Tabataba’i, and

22 Lxcellent presentation of the dominant point of view by N. R. KIEDDIL, Religion and
Rebellion in Iran: The Tranian Tobacco Protest of 1891 1892, Tondon, Frank Cass, 1966;
anticlerical reviston, F. ADAMIY AT, Shuresh bar emtiyaz-nama-ye Rehzi, Tehran, Payam,
136G/1981.
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the third an “integrist” who turned against the Revolution, accusing it of
wanting to destroy Islam, Sheikh Fazlollah Nuri. By his stubbornness,
Nuri managed to gather a large number of mullas who were worried about
the secular turn taken by the movement. He allied himself with the abso-
lutist reaction of Mohammad-"Ali Shah, suppressed the Constitution in
1908. Nuri was exccuted the following vear in the public square in Tehran
by constitutionalists who had swept triumphantly back to power.”

Nuri’s case is especially interesting for the impassioned way in which
Iranians appraise him: secular historians pour scorn on this reactionary
cleric who chose retrograde Islam rather than the popular will; on the other
hand, the clerics — including Khomeyni — praise him to the skies as de-
fender of the faith. Since the 1960s certain intellectuals, feeling let down by
secular ideologies and sceking a militant identity, following the cssayist Al-
¢ Ahmad (d. 1969), have found in this figure of the stubborn cleric a model
for refusing to submit to the leveling influence of the West. In short,
according to them, Nuri rejected the ascendancy of colonial societies over
the Iranian Muslim, and by doing so to some extent anticipated the Islamic
Revolution.

Among the great clerical figures in twentieth-century Iran, one of the
most controversial is ayatollah Abo’l-Qasem Kashani: after being involved
in the 1920 Shi’ite revolt against the Briush Protectorate in Irag, Kashani
champed at the bit in Iran during Reza Shah’s reign (1925-41), like many
another cleric and nationalist. Making his comeback in the anti-British
disturbances in 1941, Kashani was imprisoned by the Russo-Britush occu-
pation forces. After the war he became a hero and threw himself deeply
into political action. In turn the ally of nationalist liberals and the most
violent Islamic militants (the Fedaiyan-c eslanm), together with Mosaddeq,
until 1952 he was a leader of the campaign for the nationalization of the
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company and became president of the Iranian parlia-
ment. But personal and ideological rivalries with Mosaddeq brought about
a split between the two men, which facilitated the organization of a coup
d ¢tat, supported by the CIA, and Mohammad-Reza Shah’s return to the
throne in August 1953, Kashani died forgotten in 1962, despised by the
nationahsts. He was rchabilitated only after the victory of the clerical
supporters in the Islamic Revolution, in 1980. In order to blacken the
liberal nationalist leaders, Mehdi Bazargan and Abo’l-Hasan Bani-Sadr,

23 Sece ALTIAIRI, Shivism and Constetutionalism in Iran, 1.ciden, Brill, 1977, V. MARTIN]
Islam and Modernism: The {ranian Revolution of 1906, London, [ B. Tauris, 1989; Y.
RICITARD, “Le Radicalisme islamique du Sheykh Tfazlollah Nuri et son impact dans
Phistoire de lran contemporain,” Laicité, n. s. 29, 2 (Les Intégrismes) Brussels, 1986.
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who were claiming to be Mosaddeq’s heirs, importance was henceforward
to be given to the part played by the former nationalist leader in the
weakening of the national movement. If the support of the religious wing
of the National Front had not been repulsed by the liberals, or rendered
impossible by their refusal to share power, so 1t was said, the Shah would
never have regained his throne. Despite Kashani’s exceptional openness of
mind and his gift for making use of the media, his political opportunism
had in reality caused his downfall, and later reinstatement cannot conceal
the inconsistencies of his ideas.*

One last dramatic phase, liable to varying interpretations of the role of
the clergy, was to prepare more distinctly, fifteen years ahead of ume, for
the coming of the Islamic Revolution: in 1963, in order to protest against
various mcasures of social reform imposed by the Shah in the framework
of the “White Revolution,” theology students at Qom began to demon-
strate, with a 60-year-old sayyed at their head, Hajj Aga Ruhollih, other-
wise known as ayatollah Khomeyni. Little known until then, this mulla
headed the movement, openly challenged the Shah’s political police and
became the public star of the popular opposition. His arrest during the
mourning celebration of Moharram in 1963 (5 June, “15 Khordad” in the
Iraman calendar) was the occasion for a general uprising that was brutally
crushed.

It is undeniable that at the moment when the classic political opposition
was foundering and the White Revolution’s program (notably agrarian
reform, so long desired) seemed to be outstripping all its opponcents,
Khomeyni went much farther than the rest. After over a year of disputes
(or compromises?) with the police, he denounced as a return to the “Ca-
pitulations” (the legal and commercial advantages which Furopean colonial
powers had succeeded in obtaining in the Ottoman Empire and in Persia
and which were abolished only after the First World War) the granting by
the Iranian Parliament in October 1964 of legal extraterritoriality to Ameri-
can military personnel in Iran. The ayatollah paid the price for this denun-
ciation by being sent into exile in T'urkey. The failure of his movement was
transformed in the long term into an extraordinary success, since he made
everyone — notably the intellectuals — aware of the clergy’s importance in
political mobilization.

24 Sce Y. RICITARD, “Ayatollah Kashani: Precursor of the Islamic Republic?” in NU R,
Keddie, ed., Religion and Politics in Iran, New Haven and London, Yale Universiry Press,
1983, pp. 101-24; idem, “1.'Organisation des 'edd’iyan-¢ cslam, mouvement intégriste
musulman en Iran (1945-1956),” in O. Carr¢ and P. Dumont, ceds, Radicalismes istamigues,
vol. 1, Paris, 1.’Ilarmattan, 1985, pp. 23-82.
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But unless one wants to fall into hagiography, the limits of Khomeyni’s
action must also be pointed out: first, his intransigence was far from being
as complete as 1t 1s sometimes said to be, as 18 indicated by the very
deferential tone of the telegrams which he was sending at the time to the
Shal, corroborating the thesis according to which Khomeyni several tumes
rcached an “understanding” with the political police (the SAVAK).” The
substance of the revolt 1s even more ambiguous. For the clergy two things
seemed of prime importance. The first, that the Shah was paying no heed
to Islam’s traditons, for instance with regard to women (who were granted,
horror of horrors! the right to vote, and shortly afterwards the right to
seek divorce).® Secondly, Islam was treated on a par with other religions:
in the new law on the election of regional and local councils the oath
was no longer to be sworn on the Koran, but on the “holy book™ — which
might therefore just as well be the Avesta, the Gospel or one of the Bab’s
writings!

A mouve less pure than the defense of the faith could also have deter-
mined the intervention of the Iranian wlema: they were (and still are to a
large extent) linked with the large landowners with whom they have a
shared interest because, through the intermediary of mortmain foundations
(vagf) of which they are generally the institutional managers, the ulema
are the biggest property-owners in Iran. They knew full well that, after
the redistribution of the great private domains, it would be the turn of
the pious foundations. The removal of those revenues would not only be
in the nature of a violation of the sacred right of the donors, but would
above all render precarious the material situation of the clergy, the theo-
logical schools, and charitable organizations, a large part of whose resources
came from the vagf.

‘The biggest Iranian pious foundation is the Astan-¢ Qods-e Razavi (“Sa-
cred Threshold of the Imam Reza”) at Mashhad.” This vagf owns 58
percent (7,000 ha) of the land of this regional capital with 1,000,000 inhab-
itants. In the province of Khorasan alone, about 400,000 ha divided into

25 Sce M. ZONIS, The Poliical Elite of Iran, Princeton, Princeton University Press,
1971, p. 45. On the 1963 revolt, clerical version, DEHNAVL Ovydam-¢ Khunin-¢ 15 Khordad
42 be-reviyat-¢ asnad, "I'chran, Resa, 136071981 anaclerical version in W. M. FILOOR,
“The Revolutionary Character of the Ulama: Wishful Thinking or Reality,” in N. R,
Keddic, ed., Religion and Politics in Tran, pp. 73-97.

26 It was to be confirmed for them in the Islamic Republie, as was cligibility for Parha-
ment.

27 B HOURCADLE, *Vaqgf ct modernité en Iran: [Les Agro-business de I"Astan-¢ Qods de
Mashhad,” in Y. Richard, ¢d., Entre Ulran et 'Occident, Paris, Maison des sciences de
I’homme, 1989, pp. 117 41.
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438 properties, belong to the sanctuary, the largest domain exceeding 60,000
ha. The Shah’s agrarian reform included these immense stretches of land
bequeathed to the Imam’s Foundation, but everyone agrees that the Foun-
dation was very little affected by the measures. In order to be legally in the
clear, it granted the 99-year lease allowed by the proposals only to those
peasants who farmed in traditional fashion the land surrounding the vil-
lages. A precise assessment of these transfers of the use of the land - which
were hardly ever legahzed — was not carried out systematically. This legal
lacuna poses grave political and social problems, for the Islamic Revolution
allowed the Astan-e Qods to challenge the religious legitimacy of “selling”
vagf lands to the peasants in the 1960s. A religious legacy to a mortmain
foundation cannot in fact be modified, except in the case of a “change to
better status” (tabdif be-ahsan). The sanctuary’s administration undertook
to recover its property inheritance in its entrety after the Revolution . . .

In spite of their great wealth, and unlike the westernized intellectuals,
the mullas remained apart from “civil society” until 1979. The government
mistrusted them, and they themsclves retained their reserve in the face of
a secular government that was unacceptable because it was the enemy of
Islam’s exclusive dominance over public life.

Iran’s recent history and the ease with which the clergy has passed from
a situation of counter-socicty to one of a central institution of the state,
provide a good illustration of this social body’s originality, and onc¢ would
look in vain to find 1ts equivalent in other Muslim countries. Theoretical
discourse on the role of the clergy thus came up with more than one
gratuitous speculation. Without the clergy there would be no religious
tradition independent of the state, no ready-made alternative to sccular
administration, no Islamic Republic.

This kind of interpretation of Islamist movements in the large countrics
of the Muslim world shows in fact that everything is in readincss for an
explosion similar to the one which took place in Iran: a galloping demog-
raphy, the culture shock of modernity, the feeling of frustration of locally
trained elites which can find no honourable outlet after their studies . . . and
even a revolutionary ideology based on a return to Islamic Law. All that is
missing is a clergy. One cannot help thinking, for example, that the failurc
of radical Islamist movements in LEgypt and Syria is due only to the ab-
sence of an clite of responsible executives, capable of taking over from the
state should it fall short of its primordial task of guarantceing people the
hope that their efforts are not in vain, and that their identity is protected.
(In Algeria the Islamic Salvation Front has tried to vest local administrations
with the ability to set up centres of Islamic society: such assumption of
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control over existing state institutions will not of course compensate for the
absence of an organically structured body of ulema, but will perhaps allow
the gaining of power by stages.)

MOURNING AND DANCING FOR THE MARTYRS

Mourning is the most moving aspect of Iranian Shi’ism. It is not an
absolutely exclusive peculiarity of this religion. Christianity also celebrates
Christ’s Passion and glorifies its martyrs. In Sunni Islam people are not
unaware of the meaning that human suffering can impart; the Sunnis even
recognize Imam Hoseyn, killed at Karbald with his companions by the
Omayyad army, as a genuine martyr who was unjustly sacrificed. But
the Shi’ites more particularly know the harrowing cpic of the Prophet’s
twelve successors, each reputedly dying a martyr’s death, and their reli-
gious literature bears witness that, since the earliest times, they have known
how to weep in order to share in their Imams’ fight, as traditon invites
them to do: “Whosoever weeps or causes others to weep for Hoseyn will
enter Paradise.”® In Iran, however, the ceremonies commemorating the
tragedy of Karbala are quite another matter . . .

Like all Iranian townships, in August 1988, Arak, a small town in the
centre of Iran where Khomeyni began his theological studies at the age of
18, celebrated the days of Tasu’a and Ashura, on the 9th and 10th of the
lunar month of Moharram, the days when Imam Hoseyn was subjected to
torture. The celebrations were on a vast scale, with processions of flagellants,
lamentations, music (drums, cymbals, fifes, and fine male voices), following
behind banners, huge and magnificent insignia or emblems (z/am), occa-
sionally the symbolic coffin of Zeynab, the Imam’s sister. The whole town
was 1n a ferment! Groups of weeping people came from every alley and
paraded to the town centre, thence to return to their starting-point where
a meal was provided by benefactors.

It 1s difficult to describe the impact of this spectacle: grave-faced men
and women clad in black, the men rhythmically beating their breast, or

28  Sce M. AYOUD, Redemptive Suffering in Islim: A Study of the Devotional Aspects of
Mshurd in Twelver Shi’ism, The lague, Mouton, 1978, written by a Lebanese Shiite; Ch.
BROMBIRRGIR, “Martyre, deuil et remords: Torizons mythiques et rituels des religions
meéditerranéennes” (regarding the “passions” of Christ and Imam Hoseyn: an essay in
comparative analysis), in Liudes corses, 12-13 (1979), pp. 129-53. On the celebration of
Moharram among Shi’ites in India, sce D). PINAULT, The Shiites, London, 1. B. Tauris,
1992.
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flagellating themselves, sometimes very hard, with a little whip of small
chains, apparently without feeling the slightest pain. Several men walk
barefoot, perhaps fulfilling a vow. Certain participants show great heroism,
notably those who take it in turns to carry the heavy emblems mounted on
a metal frame that may reach a span of four metres, adorned with silver
figurines (doves, camels) and long flexible strips bending in time with the
bearers’ steps, and decorated with o1l lamps and precious cloths. From time
to time, before resuming their pall-bearers’ pace, those carrying the em-
blems halt opposite a group of women sitting in the shade of a mosque and
begin an astonishing and disturbing demonstration of their courage, spin-
ning round with their burden as if in defiance of its weight and dancing the
most unreal and dangerous ballet imaginable: two men stay close alongside
in case anything unforeseen occurs, but if the carrier were to stumble, his
massive burden could well injure or kill innocent spectators.

The procession comprises only men, unshaven (I am the only man to
have shaved this morning), and boys, some of whom wear a sort of shroud
to signify their acceptance of martyrdom. On the day of Ashura (10th dav
of Moharram), many men have smeared mud on the top of their head and
on their shoulders, a sign that they are prepared to be buried with Hoscyn.
Elsewhere, people have witnessed numerous processions of men who delib-
erately wound their scalp with a knife to let the blood flow freely down
their face. Slowly walking in the sunshine and repeating, when invited to
do so, a slogan or refrain, they follow the directions of the cantor who, into
a microphone linked up to a mobile amplifier, makes himself hoarse chant-
ing his text, which he deciphers from some ancient book, or improvises
when inspiration permits. If there were but one procession, one might
imagine it to be a carefully organized and executed folk phenomenon. But
there are hundreds of them in this small town. It is collective hysteria, a
taste for thanatos that has swept away the bounds of all human respect.
Wherever one goes, there is mourning. Radio, television, public service
buildings, everything is punctuated by this throbbing, this color; every-
thing is mobilized to demonstrate death.

Iranians, ordinarily so sober in their collective demonstrations, so little
given to “performance,” so little inclined to empty spectacle, gather to-
gether in the hoseyniya, the takiya (theaters, meeting halls), in mosques, to
listen to preachers tell them for the hundredth, the thousandth, time about
the death of Hoseyn at Karbala, massacred with his 72 companions by the
army of the impious Omayyads. And they weep. They come in order to
weep and they are told what is necessary to make the tears flow. They
really do shed tears, together, in public and with sincerity. They get rid of
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the pent-up emotion that they contain at other times, when they are prud-
ish and timid. No svoner does the voice of the preacher begin to quaver
than there is an explosion of sobbing and beating of breasts.

Elsewhere, in towns but above all in villages, the taziya (tazieh) is held.
This religious theater 1s so extrordinary, so popular and so spontancous. It
is both a mystery and a celebration, a game and a tragedy, where the public
gathers all around a scene improvised in the open air (or in the hoseyniya).
The spectators and actors are interchangeable: everyone knows Yazid, ‘Ali
Akbar, Zeynab, and Hazrat ’Abbas . . . they are the ones in the village who
can read and have decked themselves out for the occasion in the costumes
of the drama. They have their script in their hands and the director asks
them to read their part, handing each the microphone in his turn. There
is magic, with horses stampeded through the midst of it all, firecrackers
that explode during the battle, the hand of "Abbas that flies through the
air beforc managing to get water from the Fuphrates (symbolized by a
bath-tub) to assuage the thirst of Hoseyn’s companions. There is blood,
the clashing of sabers whirled round over heads, the beating of drums and
the sound of death cries.

A friend recalling the ta’ziya of his childhood, in which he himself had
acted, 15 surprised that the people of the village where we are attending the
drama do not weep. Is it the introduction of microphones, saturation by the
filmed pictures seen on television, or the — typical ~ upset caused by a
procession of flagellants who insist on going through the middle of the
ta’ziya, breaking the rhythm of the action?

"This exuberant display of mourning and demonstration of a morbid kind
of heroism is accompanied by a surrealistic festival atmosphere. Fvery-
where refreshing syrups are being handed out, to make up for the miseries
of Hoseyn in the arid plain of Karhala. Everywhere copious repasts are
being given, very often to correspond with prayers that have been an-
swered. People stay on the streets till late in the evening: shattered with
fatigue after walking around on the eve of Ashura, from my bed T can still
hear, past midnight, the cantors and the preachers, the cymbals and the
bass drums; everywhere illuminations pierce the night, putting the mourn-
ing out of mind. Women and children, men and boys become intoxicated
with the throbbing of the processions and the fumes of esfand burnt to
ward off bad luck.

Amid the confusion and tiredness of the evening, amid the repasts, in
the mosques, contact between boys and girls becomes less hazardous, less
noticed. All my informants confirm that "Ashura is a day for fondling,
furtive caresses and flirtations. All at once the sexual nature of this festival
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of death hits me. The pole of the majestic emblem supported on the belly
and raised skywards to be exhibited to the women’s view. "I'’he masochistic
display of virility to attract compassion and admiration. "T'he sweetness of
the syrups, the tenderness of stolen glances, of love for Hoseyn and his
companions. The bewitching rhythm of the processions, usually in four-
time — three flagellations and one pause, or three lightly swung flagellations
and one step forward — is more like a dance than a funeral march. And the
whip with the little chains that the men twirl round to lash their shoulders
suddenly resembles the multi-coloured scarves that the tribal women wave
over their heads while dancing lightly in their finest dress at weddings . . .
The ta’ziya reminds us that Qasem, the son of Imam Hasan, was killed at
Karbala on his wedding day, a myth that was used on many occasions
during the Iranian Revolution to make death more moving: the alliance of
croticism with martyrdom, the victims killed before they could consum-
mate their amorous union, their death doubtless being that union itself.”’

‘I'he potent collective celebration which T had just attended seemed to
me to prove the great strength of the Iranian nation. After eight vears of
war, with about 300,000 dead (out of a population of about 50 million), all
those men in the streets, orderly, sticking together, demonstrating their
love for the Imams, displaying their virility . . . Shi’ism’s power to mobilize
has not waned, quite the reverse. The objection will be raised that, because
of their excessive Shi’ite sentimentality, because of their [ranian roots so
deeply entrenched in the land, in urban bodies, in villages, these mourning
celebrations make the Iranian Revolution absolutely unexportable. Yet
politics scemed to have no part in these processions. There was no allusion
to the Islamic Republic, except for portraits of the martyrs (war vicums)
from cach area, sometimes attached to banners, or morce often cxhibited
amid flowers in front of the Aoseyniya. There were also portraits of Khomeyni
and Iranian flags in the processions, but without any particular ideological
slogans.

The coherence, the gravity, and the grandeur of those Ashurd de-
monstrations almost scared me. Who would halt an army whose marching
pace is a dance, and whose leader 1s Hoseyn who died 1,300 years ago in
Mesopotamia?

In this collective “happening,” in this profound and joyous sorrow of
Shi’ite mourning, it is not a matter of an amorphous mass obcying some

29 Sce S. HUMAYUNI, “An Analysis of a Ta%iych of Qasem,” in P. Chelkowski, ed.,
Ta’ziyeh: Ritual and Drama in Tran, New York, New York University Press, and Tchran,
Soroush, 1979, pp. 12-23.
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agitator or other, but of little local processions, of parochial, communal
Islamic groups, in a street or a guild in the bazaar, of religious associations
who proudly inscribe their name on their procession’s banner. Of course,
they encounter one another in the main street, but each group keeps its
own “soundtrack,” its own rhythm and “togetherness,” and eventually
returns to its own hoseyniya where kebabs, rice, and sweet drinks are
waiting. In the main street, rivalries between local quarters, groups, and
associations may give rise to aggressive attitudes and manifestations of
pride that are not in keeping with the fusion and self-forgetfulness one
would expect from a unitarian demonstration. The depth of feeling is in no
way diminished by being divided. A Sunni Muslim attending these cer-
emonies would probably be disgusted by the orgy of Imamolatry in which
Iranians indulge here. I am not trying to reassure those who would be
alarmed by the collective merging of religion and nation but, even if its
breakdown into parishes shatters any leanings towards political exploita-
tion, the phenomenon goes deeper and is more complex than a simple
ideological mobilization.

In the whole town of Arak, amid the scores or hundreds of processions
converging in the direction of the town centre, afterwards to disperse to the
localities from which they had come, I noticed only one solitary mulla in
his religious habit, a sayyed. Was he conscious that he was an exception? It
is public knowledge that the ulema have never been in favour of the osten-
tatious displays of mourning in the form of flagellation, or of the ra’iya
which are its more elaborate expression: they recommend only meetings
where the clerics themselves are the leading actors, as preachers, to recount
the martyrdom of the holy Imams. It is a matter, therefore, of a spontanc-
ous ritual, against which neither police nor clergy would dare to attempt
the slightest movement, but which organizes itself 4y itself, in the name of
a solid and unshakable tradition.

RELIGIOUS FEELING: FROM THE RITUAL TO THE MYTH

The popularity in Iran of the celebrations of Hoseyn’s death 1s an ancient
phenomenon. Some authors have unhesitatingly drawn a parallel with a
pre-Islamic cult borne out by literature — notably in the Book of the Kings
by Ferdowsi, a tenth-century Persian epic narrating the foundational events
in the mythical history of Iran — and certain vestiges of this cult are still
attested in the provinces of Iran. It is about the celebration of a hero,
Sivavosh, the incarnation of perfection, purity, and bravery. Unjustly
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accused by his father’s wife, whose amorous advances he has repulsed,
Siyavosh emerges triumphant from an ordeal by fire and then, following a
brilliant military expedition, he makes an alliance, for the sake of peace,
with the vanquished enemies of the king, his father. Repudiated by his
own people, Siyavosh will perish, the innocent victim of men’s hatred,
decapitated by Afrasyab, a relation of the king who has given him refuge.”
“T'he population of Bukhara,” an ancient chronicle tells us, “make much
lamentation over the murder of Siyavosh, which is known throughout the
provinces, and the minstrels have composed songs about it that the singers
call the ‘Laments of the Magi.””

In the Book of the Kings, Siyavosh has a presentiment about his death
and uses it as an example:

Open your ears to what 1 have to say;

Not many days shall pass before 1 shall,

Though innocent, be murdered wretchedly

By our shrewd-hearted king; another will

Adorn this crown and throne; through my bad Fortune
And through the calumny of one who hates me

My guiltless head will meet an evil faie,

‘I'his murder will make life intolerable,

Iran and Turan will rise against

Each other and from end to end the earth

Will fill with pain; then vengeful swords will swarm
Through both our countries; in Iran and in Turan . ..
What lamentations will rise up then

From Iran and from Turan! My spilt blood will
Convulse the world. Almighty God Who rules

The Earth has written in the heavens thus —

And by his order what is sown is reaped.

Siyavosh has a dream that he describes to his wife:

But Sivavosh replied, “My dream’s come true;
My glory’s darkened now and life for me

Draws to its end; sorrow and pain and grief

Are mine, as is the turning heaven’s way

Which shows now joy, now wretchedness; and if

30 Sce Sh. MESKUB, Sug-¢ Siyavash (The Mourning of Siyavash), Tchran, Kharczmi,
4th edn, 1354/1975; E. YARSHATER, “Ta’ziyeh and Pre-lslamic Mourning Rites in
Iran,” in Chelkowski, Ta’ziyeh, pp. 88-94.
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My palace dome should touch the sphere of Saturn,
The poison of this world must still be tasted.

If for a thousand and two hundred years

We live, the black dust is our home at last —

And in this night no wise man hopes to find

The brightness of the day . . .

‘T'hus turns

The whirling circle of the heavens, and men

Will never see this ancient dwelling change.

And now, through Afrasyab’s commands, my dark
Luck sinks to sleep. T'hey’ll hack my guiltless head off
And in my body’s blood they’ll soak my crown;

I’ll ind no coffin, grave or shroud, and of

The company who’s there not one will weep;

My final resting place will be T'uran.

‘This ancient world 1s like a lion’s maw:

Such is the fate the heavens will bring to me,

No happiness is promised me, or kindness,

But from the shining sum to darkest earth

No being can escape the will of God.”"

No Iranian, reading this thousand-year-old passage, could fail to make
the comparison with the hero of the cause of faith martyred at Karbala.
One must admire, in passing, the genius of nations for reinterpreting and
retranslating into a new symbolic language those intense emotions on which
they feed in order to face up to the ordeals inflicted by fate.

Although literary works celebrating the death of Hoseyn abounded in
the early centuries, and emanated as much from Sunni circles (turning a
critical gaze on the Omayyads) as from Shi’ites, it was only with the advent
of the Safavids and Iran’s conversion to Shi’ism, starting from the six-
teenth century, that public celebrations of mourning for Hoseyn were
organized in Iran.** Here, “public celebrations” does not mean “religious
theater” (1a’ziya) as we know it today, this spectacular form being truly
vouched for only since the end of the eighteenth century.

31 Abol’ Qasem FERDOWS), The Buuk of the Kings, trans. and presentation by Dick
Davis, The Legend of Scyavash, 1.ondon, Penguin Books, 1992, pp. 85-6, and 111-12.

32 Sce J. CALMARD, “I.’Iran sous Nascroddin Chih et les derniers Qadjar: Lsquisse
pour une histoire politique culturelle et socio-religieuse,” Le Monde iranien et [islam, 4
(1976-7), pp. 165-94; idem, “1.¢ Culte de PImam Ilusayn: Ftude sur la commémoration du
drame de¢ Karbala dans Ulran pré-safavide” (unpublished disscrtation), Paris, EPHE, VIth
scction, March 1975.
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Between the procession of flagellants and the ta’ziya, there exists a
whole range of commemorations which doubtless explain the recent devel-
opment. For example, there is the recitation of elegies for the dead (marsiya);
commemoration meetings where a cleric who specializes in dramatic effect
preaches in almost theatrical fashion to invoke tears for the martyrdom of
the Imams (rowza-khani); gestural demonstrations, both declamatory and
pictorial, performed in public squares by popular orators using simple
pictures ( parda) representing the battle of Karbala; historical processions,
in some Iranian provinces, with characters from the tragedy of Karbala,
Hoseyn, Yazid, Shemr, etc., in which the costumed players, mounted on
horses or camels, are the inhabitants of the village; ritual funcral proces-
sions, in the towns, when an imitation ceremonial catafalque (nakhl) is
carried symbolically . . . As the misfortunes as well as the martyrdom of
Hoseyn and his family are known to all, it is easy to improvise a commemo-
ration: tears will fall naturally at any reminder of Karbala.

The importance assumed by the ta’ziya in the nineteenth century is a
subject for disputes among historians. For the public, besides the attraction
of the spectacle, what matters most 1s the telling of the story. It is clear that
royal patronage played a decisive part in the spread of these representa-
tions, which brought together all social classes. The example of Tehran,
where an immense fakzya had been built near the royal palace, prompted
the provincial ¢lites in their turn to finance troupes of performers and the
construction of takiya or hoseyniya. In the villages, troupes could get to-
gether spontaneously. The reluctance of the clergy in respect of these
demonstrations is doubtless not unconnected with the success of the 1a ziya,
a way of demonstrating without the mullas one’s attachment to religion at
the time when clerical power was beginning to take the form of opposition
to political power. Under the Pahlavi dynasty {1925-79), 14 ziya perform-
ances were officially banned, but continued in two forms: spontancous, as
a sign of cultural resistance, in villages where the central government could
less casily make itself heard; and artificial, to revive as pure spectacle a
popular theater that fascinated westerners. It was in that second form that
the ta’ziya was introduced into an artistic festival striving to be both
Iranian and avant-garde, at Shiraz in 1967, and at the time of an interna-
tional symposium organized in 1976 on the lines of the same festival

This link between the royal sponsorship of the 4 ziya performances and
the belated revival, for aesthetic reasons far removed from religious feel-
ing, made popular religious theater very suspect in the eyes of certain

33 The works were later published in Chelkowski, 74 ziyeh.
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revolutionary Islamists in the 1970s. Shari’ati particularly attacked those
theatrical demonstrations in which he saw manipulation of religious feel-
ing."* He sought their origins in imitation of the West: the Shi’ite dvnasties
of Iran, hostile to the Ottoman Empire, found natural allies among those
European peoples who lived in fear of Turkish conquests. That is why,
said Shari au, very carly on they established diplomatic relations and brought
Christians to their capital (the Armenians from Jolfa, an Armenian town
near Azerbaijan, deported to Isfahan by Shah Abbas in the seventeenth
century). In the religious ficld, they imitated the medicval “mysteries”
commemorating Christ’s Passion on church forecourts, and like the Chris-
tians, set up a clerical hicrarchy.

The idea pursued by Shari’ati in this book rests on the feeling that
religion has been manipulated by the government to the point of being in
flagrant contradiction with Koranic revelation. But the details of his argu-
ment run up against historical and philological unlikelihoods: thus, in the
time of Shah Abbas, the “mysteries” were no longer current in Europe; the
presence of a character called the Frank (or the “westerner,” farangi) in
certain £a’ziya is a recent phenomenon (nineteenth century) and the Frank
becomes a sympathetic character in the end only because, like the Christian
monk in the old stories, he is convinced of Hoseyn’s holiness and converts
to Islam (here the Frank is merely the counterpart of the Magi adoring the
baby Jesus: the dimension of universality conferred, by an external recog-
nition, on an event quite anodyne n itself); there 1s only a distant and
accidental resemblance between the standard (alam, or in Khorasan Per-
sian, jaride, which Shariati says derives from the Latin cruat) carried in the
processions of flagellants and the cross of Christian processions.

Fven if Shari‘ati’s prejudices have more to do with fantasy than reason,
they reveal the primordial importance of the mourning rituals in the Ira-
nian collective consciousness. "The history of modern Iran is closely bound
up with the symbolism of Karbala and the strong emotive charge created
by the memory of Hoseyn’s martyrdom.® Indeed it is not by chance that
certain very serious events have taken place on the day of Ashura, such
as the violently crushed demonstrations of June 5, 1963 that marked
Khomeynt’s entry into history, or the spectacular procession of December
10, 1978 during which, for the first time, the slogan “Death to the Shah”
(marg bar Shah) was used on a large scale and with much enthusiasmn in

34 SHARPATI, Tushayyo™c ulavi va tashayyo’-e safavi, pp. 148ff.
35 ). TJARPE, *The Ta'ziya Iicstasy as Political Expression,” in N. G. Holm, cd.,
Religious Ecstasy, Stockholm, Almquist & Wiksell, 1982, pp. 167--77.
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place of the ritual funeral litanies. The mourning celebration turned from
a sad lamentation to the jubilation of an imminent victory over the tyrant.
The Shah, in fact, had been likened to Yazid, the wicked caliph.

“Everyone must know that obeying the order to fire on the people and
kill constitutionalists is like obeying Yazid, the son of Mo aviya, and is
incompatible with Islam.” So wrote the wlema who were in favour of the
constitution, after the 1908 coup d’érat which recstablished absolutism.
Mirza Mohammad-Hoseyn N2’ini, who in 1909 provided a theological
justification for the rallying of Muslims to parliamentary democracy, gave
an cven more precise description of the ulema who collaborated with the
absolutist ruler Mohammad-"Ali Shah: he compared them to Hoseyn’s
murderers at Karbala. And as the vicums of Karbala around the Imam
numbered 72, the number of victims of the spectacular bomb attack which
destroyed the Islamic Republic Party’s headquarters on 28 June 1981 is still
put at 72: the 72 martyrs of Islam around ayatollah Beheshd, who thus
becomes the Imam Hoseyn’s faithful imitator. Here, the 1@’ ziya is a per-
formance that dramatically resembles the original . . .

Since the wicked caliph Yazid is the paradigmatic figure of the dictator,
it comes as no surprisc that the nation’s savior should be the “Imam of the
Fnd of T'ime,” a ttle pertaining to the T'welfth Imam as eschatological
Saviour. In Iran, the title of /mam given to Khomeyni is not commonly
atrributed to a living person: it 1s reserved for the twelve successors of the
Prophet Mohammad. For Arab Sunnis, an imam is the prayer leader in
charge of a mosque. The Lebancse were therefore stretching the point
when they conferred this sacred title on Musa Sadr, an Iranian cleric who,
at the beginning of the 1960s, had very ably adapted himself to becoming
Lebancse; Imam Musa Sadr bore this wrongfully assumed title until he
paid the ultimate price for it since, in the summer of 1978 during a journey
in Libya, he physically disappeared, “occulted” like the Twelfth Imam.*

Musa Sadr’s precedent certainly worked for Khomeyni, but in reverse:
Khomeyni lived for 15 years in “occultation” in Najaf, and Iranians had
heard little of him before the first large demonstrations in 1978, During
that occultation he nonetheless continued to communicate with the Irani-
ans with the aid of a few messengers who carried his declarations to the
religious militants. Actually being a descendant of the Imams (since he was
a sayyed), Khomeyni was comparable with Hoseyn, for he had fought
wickedness by leading the revolt that took place during the month of

3610 AJAMI, The Vanished Tmam: Musa al Sadr and the Shia of Lebanon, T.ondon,
Tauris/Cornell University Press, 1986, pp. 24, 119ft.
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Moharram in 1963. During the winter of 1978—9, from Paris, Khomeyni
could more casily send his intransigent messages to Iran. 'The myth then
took on its eschatological dimension: the “return of the Imam” had becen
envisaged by the majority of the revolutionaries as that of a saviour of the
country, and no one really dared to believe in it. This much-awaited return
became the event that eclipsed all opposition, even if the uprising of Feb-
ruary 11, 1979 actually occurred outside the explicit directives of the Imam.
The myth imposed itself in its all-encompassing and almost dictatorial
reality, gaining for Imam Khomeyni’s advantage all the subsequent devel-
opment of the Revolution, even when its logic seemed to go astray.

Contrary to his own earlier declarations, ayatollah Khomeyni ran every-
thing, but without appearing to govern directly. Whether at Qom or T'ehran,
he was the authority no one dared to cross and to whom the new leaders
referred at the slightest difficulty. Despite the carly democratically inspired
plans that Khomeyni himself had approved, the 1979 constitution was
developed to suit the charismatic leader he personified. In reality, the
Imam enjoyed more power than the Shah had ever had. At the same time,
the sacred role of “Guide of the Revolution and Founder of the Islamic
Republic” (according to the official titles) was in no way diminished: hav-
ing emerged from his “occultation,” he was accessible only to a few person-
alities in the new regime. Any ordinary people who were privileged enough
to approach him — his speeches were recorded and later broadcast like
prophecies in all the media — came into his presence only in carctully
shepherded bunches. These emotional and tearfully trembling pilgrims
were coming to consult a soothsayer, to whom they brought prayers and
sacred ovations, beseeching him to be kind enough to touch their children
in order to ward off the evil eye. There was a real communication between
him and them, but a profound ambiguity between the theologico-political
sense of his words, and the genuine religion of the believer performing an
almost magical deed.

In popular consciousness the vague likening of Khomeyni to an Imam
brought in its wake some surprising attitudes, both peculiar to Shi’ism and
also deeply marked by Iraman cultural customs. Even before Khorneyni
boarded the aircraft that was to take him from Najaf to Paris, it was
rumoured in Iran that his face could be secn in the moon: at night, when
the curfew was mocked by crics of “God is great” (Allah akbar), people
vied with one another in perceiving the Imam in the luminous orb. Some
months later, when he emerged from his occultation and finally arrived in
Tehran (February 1, 1979), some peasants who had been in the town for a
few days to go to meet him on the road between the airport and the
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cemetery, called at my home to come and perform their ritual ablutions so
that they could be in a state of purity to meet him. The pilgrims from
Jamiran (at the foot of the mountain, north of 'T'chran) similarly made their
ablutions before entering the modest chapel where the Imam appeared to
them. Several of the regime’s dignitaries came to visit Khomeyni, during
his first months at Qom, to ask him insistently for an immediate reply to
the question: was he or was he not the Imam of T'ime? It 1s said that
Khomeyni did not answer, thus leaving his questioners baffled . . .

The question of Khomeyni's imamate, or his closeness to the Imam, also
divided the ruling circles in the Islamic Republic: the majority tendency
had spread throughout the nation a slogan which everyone repeated at the
Friday solemn prayers: “O! my God, while we await the Revolution of the
Saviour Imam [by this was understood the return of the Hidden Imam|,
preserve Khomeyni for us!” In a manner perfectly in keeping with tradi-
tion, they meant by that to present Khomeyni as the one who — by virtue
of his charisma — would let them await the longed-for eschatological salva-
tion. Others, however, notably the members of a radical Islamic association
founded in the 1950s to fight Baha’ism, the Hojjatiya association, took a
poor view of direct intervention in politics by the ulema and the secularization
of religion: with cveryone else they repeated the phrase asking God to
preserve Khomeyni until the End of the World, but immediately added
another slogan to put an end to that wait and neutralize the apparent desire
for Khomeynist power to go on for ever: “Saviour Imam, come quickly,
Saviour Imam, come quickly!” (Mahdi biya, Mahdi biya!).

Khomeyni was not immortal. He died on Junc 3, 1989. This event of
course gave the lie to the illusions of some devoted believers. In itself,
however, it represented a fine victory: for the first ime since 1907 an
Iranian head of state had died peacefully in his own country, surrounded
by his nearest and dearest and his helpers. It is easy to draw up the list:
Mohammad-"Ali Shah Qajar deposed by the constitutionalist Revolution in
1909, died in Savona in Iraly in 1925; Ahmad Shah Qajar, shaken by a coup
d’érar in 1921 deposed by a Constituent Assembly in 1925, died in Paris in
1930; Reza Shah Pahlavi, deposed by the British in 1941, died in 1944 in
Johannesburg; and lastly Mohammad-Reza Shah, deposed by the Islamic
Revolution in 1979, died the following year in Egypt.

With the death of Khomeyni, would the central pillar of the Islamic
Republic disappear, and the relief of some and despair of others leave room
only for chaos? It seems that the spontaneous fervour which broke out
around the remains of the vanished leader, and the vast throngs who
attended his funeral, surprised even the authorities, for the burial had to be
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postponed several times and the body, jostled by the crowds trying to
obtain mementoes, fell to the ground. The mausoleum erected over his
burial-place in record time completes the consecration of the eminently
Shi’ite naturce of the cult devoted to Khomeyni.

LEARNED OR POPULAR SHI’ISM?

Khomeyni is the finest example of a clerical career supported by popular
religiosity, the mecting of two types of religion one would have believed
permanently ill-matched.

On the one hand, the cleric from the depths of the country, the son of
a provincial mulla, speaking the most provincial language filled with those
unmistakable peasant intonations; on the other, a long-standing hierocratic
tradition. It was the career of mulla that served in this instance as a spring-
board for social ascent. Khomeyni’s brother-in-law tells how, when the
village mulia that Aqa Ruhollah was in the 1920s asked his teacher, ayatollah
Sagafi, a rich and renowned theologian originally from Tehran, for his
daughter’s hand in mariage, Mrs Saqafi was at first very much against it.
But the professor had detected qualities in the young mulla, and gave his
consent. Ruhollah Khomeyni had not chosen the path of an arriviste: his
penchant for mysticism and philosophy did not lead him into public preach-
ing or the career of a great jurist to be “imitated” by the faithful. His
contact with the crowds happened only belatedly, in 1963, and was inter-
rupted by a long exile. It was his hardline determination, in a period of
crisis, that won Khomeyni the devotion of his former students in Qom and
the prestige he later enjoyed among the Iranians. The bloody tragedy of
the Revolution, with the spontaneous need to find a figure diametrically
opposed to the Shah to hound him out and take his place, afforded Khomey-
ni his success.

‘The social wretchedness of the old regime, its inability to respond to the
expectations aroused by the 1973 oil boom, its betrayals with regard to the
Islamic ideal, could all confer on the revolutionary struggle the aspect of an
immense /a’zzya in which the Iranian nation itself was at war, together with
its Imam, against wickedness, corruption, etc. But the ta’ziya spectators
are content just to weep and the master of ceremonies is not the Imam;
when it is all over, everyone returns to his or her place in society. 'Uhe rules
had been overturned and no one knew any longer who was the wicked
caliph.
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The Shi’ites outside Iran

Originally, nothing but the pure Arab lineage of the Prophet seemed to link
Shr’ism with any nation, but today Iran has so transformed and acclimatized
it that Persian culture and the cult of the Imams can no longer be dissoci-
ated. Persia’s prestige since ancient times, the large number and high rank
of Tranian Shi’ite ulema and the spread of their influence through all Imamite
communities are the fundamentals of Shi'ite identity on which political
habits have been built. This paradox then arises: whereas certain secular
and “modern” nationalist Iranians try to define Islam — notably in its Twelver
Shi’ite version — as a foreign, Arab religion, the majority of Muslims
worldwide, Shi’ite or not, involuntarily and unconsciously establish a cor-
relation between Imamism and Persia. The Iranian Revolution has further
accentuated this association.

IRAQ

There have been Shi'ites in Mesopotamia since the time of the first Imams.
The Shi’ite Community was enlarged by Bedouin tribes, who came from
the Arabian peninsula up until the eighteenth century, and by conversions.
For those Arabs who glorified virility, feats of arms, and a spirit of fierce
independence, converting to Shi'ism was a way of escaping the control of
Ottoman authority. Shi’ite proselytism was made casier “by the similarity,
in the eyes of the tribesmen, between Sunnism, power, and repression; the
traditional spirit of tribal independence could thus find religious expression.”

1 Sce P. MARTIN, “Les Chi’ites d’lIrak: Une majorit¢ dominée 4 la recherche de son
destin,” Lrak, le pétrole et la guerre, Peuples méditerranéens, 40, Panis (July- September
1987), pp. 127-69 (here p. 129); and, further, P.-J. LUIZARD, La Formation de {lrak
contemporain, Paris, CNRS, 1991.
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Through Shi’ism certain tribes demonstrated opposition to their own sheikhs
who had remained Sunni. The absence of religiously justified allegiance to
the government in power allowed them to stand back in relaton to the
dominant political community. This attitude was rendered casier by the
scarcity of clerical leaders among the Bedouins, a fact which engendered a
certain laxity in the exercise of fasting and prayer. Tribal customs mattered
more to them than the law of Islam, of whatever persuasion.’

Present-day Iraq, carved by the 1916 Sykes—Picot agreement out of the
still-smoking tatters of the Ottoman Empire, shelters a majority of Shi’ites
who are today still socially disadvantaged. The Shi’ites were the ones who
most violently challenged the creation of the state of Iraq, which never
represented a clear national cntity, by rebelling against the British in 1920.
From the sixteenth century, the mausoleums of the Imams, at Najaf, Karbala,
Kazemeyn and Samarra, were the stake in bloody conflicts between the
Iranian Shr’ite empire of the Safavids and the Sunni Ottoman Turks, and
remain the symbol of the Shi’ite Community’s failure to win its dignity. In
the cighteenth century, when the frontier of the two empires was stabilized
- broadly along the present line, the Shatt ol-Arab, a navigable river but
not strategically important prior to the twentieth century — Najaf and
Karbala became great centres of Imamite theological studies.

The decline of Isfahan and Qom, subsequent to the collapse of the
Safavid state (1722), was moreover accompanied by a debate on religious
authority from which the Najaf clergy emerged strengthened: the osuliyun
or rationalists recognized a kind of clerical hierarchy headed, until 1920, by
one or more of the great theologians residing in Najaf.* These religious
leaders were almost all Iranians, who had left for Iraq in order to pursue
their clerical career, rather like a Catholie priest going to the Vatcan. The
fact that they were living outside Iranian political frontiers gave the reli-
gious dignitaries greater independence, which they used in periods of crisis
to defy Tehran’s political authority.

The Shi’ite social explosion in 1920 against the British Protectorate was
also directed against the Sunni establishment which was taking over from
Ottoman domination. T'he insurrection lasted a few months: it was m-
ited to Shi’ite tribes and orchestrated by certain great u/ema. The repres-
sion that followed a clerical ban on British-sponsored elections forced

2 H.BATATU, “Shi’i Organizations in Iraq: al-Da’wah al-Islamiyah and al-Mujahidin,”
in J. I. Colc and N. R. Keddie, cds, Shiism and Social Protest, New Flaven and London,
Yale University Press, 1986, pp. 186ff. On the Shi’ite tribes of South Iraq, sce W.
THESIGER, The Marsh Arabs, London, Longman & Green, 1964.

3 See above, ch. 3.
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the religious leaders to go into exile shortly afterwards at Qom, in Iran;
they returned to Iraq only to accept a compromise with King Faisal (1921~
33). Briush domination had not really been weakened, nor had Sunnite
supremacy been called into question, and in a politically stabilized Iran
the theological centre of Qom would henceforward take over from Najaf,
accentuating the isolation of the Iraqi Shi’ites.

Under the monarchy their situation improved. Starting from 1930 some
great Imami merchants broke away from the poverty of their community.
A larger number of Shi'ite children received secondary cducation, thus
gaining access to modern careers. In 1947, for the first time, a Shi'ite was
appointed Prime Minister, and four out of the eight heads of government
who followed until 1958 were Shi'ite; this denominational rebalancing of
political life gave rise to vehement protests from the Sunnis.' But the
Shi’ites stayed poor, and their poverty, which fucled permanent social
unrest, was often used by politicians to obtain personal advantage and
maintain relations with their supporters.

Social demands then overtook the demand for religious recognition,
despite the transitory backing of a few ulema, such as ayatollah Mohammad-
Hoseyn Kashef ol-Qeta in the 1930s (he gave up political action well before
his death in 1954) or later Mohammad al-Sadr, who was Prime Minister in
1948. From the 1950s communism tempted many young people, and Shi’ites
joined the party en masse, especially in rural areas:

Numerous points were common to Shi'ite dogma and communist ideology:
detence of the oppressed, fighting injustice, opposition to the government,
hatred of foreign domination, and also a certain taste for martyrs. Even the
word shoya’ (communist), which some people link with shi'7 (Shi'ite). It is
undeniable that these similarities favoured communist penctration into Shi’ite
circles and that certain militants played on this ambiguity of words and
rousing subjects, notably among peasants who were illiterate and influenced
by religion.’

Communist leaders were well aware of what they could derive from
this situation. For their propaganda they used symbols embodying Shi’ite

4 Ch. MALLAT, “Iraq,” in S. Hunter, ¢d., The Politics of Islamic Revivalism: Drversity
and Unity, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1988, pp. 71-87;, IL. BATATU, The Old
Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Irag, Princeton, Princeton University
Press, 1978; W, ENDE, “Erfolg und Scheitern eines schiitischen Modernisten: Muhammad
ibn Mahdi al-Tlalest,” in U. Tworuschka, ed., Gottes ist der Orient  Gottes ist der Okzident:
Fesischrift fiir Abdoldjavad Falaturi, Cologne and Vienna, Bohlau, 1991, pp. 120 30.

5 MARTIN, “Les Chi’ites d’Irak,” p. 146. On the Tragi Communist Party, ibid., pp. 143
56; BATATU, The Old Social Classes, p. 422.
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picety, such as the mourning ceremonies for Hoseyn during the month of
Moharram, in which they spotted revolutionary potential. The first Ba’athist
coup détat in 1963 was a catastrophe for Iraqi communists, as for the
Shi’ites who supported General ‘Abdolkarim Qasem (Kassim). “As the
Shi’ite arcas were the poorest, they were naturally the bastions of resis-
tance to an anti-communist coup détat which carried a strong whift of so-
cial revenge . . . lverywhere in the country it was the revenge of Arab
nationalists and the wealthy, in particular the Sunni bourgeoisie.™ “I'he
subsequent repression and decline of the Communist Party drew the Shi’ites
into a mobilization that was much more centred on religion.

When the Ba’athists seized control of the state in 1968, Shi'ite partici-
pation in running the Ba’ath Party, which had been equitable before 1963,
fell to 6 pereent. The Shi'ites were excluded, marginalized, and from then
on the Iraqi government ruling party turned Sunni. From 1968 to 1977,
among the fifteen members of the Revolutionary Command Council, not
one was Shr'ite, and only 5 percent of the leaders of the Ba’ath Party were
Shi’ites. Starting from that date, those close to Saddam Hussein, mostly
Sunnis from the village of Takrit, took over key posts for themselves. The
militarization of the regime stll further disadvantaged the Shi’ites, who
have never attained higher ranks in carcers as officers.

This unfavorable political climate and the social distress must be borne
in mind if we are to understand the politicization of religious feeling de-
tectable among Iragi Shi'ites since the 1950s. The high-ranking clerics,
dominated by a “quictist” trend, took no part — a fact that further distanced
them from the mass of the people — although they were already concen-
trated in the religious towns, mainly Najaf, and burning problems such
as the proclamation of the state of Israel, social questions and problems of
independence in relation to colonial powers (Mosaddeq, Nasser) were stir-
ring up the masses. However, in 1959 at Najaf, the spectre of communism
caused the creation of the Association of Ulema ( Jama ut vlama’ al-din)
and the publication of a cultural magazine, al-Adhwa’ al-eslamiya (The
Enlightecnment of Islam), to which a certain Mohammad-Bager al-Sadr
(nephew of the former Prime Minister Mohammad al-Sadr) contributed.
The aim was to fight the influence of communism which was penctrating
clerical circles in Najaf itself. When the Iraqi ayatollah Mohsen al-Hakim
Tabataba’i hecame supreme chief of the Shi'ite Community, he encour-
aged a resocialization of youth through Islam in order to regain control of
a Community dreaming more of Moscow than Najaf. In the crucial period
from 1961 to his death in 1970, Hakim was recognized as a “Guide to

6 MARTIN, “Les Chi‘ites ¢’lrak,” p. 153.
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imitate” (marja’ al-iaqlid) by the majority of Shi’ites, including — with a
certain amount of pressure on the part of the Shah, who was seeking to
de-Tranize Shi’ism the better to de-Shi’itize Iran — Iranians. Khomeyni,
in exile at Najaf at that time, had learned a lesson from the failure of the
1963 uprising and was fighting against the apolitical tendency of part of
the Shi’ite clergy.’

The first movement to see the light of day was the Damwai al-eslamiya
(“Call of Islam™) Party, commonly known as DDa’wa. It was born from a
background of Shi’ite disaffection from their rcligious institutions, with a
disturbing slide in the number of theology students. In 1957 only 20
percent of the students at Najaf were Arab, 46 percent being Iranian, which
shows the marginalization of clerical office and its lack of attraction for the
young Shi’ites of Iraq.* According to some, the Da’wa party was the con-
tinuation of the Association of Fighting Ulema, so called after 1960. 1t
scems, however, that in the 1970s this organization was clearly rid of its
clerics and even carned the disapproval of the clergy because of its connec-
tions, real or supposed, with the Shah of Fran. Prior to 1975, he appears to
have used this lever (hy funding or internal manipulations) as he then made
use of Kurdish autonomists in order to put pressure on Baghdad.” On the
occasion of demonstrations of discontent in rural areas, notably during
the Moharram mourning period, the Da’wa militants launched slogans
hostile to the Ba’athist regime and Saddam Hussein. Although in theory
the Shah ceased all pressure after the Agreement of Algiers (which on
March 6, 1975 put an end to a long period of hostility between Iran and
Iraq), the Shi’ites’ discontent remained strong and rose in parallel with
pre-revolutionary tension in Iran.

Loval to its secular line, the Iragi government tried at all costs to avoid
a politicization of religion which would soon have cscaped its control."”
Saddam Hussein chose a stick-and-carrot policy. He had five members of
the Da’wa executed in 1974, and another eight in 1977. He ruthlessly put
down demonstrations in the wretched Shi’ite quarter of Baghdad, al-Thowra,
and had no hesitation in sending in tanks to attack the procession celebrat-
ing the 40th day after Ashura at Najaf in 1977. On several occasions he had
thousands of Iranian citizens who had lived in Iraq for generations expelled

7 1. ALGAR, *“T'he Oppositional Role of the Ulama in Twentieth-Century Iran,” in N.
R. Keddie, ed., Scholars, Sants and Sufis, Berkeley, [os Angeles, and London, University
of California Press, 1972, pp. 231 55 (here, p. 244).

8 BATATU, “Shi’i Organizations in Iraq,” p. 189.

9 Ibid., p. 194.

10 Ibid., p. 196.
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from the country. Over 75,000 Shr’ites took refuge in Iran in the 1970s,
victims as much of their ethnic origin (dangerous in the context of the
latent war developing between Iran and Iraq) as of their Imamite persua-
sion: they were a difficult minority to assimilate in a state boasting of its
Arab and secular qualitics, and very marked by Sunni dominance. But at
the same time, the Iraqi government made an effort to satisfy non-political
ulema by allocating vast funds to the upkeep of mausoleums, mosques,
hoseyniya, and other religious buildings. The Imam ’Ali’s birthday was
decreed a public holiday, and when the head of state visited the sacred
places of Shi’ism he delivered speeches punctuated with references to the
Imams to gain approval for his policies. If the occasion warranted, Saddam
Hussein even declared himself to be a descendant of the Prophet and Imam
Hoseyn . . .

In the face of this aggressive policy, the Iraqi clergy adopted contradic-
tory attitudes. Those who were more realistic, headed by a nonagenarian
Iranian who, despite his age, was one of the most influential of all the
Shi’ite clerics, ayatollah Abo’1-Qasem Kho’i (1899-1992), adopted the most
rigorous “quictism:” in his view the Shi’ite ulema were not to intervene in
the affairs of the state, and religion belonged to the domain of personal
conscience, which must at all costs be preserved from government pres-
sures. The advantage of this attitude was that Kho’i was never troubled by
the political power except in 1991 when Saddam forced him to appear on
television to condemn Shi’i uprisings after the Kuwait War.

"T'he other line was political militancy, chiefly that of ayatollah Mohammad-
Baqger al-Sadr. Born in 1935 at Kazemeyn, into a great Iraqi clerical family
of L.cbanese origin, he followed a religious career at Najaf, where he was
notably the disciple of ayatollah Kho'i."' His first work, published in 1955,
defends the Shi’ite point of view in an old polemic: the right of ownership
over the estate of Fadak, which had belonged to the Prophet, demanded by
his daughter Fatima, contrary to the opinion of the Sunni caliphs. Some
years later, as we have scen, al-Sadr became the editorial writer of the
Association of Ulema magazine, al-4dhmwa, which brought him much re-
nown. In his publications of that time, al-Sadr tackled the burning ideo-
logical problems, starting with communism, in the face of which he presented

11 P. MARTIN, “Unc grande figure de Pislamisme en Irak (Muhammad Bager al-Sadr),”
Cahiers de 'Orient, 8 9 (1987-8), pp. 117-42; Ch. MALLAT, The Renewal of Islamic Law:
Muhammad Bager as-Sadr, Najaf and the Shi’i International, Cambridge, New York and
Oakleigh, Cambridge University Press, 1993; idem, “Religious Militancy in Contemporary
Irag: Muhammad Baqer as-Sadr and the Sunni-Shia paradigm,” in A. Gauhar, ed., Third
World Quarterly: Istam and Politics, 10, 2 (April 1988), pp. 699-729.



116 The Shiites outside Iran

Islam as the source of a philosophy superior to other currents of thinking,
chiefly Marxism and materialism. He similarly attacked capitalism.

In Egtesddonag (Our Economy), which remains his fundamental work, he
endeavours to use only references that are acceptable to both Sunnis and
Shi’ites, which signals a development compared with his first book. He
recommends a system of limited private ownership, that has consideration
for serving the Community and avoids usury and monopolizing. It is a
market economy in which the state plays a regulatory role. In all his
analyses, Islam has a central role and appears as “the one and only alter-
native for solving the problems of our times.”'? A prolific writer, Bager
al-Sadr tackled the widest variety of topics and even drew up the plan of
a constitution for the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979: its echocs were
noticeable in the constitution adopted by the constitutional experts in
Tehran, but also in the writings and thinking of all his contemporaries, in
Iraq as well as in Iran and the Lebanon, where his works were disseminated
and translated. His militant activity took him to places where religious
preaching had hitherto seemed impossible, on university campuses, at great
ritual gatherings, and mass meetings.

T'he effervescence created among Iraqi Shi’ites at the time of the Iranian
Revolution had its hero, Mohammad-Baqger al-Sadr, who was already re-
garded as the theoretician behind that revolution because he had been the
first to impart a constitutional dimension to the Khomeynist principle of
the wvelayai-e fagih. The Iraqi Shi’ites believed they had found in him
someone who would help them to attempt, between the Tigris and the
Euphrates, an experiment similar to that of Iran. Social unrest increased
and terrorist attacks were perpetrated. Bager al-Sadr was first arrested then
released in 1979. Having assigned him a forced residence in Najaf, the
Ba’ath Party tried to extract concessions from him, notably that he should
withdraw his farvd anathematizing party members. Political pressure tight-
ened on Shi'ite institutions. On April 1, 1980, T'areq ’Aziz, the deputy
Prime Minister, escaped a murderous attack by the Da’wa. Four days later
Mohammad-Bager al-Sadr and his sister, Bent al-Hoda, were executed.

The conflict between the Shi’ites and the Iraqi state seems rooted less in
ideological opposition than in past history and the social situation. Less
rich and fertile than in Iran, Irag’s Shi'ism enjoyed a strategic position
because of the holy places that for over two centuries were the principal
theological centre for all Shi’ites. But it was the Iranians who most fre-
quently played the leading role there. Only a few exceptional figures, such

12 For a detailed analysis of Egtesadona, see MALLA'U, The Rencwal, pp. 10917,
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as Mohammad-Baqer al-Sadr, stood out from this provincial and disadvan-
taged Community whose chief rival was the Communist Party. In this
young country, made wealthy too quickly by oil, the autocratic political
culture did not allow the game of challenging the establishment to assume
sophisticated forms, and brutal executions were the only remedy that the
Ba’athist government could find to ncutralize opposition. The Iraqi Shi’ites
tended to turn to Iran as to their brothers, without realizing that Tehran’s
intentions were not wholly pure, and in return used this Community — in
the majority but treated like a minority by the state — as a Trojan horse
which the Baghdad government always mistrusted.

Such was, indeed, the great unknown factor in 1979, when ayatollahs
who were suddenly far more interested than the Shah in their Arab neigh-
bours were establishing themselves in Iran. As they had lived in Iraq,
Khomeyni and some of his close associates thought that the Shi’ite Com-
munity in that country would offer easy access to their propaganda. It
would be difficult to imagine a stronger ideological antagonism than that
between the young Islamic Republic of Iran and the secular nationalism of
the Ba’ath party. 'I'he strategic rapprochement between Baghdad and Tehran
in 1975 had been effected at the expense of the Kurds and had also resulted
in the tightening of the surveillance measures restricting ayatollah
Khomeyni’s contacts in Najaf. Shortly after the head of the Iranian Revo-
lution had gone to France, the Iranian empress made a pilgrimage to Najaf
as a last attempt on the part of the monarchy to manipulate to its own
advantage the connection between Iranians and the principal Shi’ite places
in lraq . ..

The war did not produce, on the population of either country, the
cffects expected by the rulers of the enemy nation. The Khuzistan Arabs,
whose territory became the principal battlefield after September 1980, chose
for the most part to withdraw into the interior of Iran; as for the Iraqi
Sht’ites, heavily surrounded and intimidated by the police, they did not
budge in favour of Iran. It is possible that Iraqi propaganda managed to
arouse patriotic reactions among the Shi’ite population, an Arab solidarity
against the “aggression” of the Persians. Saddam Hussein was careful to
handle Shi’ite sensitivity tacefully in his specches, presenting Khomeyni as
a miscreant innovator, and himself redoubling his gestures of piety, visiting
holy places, showing particular deference in regard to the apolitical Iranian
avatollah Kho’i, making references to his own lineage which he traced back
as far as the Prophet, ctc. "T'he Iraqi president blew hot and cold on the
Shr’ites: on the one hand, he carried out massive expulsions to Iran of
Shi’ites having family links (distant ancestry or union by marriage) with
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Iran, alarming all the many people who could also be lable to this fate; on
the other, he granted funds to those ulema who had remained kindly
disposed to the regime, and distributed enormous sums for the renovation
of the sanctuaries of Najaf ($220 million) and Karbala ($60 million), with
all the beneficial repercussions for the local economy of these places of
pilgrimage."”

In March 1991, after the Kuwait War and the Iraqi defeat, a huge upris-
ing of Shi’ites in the south of Iraq rudely reminded the world of their large
number in that country. One of the leaders of the religious movement in
opposition to the Ba’ath Party, ayatollah Bager al-Hakim (son of avatollah
Mohsen al-Hakim), prepared himself for a national future. lixiled to I'ehran
since the beginning of the Iran—Iraq war (1980), his determination to fight
the Baghdad Ba’athist regime could only be reinforced in 1983 by the
execution at Najaf of seven of his close relatives and the arrest of about 100
others. He led the Irag Higher Council of Islamic Revolution, a body
which was unsuccessful in rallying opponents to the Ba’athist regime (ci-
ther Kurds, or certain other parties, such as the Da’wa, which supported
an alliance with non-religious tendencies). Another organization, “Imal al-
estami (Islamic Action), was founded in 1982 at 1Damascus by the hojjar of-
eslam Mohammad-"Taqi Modarresi, and managed a few successful attacks
on Iraqi soil.

Lven in isolation, Bager al-Hakim demonstrated a certain ability in
mobilizing volunteers to help Iran in the war between 1980 and 1988; after
the Kuwait War, he lacked Iran’s political and military backing to confirm
his ability to dominate the Shi’ite revolt in southern Iraq: it was doubtless
proof that reasons of state were beginning to win the day in T'chran, where
the dismantling of Iraq stirred up a series of concomitant problems, such as
the demand for Kurdish autonomy and the Syrian and Turkish anxicty
over regional stability. Iran also had to strike a balance with those states in
the region which had participated in the anti-Iragi coalition in 1990--1. Iran’s
regaining of a lcading regional position was by way of this concession.

The failure of the Shi’ite revolt and Iran’s caution did not scttle the Iraqi
problem. Following the Kuwait War the international embargo most af-
fected the Shi'ite populations in the south, whose international isolation is
greater than the others’. The death of ayatollah Abo’l-Qasem Kho'i in 1992
gave even further help to the state’s attempts to control this minority. Iran

13 P. ROBINS, “Iraq: Revolutionary Threats and Regime Responses,” in . 1., Esposiro,
ed., The Iranian Revolution: Iis Global Impact, Miami, Flornda International University
Press, 1990, pp. 8399,
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would like the future marja’ al-taglid recognized by all Shi'ites to be an
Iranian, and one in favour of the Khomeynist spirit of politicizing religion.
In the absence of a candidate obtaining an unanimous vote, things seem on
course for a division of the Community, the Iraqis having managed to gain
recognition for the authority of a cleric from Najaf who is more receptive
to the pressures of the Iraqi government than those of Tehran. In Iran
iself) the supporters of ayatollah Montazeri, who was turned down by
Khomeyni before he died, are confronted by both a strong apolitical cur-
rent and the radical heirs of the Revolution.

THE ARABIAN PENINSUILA

Whatever their proportion in cach of their countries, in the minority in
Saudi Arabia, or in the majority in Bahrain, the Arab Shi’ites of the Persian
Gulf have for a very long time been subjected to a regime of discrimina-
tion on the part of the Sunnis." Fiven with the more effective protection they
have enjoyed for half a century, they are everywhere under-represented at
the political level (parliaments and governments). Only the economic pros-
perity resulting from oil production (notably in Saudi Arabia where enor-
mous stocks lie in a region peopled by Shi’ites) has allowed certain members
of these communities to acquire wealth and alleviate social tensions.

One of the weakening factors of these Shi'ites is the diversity of their
origins. Some come from old local stock, others from former Iranian colo-
nies (the Baharna of Bahrain), and others have arrived recently from poor
Iraqi tribes. The economic and human influence of Iran, to which it is so
natural to turn if difficulties arise, does not put matters right here any more
than in Iraq. But what makes coexistence between Sunnis and Shi'ites
particularly ditheult is the domination over the Arab kingdom by the most
puritan and fundamentalist sect of Islam, the Wahhabis (they call them-
selves the monotheists, movahhedun) who abhor Shi’ism. To give but one
example, the Wahhabis have no minaret on their mosques, and raise no
tomb or mausoleum for their dead, whatever their rank may have been.
Kings and beggars alike are buried in the bare earth, and not a single stone
lies above the level of the ground. In their eyes, the cult of the Imams i1s a
form of polytheism, and the devotions of pilgrims at the saints’ tombs —
even if it were that of the Prophet himself — is sheer paganism.

14 J. KOSTINER, “Kuwair and Bahrain,” in Hunter, The Polisics of Islamic Revivalism,
pp- 116 29, notably p. 118.
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The Shi’ite pilgrims going to Medina weep (and hide their tears because
of the Wahhabis) as they pass a spot where, according to the ancients,
Fatima’s tomb lies, no longer marked by any disunguishing sign, close to
the tomb of the Prophet. As for Fatima’s Orchard, situated in the court-
yard of the same mosque, it has quite simply vanished in the course of ex-
tension work carried out under the Saudi dynasty. The Bagi’ cemetery, at
Medina, which contains the mausoleums of several Imams and which Shi’ites
visit without fail during the Pilgrimage (Hajy), was first destroyed by the
Wahhabis in 1804, and a second time in 1926: "Abdol’aziz Al Sa’ud gave the
order to destroy the cupolas built over the tombs, which aroused great
indignation in all the Shi’ite regions, notably in Iran and India. A European
traveller who had come to Medina in 1926

found that al-Baqi’ looked like a razed town. It was strewn with a rubble
of earth, timber, iron bars, bricks, cement, etc., through which paths had
been cleared. 1t was said that 10,000 of the Companions of the Prophet had
been buried there, but all graves, from those of the Prophet’s family, of
’Uthman (Osman), Malik b. Anas and other well known Muslims, 10 the
palmfrond graves of the poor, were systematically destroyed.”

The degree of oppression suffered by the Shi’ites in this country will be
better understood when we learn that those who were given the task of
destroying the Bagi’ tombs were themselves Shi'ites from Medina, the
Nakhivila. These pariahs, who had only the most mental work, numbered
about 10,000. They lived in an arca kept for them alone (today destroyed
by the Saudis), for they were not permitted to live within the town’s walls,
or to pray at the Prophet’s mosque. They claimed to be descended from the
Ansar, who were associated with the Prophet after he settled in Medina,
but others think they are descended from African slaves.

Although the Iranian Islamic Revolution caused great anxicty to the
monarchies of the peninsula, who suddenly discovered, when comparing
their situation with that of the Shah, that their prosperity based on oil
revenues was no protection against profound crises, there was no direct
threat in these socictics, which were relatively little politicized in the mod-
ern sense, and dominated by Sunnis.

The seizure of the great mosque in Mecca on November 20, 1979 by a
visionary, Juheyman b. Mohammad b. Seyf al-’Oteybi, whom it required

15 B. WINDER, “Al-Madina,” Encyclopedia of Islam, 2nd cdn, vol. V (1986) s.v.; recent
description: S. ZEGHIDOUR, La Vie quotidienne a la Mecque de Mahomet a nos jours, Paris,
ITachette, 1989, pp. 335 46.
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over a fortnight to dislodge with heavy arms and the help of French
gendarmes, had nothing to do directly with Iran. Juheyman was a Saudi, a
former member of the national guard, and the one he wanted to proclaim
Mahdi (“saviour”) was his brother-in-law, Mohammad b. ’Abdollah al-
Qahtani, a young man of 27 who had been a theological student in Medina.
Both were even more fundamentalist than the Saudi monarchy, that is to
say, there was nothing Shi’ite about them, except perhaps their desire to
impart a profound millenarian sense to the advent of the fifteenth century
of Islam (in the lunar calendar, that very day marked the entry into the vear
1400 of the Hegira). Among the insurgents, 63 of whom were beheaded in
public, there were Saudis, Egyptians, Kuwaitis, Pakistanis, and American
members of the Black Muslims."

LEBANON

In this small country created by the French after the First World War with
the aim of establishing a territorial unit where the Christians of the Levant
would be in the majority, the Shi'ites exist only as a relic of the long-
distant past, gone to ground in the mountains of Jabal ’Amel where they
took refuge in the Middle Ages to escape the intolerance of triumphant
Sunnism. They were dominated by feudal bey who cared little about reli-
gion or social reform.” Tt was at the end of the eightecnth century, so it
would seem, that this Shi’ite Community suffered most, under the attacks
of the fierce Ottoman governor Ahmad Pasha al-Jazzar, “the Butcher,”
who ruined and annibilated a region which until then had had the reputa-
tion of being prosperous and trouble-free for the Imamis. Those who
survived practiced dissimulation (tagiya): they were crushed and forced
into subjection. Stifled by enterprising Maronites and despised by the
Sunnis, the Shi’ites of this region never had the means of making them-
sclves heard by the Ottoman administration, if they had a voice, that is, or
wanted to be heard. Moreover, they were not known as “Shr’ites” or
“Imamis,” which would have been tantamount to acknowledging that they
had an identity, linking them with a Community and a belief, but as
melwdli (motavali), a term obscure in origin, associated with derogatory

16 Z1GIHIDOUR, La Vie quotidienne a la Mecque, pp. 397(1.; W. OCHSENWAILD
“Saudi Arabia,” in lunter, The Politics of Islamic Revivalism, pp. 103 -15, notably 108fT.
17 F. AJAMI, The Vanished Imam: Musa al Sadr and the Shia of Lebanon, .ondon, 1. B.
Tauris and Cornell University Press, 1986, pp. 52-84.
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gibes, humiliation, and persecution.'® In reality this humiliated Community
was making ready to enter the world’s history: it was more complex and
varied than the Iraqi Shi’ite Community, at all events much more so than
it appeared.

Did the Shi’ites emerge from their torpor at the advent of a modern state
and citizenship? As early as 1925, at the time of the Druze rebellion,
French administrators had put their cringing submissiveness to the test:
they made no move. Promises of road-building projects, irrigation works,
the founding of schools and hospitals remained in the archives of official
speeches and electoral campaigns. Nobody worried. Neither Lebanese iden-
tity, taken over by the Maronites, nor Arab nationalism, monopolized by
the Sunnis, could have motivated political movement on the part of such
an impoverished community, estimated on the eve of independence (1943)
at about 200,000 inhabitants, that is, well below the Maronite or Sunni
communities.

After the Second World War, many young Lcbanese Shi’ites who had
struggled to make their way to Beirut and college, were led on to the path
of communism or the secular socialism of the Ba’ath by the ineffectuality
and egoism of the feudal lords. There was certainly very little likelihood of
their turning towards the ulema, whose socio-economic status was disas-
trous and who had made it a rule not to intervene in political matters. The
low level of education and social consciousness of the I.ebancse Shi'ite
clergy in the 1960s is harshly described by one of Imam Musa Sadr’s
companions:

The man of religion in our midst covered himself with his abaya, put his
head on his hand, and went to sleep. He woke up only to tell others to sleep.
He lives a stagnant life; don’t be fooled by any motion he makes for it is
usually backward. The man of religion does two kinds of harm: once when
he falls behind, and once when he pulls others with him . . . He, the man of
religion, has stuffed his mind with the most impossible fantasies and mira-

cles and myths."”

Against this sombre horizon, the first breath of change was the inescap-

able opening up of the rural areas. Despite the lack of roads, poverty drove
the Shi’ites to join their bolder cousins who had preceded them in the rural

18  AJAMI, The Vanished Imam, p. 155. According to Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnatres
arabes, vol. 11, p. 852, they are called this because they are “close (tavallu’) to *Ali and his
family.”

19 Najib Jamal al-Din, quoted by AJAMI, The Vanished {mam, pp. 741t
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exodus, to huddle in the shanty towns of Beirut. Harsh contact with what
sociologists call “world economy” was also made through exile in Black
Africa where powerful networks of Lebanese Shi’ite traders allowed links
to be maintained with the home country. Other factors played their part,
such as the Palestinian problem which destabilized the artifical equilibrium
of the Lebanon, beginning with the south, where operations against Israel
and reprisals generally resulted in harming innocent populations who suf-
fered the attacks without being able to defend themselves.

Even before the arrival of Musa Sadr, Lebanese wlema who had done
their theological studies in Najaf were worried about the weakness of their
community. They were revitalizing a certain intellectual life that had been
kept up since 1908 by the magazine al-’Erfan.”

One of the ulema who made his mark on the development of Lebanese
Shi’ism, Mohammad-Javad Magniya (or Moghniya, 1904-79), is relatively
well known outside Lebanon, and some of his works have even been trans-
lated and published in Iran.”' Born into a family of ulema of southern
Lebanon, orphaned at the age of 12, he was acquainted with poverty. In
1925 he managed to join clandestinely (for want of a passport) his elder
brother in Najaf, in Iraq, and became a pupil of the Iranian ayatollah Abo’l-
Qasem Kho’i. With British domination over Iraq he discovered politics
and, in the course of eleven years, formed solid friendships among the
ulema in all Shi’ite regions, in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon. Coming back to
Lebanon, he took on the ministry of his deceased brother in a village near
Tyre. He soon realized that the theology he had learnt in Najaf was no help
in improving his contacts with the peasants or solving their problems. His
refusal to cooperate with the rich landowners brought him threats from the
feudal lords. After acquiring the reputation of an upright and active cleric,
having mosques built and defending the poor, in 1948 he obtained a post
as judge on a ja farite (Shi’ite) legal tribunal in Beirut. But he was put
under a great deal of pressure to stop taking progressive stands or to quit
his office as magistrate. “Each of my works,” he wrote, “is like a lightning
bolt striking communists, atheists, capitalists, imperialists, and their treach-
erous maneuvers.” Magniya committed himself in favor of Nasser and was
fired with enthusiasm for Algerian independence.

Apparently little inclined to let his cause lie idle in order to accept

20 Ch. MALLAT, Shi’i Thought from the South of Lebanon, Oxford, Centre for Lebancse
Studics, 1988, pp. 9ff.

21 K11 GOBEL, Moderne schiitische Politik und Staatsidee, Opladen, Leske and Budrich,
1984, pp. 65-139.
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honors, Magniya had strained relations with Musa Sadr, whose success
must have put him in the shade.” He seems to have reproached him for
pushing ahead too far in denominationalism and a “politicking” type of
politics, which worked in favour of the common encmy, Israel. On several
occasions, notably on a journey to Cairo in 1963 during which he met
Sheikh Shaltut and spoke with him about the ecumenical rapprochement
between Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims, and during his pilgrimage to Mecca in
1964, Magniya evinced his interest in interdenominational dialogue. He
saw its limitations when visiting the ruins of the Bagi® cemetery at Medina
and noted the hardening of the Wahhabis® doctrinal positions vis-a-vis the
Shi’ites.

But what particularly distinguished Magniya was his definition of politi-
cal power, a subject of great controversy among Imamite Shi’ites. Magniya
expressed himself on this topic in 1961 in a first book on “Shi’ism and
Rulers”, then in 1970 in a study on “The Imamate of Ali between Reason and
the Koran”; and lastly “Khomeyni and the Islamic Government,” published
in 1979 shortly before his death, criticizes Khomeynist positions on the
veldyat-e faqih (supervision by the theologian-jurist). A progressive Ieba-
nese cleric, trying to elevate the political discourse of his community to
rival the westernized discourse of the Maronites or the Nasserian socialist
and nationalist discourse of the Sunnis, could do nothing other than mini-
mize the true inclination of Shi’ism to favour a dictatorial power or at least
an inspired (if not enlightened) despotism. Maqniya was moreover ac-
quainted with other different types of Shi’ite Community besides that of
the Lebanon: in 1966 he had been invited to Bahrain, where he noted the
ossified nature of the clergy and their tendency to Akhbarism (a doctrine
giving primacy to tradition over interpretation and, in his opinion, leading
to the numbing of thought); in 1976, also, he was invited by ayatollah
Shari’at-madari to teach at Qom; there he formed fruitful contacts with a
classic Shi’ism, very lively and restless, but well established and unrivalled
in the country.

For Magniya the tradition of the Shi’ite Imams justified rebellion against
any despotic power. Revolution against corruption and tyranny must be
preached wherever submission would lead to a denial of Islam. The best
type of government would be a form of democracy, a way of expressing, for
our own times, the Imamate or caliphate. Magniya kept his expressions of
opinion moderate as long as possible, so that a too clearly Shi’ite position
should not estrange the Sunnis. But at Qom, before a public that was

22 1Ibid., pp. 88IT.
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Shi’ite and relatively restricted, Magniya stated more clearly his great fear
of the western influence that works through the cultural research done by
Islamologists and the fascination felt by Muslims for their methods of
research; he directly approached the problem of the claim of Islamic legiti-
macy to govern, moving slightly away from his previous “progressive”
stance.”* According to him, the Sunnis have no democratic superiority com-
pared with the aristocratic doctrine of Shi’ism which recognizes that no one
other than descendants of the Prophet has a legitimate right to manage the
government. In fact, says Magniya, unanimity of opinions is rarely achieved,
and a majority 1s not of necessity rational; it may even let itself be led astray
by base argument and go as far as imposing its will on minorities by
dictatorial means. There is therefore nothing to equal a doctrine that is
independent of men’s capriciousness. As regards the economy, there is no
absolute formula, and any system that respects the rights of the weak 1s
compatible with Islam.

In thesc moderate Shi’ite positions one can recognize the sphere of
influence of the great ayatollah Shari’at-madari who, at the beginning of
the Islamic Republic, was Khomeyni’s conservative rival. And if, only a
few weeks after the Islamic Revolution’s victory in Tehran, Maqniya pub-
lished his last book, criticizing the new regime’s over-radical principles, it
was because he was in profound disagreement with Imam Khomeyni over
the interpretation of the velayat-e fagih: the “supervision by the religious
jurist” defined by nincteenth-century Shi’ite theologians is confined, ac-
cording to our Lebanese cleric, to the juridical and private sphere.”* There
is danger in entrusting too great powers to professionals in religious law
(mojtaheds), who at the very most arc empowered to verify that laws con-
form to Islam. No onc¢ man or group, Magniya continues, 1s entitled to
monopolize political power, over which men should have ample control
through clections (a guarantee granted in theory in the Iranian Islamic
constitution of 1979).

With Magniya, two trends of Lebanese Shi'ism appear clearly: the recent
and painful awakening of that community to political problems, and its
fascination with Iran, the mother-community from which it cannot avoid
seeking support, even while wanting to dissociate itself. It was traditionally
the concern of the Iranian state, cven well before the 1979 revolution, to

23 Ibid., pp. 128ff.

24 1bid., pp. 13Uf; IL. ENAYAT, “Iran: Khumayni’s Concept of the ‘Guardianship of
the Jurisconsult,” ™ in ). P. Piscaton, cd., Islam in the Political Process, Cambndge, Cam-
bridge University Press, 1983, pp. 160 80.
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present itself as the Shi’ite realm, the only country in the world where
power was cxercised in the name of the absent Imam. The photograph of
the Shah of Iran was pinned up in the homes of poor Lebanese Shi’ites in
the nineteenth century, a sign of the spread of influence alrcady extended
by Iran.”

From Submission 10 Revolt

Moreover, it was an Iranian, distantly connected with Lebanese soil but
speaking Arabic with a Persian accent, who would crystallize the T.ebanese
Shi’ite Community’s immense potential for violence into a veritable polit-
cal movement. This man, of superior physical and intellectual stature,
Musd Sadr, one day came up with the formula that sums up the later
development of Lebanese Shi'ism: on 18 February 1974, about a year
before the start of the civil war and four years before the unleashing of the
Iranian Islamic Revolution, he declared before a large audience:

Our name is not merwali [a name for the Lebanese Shi‘a with derogatory

|”

connotations, see above]; our name 1s “men of refusal” |rafidun|, “men of

vengeance,” “men who revolt against all tyranny” |kharijun|, cven though
this costs us our blood and our lives. Hoseyn faced the enemy with seventy
men; the enemy was very numerous. ‘Foday we are more than seventy, and
our enemy 1s not the quarter of the whole world.

We do not want sentiments, but action. We are tired of words, feclings,
speeches . . . I have made more speeches than anyone clse. And Iam the one
who most often called for calm . .. 1 have made enough appeals tor calm.

FFrom today on I will not keep silent. }f you keep quiet, | will not .. .

By rejecting the degrading name of Metwali, Musa Sadr restored hope
and dignity to the Lebanese Shi’ites. The name rafezi was also, historically,
the one the Sunnis called them, but 1t had a connotation of militancy, of
struggle freely engaged in. From then on, the despised and resourceless
masses had an identity jealous of its honour. Lebanese Shi'ism was born.

Who was Musa Sadr? Born in 1928 at Qom, in Iran, the son of a sayyed

25 T. JABER, “Le¢ Discours shi’ite sur lc pouvoir,” Liban, remises en cause, Peuples
méditerranéens, 20 (July September 1982), p. 91, no. 26.

26 AJAMI, The Vanished Imam, p. 155; A. R. NORTON, “The Origins and Resurgence
of Amal,” in M. Kramer, ed., Shi’ism, Resistance and Revolution, Boulder, Colo., Westview
Press, and London, Manscll, 1987, p. 205.
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who had spent the greater part of his life in Najaf, Sadr had distant pa-
ternal ancestors, the Sadroddins, who had left the Lebanese mountains for
Mesopotamia in the eighteenth century, driven out by the persecutions
and attracted by the holy places and theological studies.” Through his
mother, he was descended from an Iranian clerical family. Coming to Najaf
in the 1950s in order to perfect his Arabic and do his apprenticeship in
religious studies, the young Sayyed Musa Sadr had placed himself under
the protection of the great ayatollah Mohsen al-Hakim, who later became
the spiritual leader of all the Shi'ites (1961-70). In Najaf, among the
Lebancesc clerics, he met a certain Sayyed Abd ol-Hoseyn, whose “see” was
Tyre in southern Tebanon, where he had acquired a reputation for a
fiercely independent spirit, chiefly in regard to the French. The supranational
dimension of Shi’ism here came into full play: by writing into his will an
invitation to this young and brilliant Iranian mulla to succeed him, Sayyed
‘Abd ol-Hoseyn doubtless had the presentiment that he would be injecting
new blood into a community that had grown too parochical and humdrum.
By accepting this ministry, Sayyed Musa Sadr renounced the outstanding
religious career to which he had been destined at Qom. He left to venture
into a small country where the Shi’ites were a minority group, dominated
and wretched. e abandoned a country where distances were measured in
hundreds of kilometres for a territory where kilometres were counted
almost one at a ume.

From his height of over 6 fi, this man, who was always clegant, immacu-
late, with a well-trimmed beard and polished shoes, inspired spontaneous
respect. He had the aura of an Imam. Shi'ites are very sensitive to the
physical attractiveness of those they honor: a one-eyed or lame Imam is
unimaginable (in Iran, Khomeyni’s successor, "Ali Khamena’i, thus had to
overcome the paralysis of his right arm, due to a terrorist attack, which
theoretically rendered him unsuitable for supreme office).

By his charisma (wrote Ghassan “I'uent) he obliged his enemies and friends
alike to vencerare him, to respect his insight. His credibility was never ques-
tioned, in spite of the rumors concerning his origins . . . [He was] tll, very
tall: to the point of seeming to soar above the often frenzied crowds that his
presence drew together: black rurban tilted with a slight negligence. His en-
emies seemed charmed by his enigmatic and benevolent smile, whereas his
friends found that his bearded face constantly reflected profound melancholy
... Onc often had the impression, watching him, that his immense head was

27 AJAMI, The Vanished Imam, pp. 42-51.
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constantly trying to rise even higher. And his hands gave the impression of
gathering up his floating robe, the abaya in which he wrapped himself, as if
he were preparing to step out of some antique miniature.

Even while he harangued the masses, his words were calm and sibylline,
an oracle of love and hope, punctuated with the mysterious accents of some
mystic vision that appealed as much to reason as to the heart.

His personal contacts were a ritual of seduction. When he would humbly
open the door and invite you to enter a modest office or an ordinary salon of
some home which sheltered him, one would wonder why this man was there,
by what mystery, and how such a mythic persona could scem so tamiliar

Replying to the objections of the best-intentioned Lebanese ulema, like
those of Javad Magniya quoted ecarlier, Sayyed Musa Sadr addressed the
clerics as follows:

There are those who cannot deal with dedication and commitment. They
have linked my initiatives to political movements — local, Arab, and toreign
— without shame, without any evidence. There is no reason for suspicion.
The only reason is that 1 took the man of religion |rajul al-din| into the social
realm, that I removed from him the dust of ages.”

A man of action, Musa Sadr had the good fortune to arrive in Lebanon
in 1959 (after a preliminary trip in 1957), in the era when Shi'ite rural
enclaves were being opened up, when the car, the radio, and soon television
were bringing villages out of their isolation. At the same time, the upsurge
in African nationalisms and the coming of independence drove many Leba-
nese merchants in Africa to return to their homeland and reinvest their
wealth in a way that developed their communities’ economy. This was also
the period, after a short civil war, when the Lebanese state was taken in
hand by an efficient military man, Fu’ad Shehab (1958—-64). Musa Sadr —
and he was blamed for this — chose to collaborate with the new president.
He had the temerity to join with Christians in development schemes. On
various occasions he preached in churches, which created a scandal — and
photographs of him in front of the cross were shown in order to discredit
him. In Tyre, where the Shi'ite majority systematically boycotted small
Christian businesses, after a meeting he drew journalists towards the stall
of a Maronite icecream seller: “What flavor will you give me today?™ he
asked him, knowing full well that with this simple sentence he was saving

28 Gh. TUENL Une guerre pour les autres, Paris, Jean-Claude Lattes, 1985, pp. 97 8.
29  AJAMI, The Vanished Imam, p. 85.
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the poor man from bankruptcy. He traveled openly in Europe to mect the
scartered Shi’ite communities. In 1968, at Strasbourg University, he took
part with orientalists (including Henry Corbin) in an international sym-
posium on Imamite Shi’ism.

His style, it may be seen, was resolutely “modern”, with no “hang-ups.”
For Musa Sadr no subject was taboo: he accepted the idea that — in certain
circumstances — abortion was permissible, that a Christian could marry a
Muslim woman without recanting, and he doubted that polygamy was
really in keeping with religious law.* This man, whose high level of edu-
cation was acknowledged by all and who showed himself so much at ease,
inspired confidence and was able to gather funds to finance his undertak-
ings: was he not the man who enabled the Shi’ites to hold up their heads
again? People were certain of his complete personal impartality.

As a cleric, Musa Sadr had a natural distaste for a “politicking” type of
politics: he thought only in terms of community of faith and adherence to
a doctrine. His first achievement was the founding of the Lebanese Shiite
Islamic Higher Council (Majles al-shi’i al-a’la), where he encountered
clerical rivalry. In 1969 he was appointed president of this official institu-
tion which allowed the Shi'ites, following the example of other religious
communities in the Lebanon, to be given official representation. The Council
took away from the Sunnite Grand Mufti the claim to represent the Imamis,
whom 1n any case 1t regarded with condescension as schismatics. On elec-
tion day, the president of the parliament, a Shi’ite feudal lord from the
Biqa’, symbolically kissed Musa Sadr’s hand in public, thereby overturning
the former social order in which clerics were subservient to the traditional
chiefs."!

Musa Sadr’s next step was to create the Movement of the Deprived
(Harakat al-mahrumin) in 1974, This time, it was a matter of liberating the
Shi’ite Community from its feudal bonds and forcing the Lebanese state,
if it was to survive, to give Shi’ites full recognition. In the very first months
the movement won success with the masses and, during a legislative elec-
tion, the candidate backed by Imam Musa Sadr obtained 20,000 votes
against 7,000 for the feudal candidate and 5,000 for the two left-wing
candidates.”

30 TIbid., p. 94.

31 Ibid, p. 117

32 ' S. NASR, “Mobilisation communautaire et symbolique religieuse: I.'Tmam Sadr et les
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Today we have chosen Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter [said Sadr in May
1974]. O Prophet, O God, we have passed the stage of puberty and have
reached maturity, we no longer need guardians, we are no longer afraid, we
have freed ourselves in spite of all the means they have used to prevent
people from learning, we have united to affirm the end of supervision for we
are following in the footsteps of Fatima and shall have a martyr’s end. ™

Going further still beyond the simple internal defence of his communi-
ty’s rights, Musa Sadr established close links with the Palestinian resist-
ance. He thus set aside his reservations on the subject of the relations
between the Lebanese state and the armed organizations operating against
Israel out of southern Lebanon. His alliance with them allowed the Iranian
cleric to benefit from military backing in order to rival the Jabal *Amel’s
traditional leaders and later, in 1975, to profit from material support (sup-
ply of arms and training) when the Amal Shi’ite milita was officially
established.

By overtly recognizing the existence of this militia, Musa Sadr clarified
which interpretation of Shi’ism he favoured: not the soothing compromise
of Imam Hasan, but the sword-in-hand revolt of Imam Hoseyn. He was no
Shi’ite Gandhi, but actually a prefiguration of Khomeyni. Amal, in Arabic,
means “hope,” a word formed from the initials of Afvay al-moqavamat al-
lobnaniya, the “battalions of Lebanese resistance.” The Amal milina was
conceived in principle to assist the Lebanese army against Israehi incur-
sions. It was also a way of regaining some control of the antu-Zionist cause,
and not leaving it exclusively in the hands of the Palestinians who had been
held responsible for too many of the south’s misfortunes. After the un-
leashing of the Lebanese civil war, Musa Sadr would noticeably change his
attitude toward Palestinian organizations, and some harsh words of his
have been recorded. “The Palestinian resistance is not a revolution,” he
declared, shortly before his disappearance, to a Maronite politician close to
the Phalange Party. “lt does not seek martrydom. It 1s a military machine
that terrorizes the Arab world. With weapons, Arafat gets money; with
money he feeds the press; and thanks to the press he can get a hearing
before world public opinion.” And he then added, “The PLO is an element
of disorder in the south. The Shia have finally gotten over their inferiority
complex vis-a-vis the Palestinian Organization.”"

In 1978 when Musa Sadr took off for Libya, from where he had planned
to go on to ltaly, and vanished from our sight like the Twelfth Imam, the

33 JABER, “Le Discours shi’ite,” p. 85.
34 AJAMI, The Vanished Imam, p. 178.
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Islamic world was on the ¢ve of an immense upheaval which had already
begun in Iran in the autumn of 1977. In the space of a few months, after
January 1978, various Iranian towns flared up: Qom, Tabriz, Isfahan, Tehran.
On August 23, 1978, two days before the historic journey to Libya, Le
Monde published in Paris an international forum entitled “The Call of the
Prophcts, by Imam Musa Sadr.” It said:

Unarmed though they [the people] may be, they endure bloodshed heroi-
cally and create a force that nothing can break. The Iranian revolutionaries
are not representative of any particular social stratum. Students, workingmen,
intellectuals, and men of religion are together taking part in the re-
volution . . . This movement is motivated by faith and its objectives are
those of an open-minded humanism and a revolutionary cthic . . . The moral
values of civilized man are under threat in Iran. They cannot be preserved,
no matter how much world support the regime receives, as long as the latter
sheds blood and suppresses liberties while claiming to defend “progress”
and “democracy.”

This final stance makes what followed even more dramatic, and for some
uncritical belicvers the disappearance of the great Shi'ite leader assumed
messianic proportions: he will return, he has already come!

The precise circumstances of the disappearance are controversial, since
Libya has always claimed that Musa Sadr had taken a planc for Rome.*
None of the official or unofficial inquiries by the Lebanese state, the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran or journalists eager for a media “scoop” managed to
discover what became of Musa Sadr after 31 August, the last day he was
seen, in his hotel in Tripoli, when he was setting off for a meeting with
Colonel Gaddafi . ..

Amal, Hezbollah and Others

Until the disappearance of Musa Sadr, the position of Shi’ites in Lebanon
scemed relatively clear, even if their attitude toward Israelis and Palestin-
ians changed several times according to whether this or that camp showed
itself more arrogant or less heedful of the Shi’ite fronter populations. The
dynamism of Amal was revived in 1979 by the example of the Iranian Re-
volution and the arrival from Techran of a brigade of 300 armed Iranian
Revolutionary Guards (Pasdéaran). Henceforward commanded by Hoseyn
Hoseyni (a lawyer from a Biga’ family of notables) and Nabih Berri (also a
lawyer, but younger and Americanized, who had originated from a village

35 Ibid., p. 182.
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of the Jabal Amel but had been born in Freetown, Sicrra Leone), the
organization was allied de facto with Syria.® The latter made use of it to
balance Iraq’s influenee over the Palestinian groups of the P1LO. Damascus
also wanted a Shi’ite militia to use in opposition, should the need arise, to
Sunni Islamie militias who might challenge the Alavites’ grip on the Syrian
state (after the violent repression of the Muslim Brothers at Hama in 1982,
which caused 12,000 deaths in three days). Amal was just as much in
control of the southern outskirts of Beirut as the Biga® or south I.cbanon.

The deeisive factor in the radicalization of the Shi’ite movement was
Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982, followed by Nabih Berri’s acceptance
of participation in the Committee of National Safety ereated by President
Sarkis with the commander of the Lebanese forces, Bachir Gemayel. A
branch more clearly committed to the side of Iran, Amal Lslami, led by
Hoseyn Musavi (or Moussawi, a teacher from the Biga’), was excluded
from the movement in that year. A third militant section, Jehad al-Eslami
(Islamic Jehad), even more obviously pro-Iranian and bencfiting in the
Biga’ from direct military aid thanks to a permanent expeditionary corps of
Revolutionary Guards who had come from Iran, went over to a terrorist
offensive: they carried out a series of bloody attacks, notably on 23 October
1983 against American (241 dead) and French (57 dead) contingents charged
with an international peacekeeping mission.

It is clear that the transport of the explosives necessary for these opera-
tions could not have taken place without the effective backing of Syria. But
was the Jehdad al-Eslami part of a concerted plan by I'ehran to reestablish
a hegemony, revolutionary if not Shi’ite, over the region? It is difficult to
give a precise answer, since everything relating to terrorism has for a long
time been lost in a cloud of very complex counter-information. It is cer-
tainly possible that Shi’ite militants, recruited and trained in Lebanon,
could have carried out operations commanded from Iran. But who will ever
prove that Iran controlled the the progress of the spate of hostage-taking
carried out by commandos boasting of their Khomeynism? There were no
doubt other motives for those isolated actions which, in a completely dis-
organized country, required only a limited set-up: the lure of gain (ran-
som), rivalries between militias trying to ensure their control of a sector,
casy access to the international media . . .

36 See L. and A. CIIABRY, Politigue et minorités au Proche-Orient: Les Raisons d’une
explosion, Paris, Maisonneuve = Larose, 1987, pp. 137ff.; M. DEER, “Shia Movements in
Lebanon: Their Formation Ideology, Social Basis, and Links witb Tran and Syria,” Third
World Quarterly, 10, 2 (1988), pp. 68398 (here, p. 687).
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As far as Iebanon was concerned, the withdrawal of the multinational
force following the two attacks in October 1983 left the Lebanese army face
to face with militias that provoked it constantly. In February 1984 Nabih
Berri gave the order to all Shi’ite soldiers in the regular (i.e. government)
army to desert with their weapons: the Amal militia, strengthened by these
deserters, took control of west Beirut.”” Henceforward the Lebanese state
had no means of securing its survival without dealing via Damascus and by
recognizing the Shi’ite militias as military forces: Berri, now a minister,
demanded that south Lebanon be entrusted to him. Syria, hostile to Yaser
"Arafat, encouraged Nabih Berri to launch the Amal troops into an attack
on the Palestinian camps of Sabra, Shatila, and Borj ol-Barajna in the
spring of 1985: this military campaign, in which the Shi’ites did not win
a victory, cost them additional shame. Doubtless it benefited the more
radical, who wcre less sensitive about political alliances than ideological
passions.

On March 5, 1986, Islamic Jehad announced the “exccution of the
specialist-rescarcher spy Michel Seurat.” This French sociologist from the
Centre national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS), who in actual fact was
trying to understand and make known the Islamist movements of the Near
East, had been taken hostage on May 22, 1985, and had died - it was later
discovered — well before the publication of this sinister and wretched
communiqué.”™ He had died from exhaustion and ill treatment. This dra-
matic episode illustrates the baseness of the group holding him: as they had
not been able to make effective use of him alive to gain political or financial
advantage, and unable morally to justify his death, they tried to turn it into
a deed of heroism, a revolutionary execution. During this time in Tehran,
where I was on a research mission, Iranian academics and officials 1 spoke
to admitted their impotence in the face of Lebanese groups who were
taking hostages and claiming to be associated with Iran. They were prob-
ably sincere, even though they knew that, quite close to them, similarly
Iranian “sorcerer’s apprentices,” unleashing forces beyond their control,
were regularly making the journey to Beirut via Damascus to manipulate
these horrors, believing — no less sincerely — that they were reinforcing
worldwide “Islamic Revolution.” All the hostages freed since 1986 were

37 Sce G. CORM, Le Proche-Orient éclute, 2nd edn, Paris, l.a Découverte, 1988,
pp. 248(f; 11. COBBAN, “The Growth of Shi’i Power in Lebanon and its Implications for
the Future,” in Cole and Keddie, Shi’ism and Secial Protest, pp. 151F.

38 Sce chiefly O. CARRI and G. MICITAUD (alias M. SEURAT), Les Freéves musulmans,
Paris, Gallimard/Julliard, 1983; M. SEURAT, L°Etar de barbarie, Paris, Le Seuil, 1989.
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liberated after an improvement in diplomatic relations between their coun-
try and Tehran. All have described the inhumane nature of their detention:
they were chained up like animals, beaten, 1solated from the world. Therein
lies a violence that cannot be explained by any religious or ideological
affiliation, stll less, justified.

Another label often disconcerts westerners as much as it intrigues them
— Hezbollah (or Hizbullah), which appeared after the Israeli invasion of the
I.ebanon in 1982. Literally, it is “the Party of God” and not, as has
frequently been heard or seen in the media, “God’s Madmen.” In actual
fact, no more in Lebanon than in Iran is it a matter of a “party,” complete
with doctrine and duly listed members, even though there is no doubt of
the existence of a Consultative Council of twclve members, turbaned cler-
ics and military men. Among them there scems to be a majority of people
from the Biga’ and certain wlema who had studied at Najaf or Qom, such
as Ebrahim al-Amin and Sobhi al-Tofeyli. (There is also a higher shari
(dealing with religious law) Council serving as Hezbollah’s international
coordinators, with its headquarters in Tehran: its president apparently an
Iraqi opposition member, Sheikh Mohammad-Taqi Modarresi, and the
Iranian official a young cleric, known since the Islamic Revolution for
having led strong-arm groups with the job of beating up liberal intellec-
tuals and left-wing militants, the hojjat ol-estam Hadi Qaftari.)

Is Hezbollah no more than a mercenary militia, directly financed by Iran,
or is it a fairly informal federation of militants seeking a revolutionary
party? The program of the Lebanese Hezbollah, published in an “open
letter” in February 1985, makes reference to a a umversal Islamic Commu-
nity (Omma) obeying the orders of the jurisconsult Guide, as in the
Khomeyni era. It lays stress on the struggle against “America, its allics of
the Atlantic Pact and the Zionist entity that has usurped the holy land of
Islamic Palestine.” It attacks Amal, blaming it for its moderation, and
denounces Nabih Berri’s participation in Amin Gemayel’s government,
dominated by Maronite Christians.” For Hezbollah, any compromise with
Maronite rulers is illicit, because Muslims must live in a state governed by
Muslims. Thus its aim 1s to create an Islamic state of Lebanon, the replica
of the Iranian Islamic Republic, with the “supervision of the theologian-
jurist” (veldyat al-faqih) as its cornerstone, a state where Christians can live

39  A.R. NORTON, “Shi’ism and Social Protest in Lebanon,” in Cole and Keddie,
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in complete freedom, unlike the many restrictions which, according to the
programme, Muslims suffer in a state dominated by Christians.

Behind Hezbollah there is frequent mention of a turbaned cleric who
enjoys a wide audience among Shi’ites and whom people have been quick
to label a “fanati¢” because of his entourage of violent militants: Sheikh
Mohammad-Hoseyn Fazlallah.* Born in Najaf in 1935, this Lebanese from
a clerical family of Aynata, a village in south Lebanon, pursued his theo-
logical studies in Iraq. After the death of Mohsen al-Hakim, in 1970 he
became a disciple of the apolitical Iranian ayatollah Abo’l-Qasem Kho’i and
his legal representative: he was empowered not only to transmit religious
knowledge but also to manage the sums entrusted to him by way of reli-
gious taxes to finance Islamic schools, community chinics, etc. In Najaf he
was cqually very close to Mohammad Bager al-Sadr, a more politicized
Iraqi theologian (see above, pp. 113—16) whom he sometimes consulted. At
the age of 31 he returned to Lebanon and settled in the poor outskirts of
Beirut. In 1986, on a visit to Iran, he was acknowledged by Khomeyni as
a “model to imitate” (marja’ al-taqlid), that is, competent to issue judge-
ments on the application of religious Law without consulting any other
avatollah. Meanwhile Fazlallah had found his audience among the young
people and lowly poor and had exchanged his “quietist” ideas, received
from ayatollah Kho’i, for an ideology of active defence of the oppressed.
He had become the head of Hezbollah and the most celebrated of Lebanese
Shi’ite clerics. Did he supply funds, if not his blessing, to those responsible
for the suicide-attacks on the French and American forces in October
19837 His ambiguous position does not permit a categorical reply. In a
number of interviews he has expressed his feclings on recourse to violence,
which he does not justify but can understand when the cnemy is clearly
identified. In this instance, the enemy is America because it is Israel’s
protector. “I believe that in all cases violence is like a surgical operation
that the doctor should only resort to after he has exhausted all other
methods. Every person needs to defend himself. If a man needs to use
violent ways, he must use them.”"!

Among Sheikh Fazlaliah’s works one may pick out exegetic studies on

40 As well as the anonymous article in Cahiers de I’ Orient, 2 (1986), see M. KRAMER,
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Fadlallah,” Oricnt, 29, 1 (1988), pp. 68-84.
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the Koran, on the social dimension of religious practice, the “missionary”
role of women, collections of poems, and some more striking titles, such as
“Islam and the Logic of Force” (1976) and “Following the Path of Islam”
(1977). But he is principally known as a preacher widely listened to in
Beirut’s suburbs and the entire Arab-spcaking world, where his cassettes
are broadcast, as in western Furope. As a committed theologian, he ap-
proaches the political problems that are most vital to the Lebanese: the
Palestinian problem, western ascendancy, Maronite domination over the
Muslims, and inter-community vielence. Obviously, all these matters go
bevond Lebanese boundaries: can a believer in Allah aceept being governed
by non-bclievers who are agents of American imperialism?

Sheikh Fazlallah also replies to other burning questions. Can methods
such as hostage-taking or suicide-attacks be justificd in the name of the
Revolution? When a complete change in individuals and socicety becomes
essential) as at Islam’s coming to Mecca in the time of the Prophet, he says,
one must first of all seek peaceful and reformist solutions. Did not
Mohammad wait 12 years between the first revelation and the Hegira? By
preaching, one can breathe “an Islamic mentality” into every man; thus
society will gradually change.* Kamikaze attacks posc a legal problem: is it
permissible to wish certain death upon oneself? In martyrdom it is the
enemy who desires the death of the Muslim fighter: 1s suicidal (entehari)
violence also martyrdom (esteshhadi)? Sheikh Fazlallah, a fine casuist, gives
his answer in three parts: first, it is possible to coexist peaceably with a bad
ruling power without being compelled thereby to recognize the legitimacy
of its government; next, any means that conflict with Islam must be avoided,
even if it is in the service of Islam; lastly, one must not “miss taking de-
cisive steps towards the Islamic goal.”"

How can the Islamic Revolution be promoted? Onc way, according to
our Sheikh, would be to draw Shi’ites and Sunnis closer together, as their
differences are not fundamental — 1t is the “specialists” of the western
countries who try to emphasize the divisions. For that, it is necessary to
start from concrete realities, notably the offensive launched by Khomeyni
against imperialism; the torpor induced by rigid traditions must be shaken
off and a return made to basic principles. Control of power by the ulema,
as set up in the 1979 Iranian constitution, is a good thing, but one must
beware of the personal absolutism that could result from the principle of
the velayat-e fagih (governorship of the theologian-jurist). Standing slightly

42 CARRE, “La ‘Révolution islamique,’” p. 72.
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back from the Hezbollah adherence to Khomeynist arguments, Mohammad-
Hoseyn Fazlallah is certainly in favour of strengthening clerical authority
(marjaiya), but reluctant to reduce to one the number of ayatollahs who
could be regarded as a “source of imitation” (marja’ al-taghd).

Did the Iranian Islamic Revolution have an impact on Iebanese Shi’ism?
This question seems to overlook that for a long time, at least since the
Safavids in the sixteenth century, Iran has been the territorial refer-
ence point for a Shi’ism that managed to win power. It was in Najaf that
Shi’ite ulema from cvery region met together until Qom became the prin-
cipal theological focal point. There, too, went the trends and alliances when
Qom was temporarily unable to fulfill that role. Lebanon, lacking organiza-
tion, bordering on Israel, a place of violence and social inequality, tempted
Iranian mullas, who did not all equal Imam Musa Sadr’s success there.
Thus in April 1980, on a visit to Beirut, the hojjat ol-estam Sadeq Khalkhah,
a Qom deputy and president of the expeditious revolutionary tribunals in
Iran, declared that Musa Sadr “had been killed in Rome by Zionists,”
which unleashed the fury of Nabih Berri and Mohammad-Mahdi
Shamsoddin.*' For these Lebanese Shi’ites, Iran was trying in this way to
reopen a dialogue with Libya to justify the excellent political relations
maintained with Gaddafi. .. The best intermediaries between Amal and
Iran, Mostafa Shamran (Minister of Defence, who died at the beginning of
the war in 1980 in circumstances that were never made clear) and Sadeq
Qotbzada (Ghotbzadeh, executed in 1982), seem to have been eliminaced in
order to make room for less committed men alongside the Palestimans.

T'he degree of alliance with Iran was the chief criterion distinguishing
Lebanese Shi’ite militants.” The Iranian camp was clearly that of Hezbollah.
Nabih Berri went as far as to say that ‘Ali-Akbar Mohtashami, who had
been ambassador to Damascus before becoming Minister of the Interior
in the Musavi government in Tehran, was directing Hezbollah’s opera-
tions. Even after losing his ministerial portfolio in the outcome of Hashemi-
Rafsanjani’s clection to the Iranian presidency ( July 1989), Mohtashami
continued to make journeys to the Lebanon to meet Hezbollah officials.*
(His loss of political credibility in Iran, however, lessened the scope of
these contacts.) Put simply, more pro-Iranian Hezbollah supporters were
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to be found in the environs of Beirut; in south Lebanon, where the need to
compromise with other political affiliations (pro-Syrians, Sunnis) and hos-
tility to the PLLO were an unavoidable reality, the Amal movement’s prag-
matism gave it some advantages and allowed it occasionally to have talks
with UNIFL (United Nations Intervention Force in the Lebanon), which
was glad at last to have a relay point legitimately entrenched in this region
(unlike the Lebanese forces linked with Israel). In the view of Tehran,
whose opinion was subsequently taken up in Beirut, UNIFL became Isra-
el’s potential ally. The common ¢nemy of the two Shi'ite groups was the
Maronite force, which until the Kuwaiti-Iraqi crisis of 1990 was supported
by Baghdad.

Iranian diplomacy had no reason to hide its interest in the Lebanese
cause. It sometimes tried to be of assistance between the various factions on
which it had some influence. In 1985 Iranian mediation prevented Syrian
forces from crushing the Towhid movement, led by the Sunni Sheikh
Sa’id Sha’ban in Tripoli, Iran’s ally. In January 1989 "Ali-Akbar Velayati,
Iranian Minister of Foreign Affairs, announced the truce obtained in Da-
mascus between Amal and Hezbollah, which had been tearing each other to
picces. Even if hope increasingly faded that an Islamic Republic would see
the light of day in the Lebanon, the Iranian Republic’s influence was
noticeable over hostage-takers and various Lebanese Islamist factions.”

Iranian money had been pouring into Lebanon by way of Ba’albek since
1982, finding its way just as much into military training for Hezbollah
miliiamen as into social organizations, hospitals, schools, cte. It is certain
that this manna aroused envy among Lebanese politico-denominational
groups trying to cling on to their strongholds. This does not mean, how-
ever, that there was a real political dialogue between them in order to effect
a very clear plan, even if the plan was Iranian. In October 1989, just when
the Iebanese members of parliament were meeting at Ta’ef in Saudi Ara-
bia with the Arabian, Moroccan, and Algerian Ministers of Foreign Affairs,
under the aegis of the Arab League, and deciding on a limited political
reform of the Lebanese state, "I'ehran was receiving other Lebanese, leaders
of Amal, Hezbollah, Sheikh Sha’ban from Tripoli, the Druze Walid Jumblatt
and several radical Palestinians. Tehran’s efforts to kecp up the pressure
against the Maronites in Lebanon were unavailing, brought to nought by
Syria and the defection of Amal, which resumed its quarrel with Hezbollah.

The fall of General Aoun, Baghdad’s ally, and the fall of Baghdad itself
before the American coalition, once again called into question the equilib-
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rium of this I.ebanon where — without a doubt — the greed and meddle-
someness of many countries, both near and far, leave little hope of finding
a Lebanese solution.

AIFGHANISTAN

This country came under growing influence from Moscow after a coup
d “état abolished the monarchy in 1973, In December 1979 Soviet troops
were sent in to support a communist regime opposed by various resistance
movements using Islam as their ideology. The majority of anti-communist
combatants were funded by Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, helped by the
Americans; but others, for ethnic reasons or because they followed Shi’ism,
were subject to Iran. After the fall of the communist regime, in 1994 a
ferocious war set rival groups against one another in an attempt to domi-
nate the capital, Kabul. Neither Iran nor Pakistan succeeded in imposing
itself as an effective mediator.

The fascination exercised by Iran on Afghan Shi’ites is comparable with
that found in Lcebanon: religion gives an ethnic minority (the Hazara) a
powerful external protector to make up for their poverty and isolation in
their national community. Before the Islamic Revolution, that protector
was the Shah, whose photograph was replaced after 1979 by Khomeyni’s in
the inns of the Hazjarat (the mountainous centre-west of Afghanistan).™
This influence is more emblematic than real. Nevertheless, spiritual ties
can be traced going back to teachers in the theological schools of Qom or
Mashhad, Iranian clerical influence working on mullas who, returning to
their own country, become the religious elite. This model serves equally
well for written culture, when the Persian book printed in Iran circulating
in Afghanistan is more highly prized because of Iran’s greater progress in
“modernity.” Scveral institutions of Shi’ite teaching were created in the
decade preceding the fall of the monarchy in 1973: they saw the develop-
ment of young people who, copying the Iranian model, became strongly
politicized. Among the nascent Islamist movements, mention must be made
of groups in which Sunnis and Shi’ites were side by side, for example
the student organization of Young Muslims ( Javdnan-e mosalman), or
the School of the Koran (Madrasa-ye Qor'an), the latter run by a Sufi
leader. Other forms of mobilization relied on criteria that were more
ethnic than religious.

48  O. ROY, L’ Afghanistan: Istam et modernité politigue, Paris, T.e Scuil, 1985, p. 70.
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For the Hazara, the fact of belonging to a minority (15 percent of the
population) that was always bullied in the national community further
accentuated their political radicalization. It was the more urbanized Qezelbash
Shi’ites, longstanding servants of the monarchy, who traditionally provided
Shi’ite religious elites, whereas the Hazara, for the most part, had no
mosques.” They retain a vivid memory of their persecutions: at the end of
the nineteenth century, the Emir ‘Abdorrahman had a farva published by
the theologians of Kabul decreeing that Shi’ites were infidels; it was there-
fore legitimate to pillage their belongings. There followed a spate of mas-
sacres and raids lasting two years (1891-3), which resulted in numerous
conversions (at least in appearance) to Sunnism, mostly in the towns,
and diminished the power of the sayyeds. Many Hazara chose to go into
exile in India and Khorasan, a north-eastern province of Iran adjacent to
Afghanistan.

Other Afghan Shi’ites vainly tried to reverse the accursed fate of their
community: thus in 1949 a Hazara cleric from the Balkh region in the north
of the country, Sayyed Esma’il Balkhi, bungled a coup d état and was
imprisoned.”® His fame spread beyond the Imami community and his ex-
ample, which was compared with that of Imam Hoseyn’s revolt, prefigured
the strongly Islamized mobilization that took place after the communists
seized control.

The social structure of the Hazara, a Shi’ite and Persian-speaking mi-
nority of Mongol descent, remained very feudal, dominated by the mir and
the arbab (traditional local authorities) whom the later Afghan sovereigns
had tried to involve in the political life of the state. In the Hazarajat, the
sayyed were held to be different because of their Arab origin, and enjoy-
ed a special prestige. They often became mullas or sheikhs. Among the
young who had benefited from a modern education many, ultra-politicized
and conscious of the collective injustice of which their race was victim,
turned toward Marxist or nationalist organizations, but no religious leader
emerged from their ranks.

‘T'he recent development of Afghanistan presents strange chronological
coincidences with that of Iran, as Olivier Roy has pointed out. 1In 1978:
revolts against the Shah in Iran, and the communist regime in Afghani-
stan; 1979: triumph of the Iranian Islamic Revolution, Soviet invasion of

49  D. B. EDWARDS, “The Evolution of Shi’i Political Dissent in Afghanistan,” in Cole
and Keddie, Shiism and Social Protest, pp. 201-29 (hcre, p. 204).
50 EDWARDS, “The Evolution of Shi’i Political Dissent in Afghanistan,” pp. 214ff.
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Afghanistan; 1988, cease-fire between Iran and Iraq, Soviet withdrawal
from Afghanistan.”’ But these external rapproachements had nothing to do
with the development of the Islamist movement and the denominational
division between resistance organizations according to whether they be-
longed to Sunnism or Shi’ism.

In fact, whereas the majority of Afghans, notably the Pashtuns, were
affected by fundamentalist propaganda and Saudi influence, those who
pledged allegiance to ayatollah Khomeyni and the Iranian Islamic Republic
were recruited only from specifically Shi’ite circles and were isolated in the
resistance. On the Iraman side, despite the arrival of over two million
Afghan refugees, the government remained circumspect: the war with Iraq
on the one hand and the crisis over hostages in the American embassy on
the other caused Tehran to exercise extreme caution in its relations with
the USSR. Unlike Pakistan, Iran is in direct contact, over about 1,800 km,
with the erstwhile Soviet state. Moreover, the Afghan movement, often led
by tribal or “feudal” chiefs, failed to inspire much sympathy in young
Iranian revolutionaries dreaming of land reforms and social justice.

On the Afghan side, there was doubtless a certain degree of mistrust
toward Iranian ideological interference in a movement for independence
that already had no shortage of offers of aid from outside. The greatest
present-day Afghan clerics, such as Sheikh Asef Mohseni, who directs the
Harakat-e estami (1slamic Movement, first based in Iran, then at Islamabad,
i.e., in Pakistan), Qorban-Ali Mohaqqeq, or Sayyed ‘Al Beheshti who in
1979 founded the Islamic Council for the Union of Afghanistan (Shurd-ye
ettefdg—e eslami-¢ Afganestan, confined to the Hazarajar), became radicalized
before the Iranian Revolution and for the most part did not consult
Khomeyni, but apolitical ayatollahs like Kho’i (Najaf) or Shari’atmadiri
(Qom).*’

The Iranians, who continued to recommend a hard line against the
USSR while at the same time refraining from encouraging engagement
with its army, lost much of their credit among the leaders of the Afghan
resistance. Internal struggles in Iran, notably the pretension of the Aojrat ol-
eslam Mohtashami (Iran’s Minister of the Interior until 1989) to manage
relations with the Afghan Mojahedin, contributed to weakening aid for the
Resistance. In 1986, for the first time, Iran invited to Tehran the leader of

51 O. ROY, “Fhe Mujahidin and the Future of Afghanistan,” in Esposito, The Jrantun
Revolution, pp. 179 202.
52 Ibid., p. 187.
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the Sunni organization Jami at-e eslami, Borhanoddin Rabbani. Leaders of
Sunni organizations were invited to a conference on Afghanistan in Iran in
January 1989: the chief Sunni leaders, such as Rabbani, Mojaddedi, and
Nabi attended, while radicals and royalists abstained. Henceforward Iran
tried to recognize that Afghanistan had an Islamic identity, without further
insistence on a Shi’ite avant-garde and its role in an improbable revolution.

THEF INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

The first Shi’ites to be recorded in large numbers in India were Ismailis,
whose presence is attested from the tenth century, even though the different
conquests of the subcontinent by Sunni armics brought their expansion to
a premature close. In Gujarat, north of Bombay, Mosta’li Ismailis of Hindu
descent, established since 1067, are known as Bohras (merchants);” but
part of the Bohras are Sunni Muslims. Ismailis from the other main branch,
the Nizari (Nezari) are called the Khojas (from the Persian Khaja, “Lord”)
or Aga-Khanis (from the nobiliary title Aga Khan, “Iord,” which their
Imam Hasan-"Ali Shah received from the Qajar king Fath-"Ali Shah when
he was appointed governor of the city of Qom at the beginning of the
nineteenth century). In the modern era, chiefly because of the exodus of
Iranian Ismailis persecuted in their homeland until the nineteenth century
and beyond, the Nizari Ismaili community is very well represented in
India. The Ismailis are extremely active today in this country where they
particularly control banks and important commercial sectors. The third
Aqa Khan, Soltin Mohammad Shah (born in Karachi in 1877, died in 1957
in Switzerland), played an important role in the Muslims’ anticolonial
battles; in which he usually sided with the British, and the majority of
his faithful opted for Pakistan at the time of partition in 1947. The first
Governor-General of Pakistan, Mohammad-"Ali Jinnah, was a Khoja by
origin although, extremely westernized, he never referred to his religious
faith: he defended the Muslims as a cultural and political entity, not as a
religious community. The Ismaili community emigrated in great numbers
to Fast Africa. From there the Ismailis, who became prosperous, were
forced into exile to western countries, mainly North Amcrica, owing to

53 Sec ¥. DAFTARY, The Isma’ths: Their History and Doctrines, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1990, pp. 299ft.
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racial intolerance in the aftermath of independence. Over 10,000 Ismailis
live today in London. Altogether there are between 3 million and 20 mil-
lion Ismailis in the world, according to different estimates.™

The history of Twelver Shi’ism in India is split up into several periods
when officially Shi’ite kingdoms were formed, strongly influenced by the
Safavid model in Iran.** In the Deccan, the state of the Qotbshahis (1512—
1687) was founded by an Iranian Turcoman adventurer from Hamadan,
who had numerous mosques built where the Friday prayers were said in
the name of the T'welve Imams and the Safavids, and where the martrydom
of Imam Hoseyn was commemorated. That tradition was perpetuated in
the capital, Hyderabad, until the time when that fell at the hands of the
Sunni Moguls. The Shi’ite interval of the Nezamshah of Ahmadnagar was
shorter: in this western part of India Shi'ite influence was maintained for
about a century, before the absorption of this kingdom into the Mogul
Empire under Shah Jahan in 1633. The *Adelshahis (1490-1686) of Bijapur
in central India, who had Shi’ism as their official religion in the sixtcenth
century, reccived a large number of Shi’ite Iranians, notably horse dealers;
they also recognized the formal sovercignty of the Safavids of Isfahan.
Nowhere were these victories for Imamism definitive, as in Iran, but they
show the relatively tenacious entrenchment, sometimes under Safavid in-
flucnce, of convinced Shi'ites in Muslim India.

In the north of India, it was necessary to wait for the breakdown of the
Mogul Empire and the repeated thrusts of the Iranian Emperor Nader
Shah (1736-47) in order to sece the appearance of a Shi'ite state between
Delhi and Benares — that of Awadh (Oudh) at the foot of the Himalayas,
with Tucknow as its capital (Lakhnow, today the capital of the Indian state
of Uttar Pradesh). The namab (lords) of Awadh were Shi’ite Iranians from
Khorasan, the Nishapuri, at first regarded as governors in the service of the
Moguls, then as independent rulers. In fact, under the Emperor Aurangzeb
(d. 1707), the Moguls had shown themsclves to be tolerant towards the
Imamis immigrating in large numbers, that increased as political instability
persisted in Iran. The school of Farangi Mahall, in Lucknow, founded by
a Sunni theologian and richly endowed by the Moguls, spread its influence

54 For the history and doctrine of the Ismailis, scc DAFTARY, The Isma’ilis; Heinz
HALM, Shifsm, Fdinburgh, lidinburgh University Press, 1991 (German text: pp. 192-243),;
relevant articles in Encyclopedia of Istam, 2nd ¢dn, and Encyclopacdia Tranica (“Aqga Khan/
Agha Khan,” “Ismailiyya,” “Khodja,” “Bohora™ by H. Algar and W. Madclung).

55 J. R. L COLL, Roots of North Indian Shi’ism in Iran and Iray, Berkeley and [Los
Angeles, University of California Press, 1989, pp. 221t
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throughout India and trained learned men and administrators who were
just as often Sunnis as Shi’ites or Hindus. From the middle of the eight-
eenth century, the Nishapuri were in direct confrontation with the British
who were already settled in Bengal.

Lucknow became the “Home of Shi'ism” (Ddr ash-shiz), in competition
with Faizabad, which was briefly the capital. An ambitious programme of
urban development attracted workers and craftsmen from all over India. In
pure Indian style, the great /mambara, the equivalent of the hoseyniya in
Iran, was built there: a place for the solemn celebration of Shi’ite mourn-
ing. After the building was completed in 1791, the nawab laid out astro-
nomical sums for its adornment. Hundreds of gold and silver replicas of
Imam Hoseyn’s tomb at Karbala were placed in the edifice as ex-votos, as
were innumerable candlesticks and candelabra, so that the weeping mourn-
ers and spectators were no longer able to sit in the great hall. A traveler
noted the profusion of blazing lights everywhere at the time of the mourn-
ing for Hoseyn and observed that “every evening, all unbelievers and
disciples of Omar, Osmian and Abu Bakr were anathematized, for the
greater edification of the Hindus who gathered there in large numbers.”
‘The Moharram demonstrations reached such fever pitch that in 1784 the
nawdb himsclf bled profusely after flagellating himself, and was gravely ill
at the end of the mourning celebrations for Hoseyn . . .

Starting in 1796 the princes of Awadh madc an alliance with the British
East India Company; soon they were to grant the Briush vast economic
advantages before becoming their vassals — a source of great embarrassment
to the Shi’ites. Some of them resigned themselves to working in the service
of the British. A Lucknow mojtahed published a decree around 1830 ban-
ning the holding of any office in the service of the iniquitous rulers (the
colonial administration); however, he conceded the permissible nature of
such work if it could improve the lot of Shi’ites, which in reality allowed
it to be justified. When the Liast India Company began its costly war
against Nepal, it borrowed from the nawdb Ghazioddin Heydar (1819-27),
who collected the resulting interest. A large part of these profits was rein-
vested in building religious edifices and making grants to the pious foun-
dations of Shi’ite towns in Traq. In 1856 Awadh was quite simply annexed
by the British. The occupiers continued to pay stipends and pensions to
the mojtaheds and Shi’ite ulema as well as the income on the loan granted
by Ghazioddin Heydar, but were unable to prevent the Shi’ites from taking
part in the Great Mutiny of 1857.

56 Vicomte G. Valentia, quoted by COLLE, Roots of North Indian Shi tsm, p. 96,
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As carly as the 1830s, the Awadh revenue (known as the Oudh Bequest)
which British agents distributed to the Shi’ite ulema in Iraq on behalf of
the Awadh government, allowed the colonial power to intervene directly in
Imamite clerical matters in their historic centres at Najaf and Karbala.”’
(The Iranians who made religious endowments to the Mesopotamian sanc-
tuaries also did so at the time through the intermediary of British agents.)
The mojtaheds of Iraq — mostly Iranians — who received these funds obvi-
ously profited from the British administration services, but by so doing
gave a rather dubious image of their relations with the colonial power. Even
if the East India Company’s agents, technically better equipped to make
these financial transfers, carried out their task most scrupulously, they
could always be suspected of interfering in the payments they effected on
behalf of the Shi’ites. At the request of the Indian slecping partners who
themselves belonged to the Osuli tendency, this system chiefly favoured the
dominance of the Osuli over the Akhbdri and Sheykhi ulema.™ The image of
perfect independence vis-a-vis any political authority, often presented of
the Osuli Shi’ite ulema, is seriously altered by these financial manipulations,
even if they originated in the Shi’ite kingdom of Awadh. The institution of
Supreme Guide (marja’ al-taglid) of the Shi'ite Muslims, established in
this period and confirming the strengthening of the Shi'ite hierocracy,
certainly benefited considerably from the power imparted by the sums of
money at his disposal.”

The history of Shi’ism in India gives us a glimpse not only of its extreme
wealth but also of the stronger ties 1t enjoyed than those of the Sunnis with
Persian culture and [ran. Iiven nowadays there are many [ranians who stll
belicve — perhaps it 1s just a paranoid obsession? — that the British are
continuing to manipulate Shi’ite ulema by way of large sums paid in the
name of Indian Shr’ites. The historic example of the clergy’s sensitiveness
to this suggestion was given in the defamatory article published on 8
January 1978 in the Iranian newspaper F£ilelaar under the ttle “Tran
and Red and Black Colonialism”: in 1t, the author, a top civil servant in
the Shah’s Ministry of Information, disguised under a pseudonym, ac-
cused Khomeyni (whose father had lived in Kashmir) of having Indian
origins and being a paid agent of the British. As its appearance provoked

57 J. R.1.COLL, “Indian Moncy and the Shi’i Shrine Cities of Traq 17861850, Middle
Eastern Studies, 22 (1986), pp. 461 80; 11. AI.GAR, Religion and State in Iran, 1785 1900,
Berkeley and Tos Angeles, University of California Press, 1969, pp. 237ff.

58 Sce above, ch. 3.

59  COLL, “Indian Moncy,” p. 476.



146 The Shiites outside Iran

demonstrations in Qom that were violently put down, this article was the
spark that caused the Islamic Revolution to explode in Iran.

Despite some compromises with the colonial order, Indian Shi’ism took
an active part with all Muslims in national struggles, notably starting in
1919 in the great mobilization to safeguard the Ottoman caliphate which
Mustafa Kemal showed signs of shedding: the kheldfar movement was
more one of protest against the dismantling of the Mushm world by colo-
nial powers than it was concerned to restore a Sunni institution which had
never governed any other than the Ottoman world. It was also the start of
a mobilization for independence.

For Muslims the dilemma soon became one of knowing whether the
partition of India, so desired by the Indian poct Igbal and others, would
allow the formation of a society more cquitable toward Muslims, who
feared domination by the Hindus.” The plan of the Shi’ites, who emi-
grated en masse to Pakistan in 1947, was to create a democratic and secularized
society where religious differences would not penalize them as a minority.
Actually, the Sunnis dominated the new state, whose true nature, after the
deep wound of partition, was revealed only very much later. In the 1980s
certain Sunnis went as far as to demand that the Shi’ites, like the support-
cers of the Ahmadi sect, should no longer be regarded as Muslims . . .

The principal demand of the Pakistani Shi’ites was to be able to enjoy a
personal status based on the Ja’farite legal system and freely practise their
religious rites. As regards the legal question, problems began in the school
programs where specifically Shi’ite needs were not recognized (there was
no teaching of the history of Islam according to Imami interpretation).
When General Zia ul-Haqq became president in 1977, a period that coin-
cided with the Islamic Revolution in Iran, greater Islamization of the state
provoked interdenominational conflicts: for example, the question of reli-
gious taxes, the zakdr (legal alms) and the ashr (tithe), which were to be
levied from 1979 on owned wealth (bank accounts) and agricultural pro-
duction. The Shi’ites protested that Ja’farite laws imposed less heavy pay-
ments on them, and that they should not make them to the state but to
freely selected ulema who would receive them on behalf of the marja’-al-
taglid (literally “sources of imitation”), themselves acting as delegates of the
hidden Imam . . . A certain degree of equilibrium in the political machin-
ery of Pakistan had been reached with the premiership of General Yahya
Khan, a Shi’ite, and equally under the government of his successor, Zulfigar
Ali Bhutto, whose wife was Iranian.

60 M. D. ALIMED, “The Shi’is of Pakistan,” in Kramer, .Sh: tsm, Resistance, and Revo-
lution, pp. 275-88.
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The Pakistani Shi’ites, embittered by the harassment they endure from
the majority, chiefly during the annual Moharram celebrations, when they
try to organize spectacular mourning ceremonies that shock the Sunnis, are
strongly attracted by Iranian protection. On this point they are in an
equally difficult situation in regard on their own country which, above all
after the unleashing of the Afghan crisis, came under very heavy pressure
from the Americans and Saudis.”'

In India where, for historical and sociological reasons, the Shi’ites have
a tendency to hide their religious differences, tension builds up again each
year at the time of Imam Hoseyn’s mourning celebrations. In the town of
Lucknow, the only one where Shi’ites have inherited from the pre-colonial
era a duly recognized status and where they have their own mosques,
disturbances between them and the Sunnis reached such proportions that
from 1977 the government had to step in and ban all processions during
Moharram.*” Khomeyni, while he was still in France, told journalists that
these bloody scuffles would stop on the day when Indian Muslims enjoyed
better education. But the problem lies much deeper, in the inferior social
status of the Shi’ites, who can hold no demonstrations, except on just a few
isolated occasions like that of ’Ashura, during which they elevate their grief
to the level of a universal value and are then prepared to go to any lengths,
however excessive.

61 M. LLODHI, “Pakistan’s Shia Movement: An Interview with Arif Hussaini,” in Gauhar,
Third World Quarterly: Istum and Politics, pp. 806-17.

62 K. IJORTSIOJ, “Shi’t Identity and the Significance of Muharram in Lucknow,
India,” in Kramer, Skiism, Resistance and Revolution, pp. 289-309; D. PINAULT, The
Shi’ites: Ritual and Popular Picty in a Mustim Community, London, 1. B. Tauris, 1992.
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Shi’ism, Women, and Pleasure

PREAMBLE

There is no intention here of dealing exhaustively with a highly sensitive
subject treated (or mistreated?) so often since the Islamic Revolution — that
of the condition of women. On the whole, Shi’ism differs little on this
plane from Sunnism, except that the situation of women is certainly more
enviable in Tehran than in many countries dominated by Sunni Islam,
which are spoken of far less, starting with Saudi Arabia. A basic bibliography
will enable readers more easily to get their bearings on the matter: — Fariba
ADELKHAH, La Révolution sous le voile: Femmes islamiques d’Iran, Paris,
Karthala, 1991; Farah AZARI, ed., Women of Iran: The Conflict with Fun-
damentalist Islam, London, Ithaca Press, 1983; Erika FRIEDL, Women of
Deh Koh: Lives in an Iranian Village, Washington and L.ondon, Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1989; Ziba MIR HOSSEINI, Marriage on Trial: Study of
Islamic Family Law, London, 1. B. Tauris, 1993; Guity NASHAT, ed.,
Women and Revolution in Iran, Boulder, Colo., Westview Press, 1983; Eliz
SANASARIAN, The Women's Rights Movement in Iran: Mutiny, Appease-
ment and Repression from 1900 to Khomeini, New York, Praeger, 1982. It
would be useful to add various writings by ’Ali Shari’ati and ayatollah
Motahhari mentioning the status of women in the ideological perspective
of Islamic renewal (see the general bibliography).

In this chapter 1 have tried to present a perspective that differs slightly
from these books and the numerous articles on the women question
published after the Islamic Revolution. I am not taking a sociological point
of view. A marginal practice and the discourse by which it justifies itself
seem to me as instructive as the norm in giving an understanding of the
gap between the historical forms of religious behaviour and theological
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principles. In the case of temporary marriage, we are speaking of an excep-
tional practice, yet one which obsesses minds: an abomination for some, a
useful trick for others. A study of this original form of religious law and the
way in which sexual morality i1s made use of] justified, or explained enables
a few stereotypes of sexuality and Islam to be overturned. When all is said
and done, it becomes apparent that sexist customs depend not so much on
religion as on an attitude of mind. The defence of family honor certainly
takes different forms in Corsica (or Sicily) and Iran, but the heart of the
problem is the same. Between the monogamous family, which is the de
Jacto norm for most Muslhims as it is for societies in the western Christian
world, and polygamy, which is a frequent alternative, legislations have
adopted varying solutions.

There is no direct political interference here, although masculine power
is often a metaphor for power within the state. There are actually profound
differences between the concept of the family held by progressive Shi’ites,
who lean toward the abolition of polygamy and repudiation of the wife, and
that of more traditional thinkers who justify these juridical forms to defend
the patriarchal family against detractors influenced by western individual-
ism or materialist doctrines. Where there is agreement, in reality it hides
differing intents. One defends temporary marriage by emphasizing the
authority of the paterfamilias and husband, the other by stressing the
equality of men and women. From this one gains an impression of utilitari-
anism: doctrines ar¢ sought in order to respond to pressing questions.
Religion 1s closer to humanity than to God.

Unlike Christianity, which sets great store by celibacy and chastity as a
foretaste of the angelic state in the Kingdom of God, and which places
great value on the spiritual symbolism of marriage, Islam encourages men
to take pleasure in carnal love. It condemns fornication in order to avoid
social disruption, not to restrict men’s sensual desires, since according to
Islam the sex drive is a good thing because it conforms with nature. Copu-
lation is thus regarded as good in itself, and even if legal restrictions render
its legitimate practice difficult outside marriage, the possibility exists. Fur-
thermore, it 1s necessary for anyone who wishes to denounce an illicit union
“to have seen the stilctto in the pot of eye lotion™' (as it is picturesquely
expressed), which it will be admitted is a reassuring protection for lovers
(without, however, sheltering them from the immediate reactions of the
seduced girl’s parents who, in the majority of Muslim countries, have the
power of life and death over her). The Muslim paradise is not asexual. On

| P.VIEILLLE, La Féodalité et état en Iran, Paris, Anthropos, 1975, p. 141.
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the contrary, it is filled with doe-eyed houris of modest gaze, cternally
young, nubile virgins as beautiful as rubies and coral, cloistered in pavilions
and purified (i.e. ready for love) at all times.

One of the most frequent criticisms leveled against Islam is that it has
thought only of man’s pleasure, and is unfair toward women. Islamist
militants, obsessed as they are with things sexual, the seclusion of women,
and their thousand and one rules about coitus and modesty, do nothing to
alter the macho stereotypes. Their veneer of asceticism, however, conceals
concupiscent eves; they are caught between an apologia for virtuous re-
straint, justification for the most unbridled possible masculine sexual activ-
ity (in order to avoid psychological disorders), and the rarity or inaccessibility
of the women who are lawfully available for this exercise. Once in power,
in every country they humiliate women, no doubt less than their unac-
knowledged model, the harsh Wahhabi rigorists of Arabia, who have never
known emancipation or the egalitarian demands of the feminists: they im-
posc the obligation to veil the hair and entirc body, with the ¢xeeption of
hands and face, in public places; various professional restrictions; sexual
discrimination in public places; fairly rigorous confinement in arcas within
the home; increased surveillance and unfair treatment within marriage,
where the woman 1s her husband’s servant, intended to provide him with
sexual pleasure and children, and also to act as unpaid domestic servant. As
a reward, at the slightest whim of the male, the woman can be rejected
without right of appeal and separated from her children. Not 10 mention
her legal inferior status, one man counting for two women as court wit-
nesses, as for shares in an inheritance. (Also not to mention female circum-
cision, which has nothing to do with Islam as a religion, and which t» my
knowledge is scarcely practiced in any Shi’ite region, although the matter
was debated by theologians in the seventeenth century.)

Of course, Islamist apologists put forward arguments claiming that Islam
liberates womcen, even if that brings a smile to the lips of militant feminists
in western countries. First of all, they say — and this is recognized histori-
cally — Islam considerably improved the lot of women in Bedouin socicty
who, at the time of Mohammad, underwent every kind of torment, starting
with the ritual slaughter of little girls, rejection from a marriage without
any compensation, virtually generalized slavery. Islam guarantees women
an advantageous personal status compared with that of women only a few
decades ago in many so-called developed western countries: the right to
personal property, economic independence (for example, to hold a bank
account), inheritance, respect for their dignity in public life, cte. For Islam-
ists, the horror of the commercial exploitation of feminine nudity reveals
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the lack of respect that westerners have for their wives, the veil, on the
contrary, being a salutary form of protection that guarantees privacy, mod-
esty, and thus the whole person. A rejected wife can, in theory, demand
the repayment of her dowry in its entirety, and that price is often fixed, at
the time of marriage, at such a high level that the man must give up the
1dea of divorcee: rejection or not, in both cases the legitimate interest of the
woman is preserved.

The pertinent idea here for Muslims, that of the namus, s difficult to
translate or explain for westerners (although one may recognize in it the
Grecek word nomos, law). It is a matter of both the virtue of women and the
reputation of the family, realities that are invisible vet so sensitive and
vulnerable that they immediately trigger reactions should danger threaten.
It 1s what those who live on the northern shores of the Mediterranean call
honneur, in ats absolute sense: a moral value defended by men but of which
women are the repositories. The more this honor 1s in danger, the more the
male sensibilities of husbands and brothers are agitated, and they arc ready
to commit murder or suicide if necessary. The chador (veil) that appals our
feminists 1s a form of protection against the irrational fear of losing the
namus. The permissive society of Iran before the Revolution exposed this
fragile treasure by increasing the chances for meetings, touchings, relations
that were quite contrary to the jealous and puritanical severity of well-
guarded homes, or the seclusion of wives and daughters that gave such a
sense of security. Anyone who fails to watch over the namus of his family
1s @ man without shame, without decency, and thus ill-bred. The pros-
pect of the namus being violated, or even of a simple immodest glance, is
thought of as a catastrophe which the preachers keep alive in the fearful
imagination of their flock. Over and above the implications aiming to
preserve the severity of family and sexual morals, they make use of these
emotive images to stigmatize an attempt by foreigners to get their hands on
the Islamic homeland: any incursion, even purcly cultural, 1s the equivalent
of an impure penetration, a rape.’

Apart from these debates on lslam in the role of women’s liberator,
which, from ‘I'jakarta to Rabat, rouse preachers and militants of all shades
of Islam, Shi’ism also offers several particular points regarding the status of
women and marriage. To start with, it must be remembered that this
branch of Islam originated from a moman, Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter,
filled with all the supernatural qualities that were then transmitted to her

2 G.THAISS, “T'he Coneeprualization of Social Change through Metaphor,” Journal of
Astan and African Studres, V2 (1978), pp. 1-13.
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descendants, the Imams. Her intercession, like that of other holy women,
is invoked at Qom and clsewhere. If a woman inherits the prophetic cha-
risma, and her descendants — for want of a male line — win the rights to
succession from the male descendants of parents in the indirect line, how
then can one fail to respect the rights of women in matters of inheritance?
Hence arises the originality of Imami law in comparison with Sunnism:
when there are no male heirs, it grants the entire patrimony of a dead man
to his daughters.’

THE MARRIAGE OF PLEASURE: THE MYTH

Shi’ite particularism is marked notably by an institution of early Islam
condemned by Sunnism, that of the temporary marriage or — more pre-
cisely — the marriage “of pleasure” (mota). Although this doctrinal and
ethical peculiarity is known as Shi’ite, and as such contributes to the
theological discourse and polemics between Shi’ites and Sunnis, it seems to
be practised officially only in Iran. Some people have even speculated that
it may be a survival of pre-Islamic Persia. The custom of temporary mar-
riage is perhaps admitted — but as an anomaly — among Shi’ites in Iraq,
where the law does not recognize it; in Lebanon, Shi'ite ulema recommend
it, even if it is not officially /egal.*

But sexual life cannot be mentioned without immediately entering realms
of meaningful fancies:

A man is approached by a woman who is totally cloaked in a black veil and
1s unrecognizable. She asks him whether he would want 10 sigheh her (i.e.
make a temporary marriage) for a month . . . He is hesitant yet does not want
to miss his chance. He asks her to remove her veil and to allow him to see
her. She refuses, saying that if he is willing to sigheh her, he should do so
without seeing her unveiled. She assures him that he would not be disap-
pointed. He agrees to a sigheh of three nights.

The black-veiled lady takes him to a house that is as beautiful as a palace
and instructs her servants to bathe him, give him fine clothes to wear, and

3 Y. LINANT DI BELLEFONDS, “Le Droit imamite,” Le Shi’isme imdmite (Stras-
bourg Symposium), Paris, PUF, 1970, pp. 197ff.

4 See W.EINDE, “Ehe auf Zeit (mur’a) in der innerislamischen Discussion der Gegenwart,™
Die Welt des Isfams, 20, 1-2 (1980), p. 20 (Irak) and p. 36 (I.cbanon). Sec also O. CARRI,
“La ‘Revolution islamique’ selon Muhammad Husayn Fadlallih,” Orient, 29, 1 (1988),
p. 78.
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then bring him to her room. Washed, perfumed and clothed, he is brought
to a most charming room where the black-veiled lady is expecting him. She
is still in her veil, and though he is excited, congratulating his own good
fortune, he 1s impatient to see her face. When they finally perform the sigheh
ceremony and the woman takes off her veil, he is enthralled by her beauty
and charm. When after three days and nights their contract is over, the man,
regretting his own time restriction, begs her to extend their temporary
marriage longer. But she refuses, saying that he had his chance in the
beginning. She then asks her servants to see him off’

Such is the myth of the temporary marriage as dreamed up by men in
the manner of a tale from the Thousand and One Nights, encountered many
times by an attentive female anthropologist during a survey conducted in
Iran. In keeping with Islamic tradition, the plot of this story begins with
man and his sexual desire. Blind desire (the man cannot see the woman he
1s “marrying”), which is normal and forms sufficient justification for tem-
porary marriage. But in fact, and astonishingly, the hero of the tale 13
matched by the woman’s initiative: noticeable here is the feminine role in
the choice of companion (whom she can see), and her rejection of him after
the consummation of their pleasure, either because she has obtained the
satisfaction she desired or because she wants to make the point, by her
refusal to extend the marriage, that man’s pleasure is not paramount.
Equally noticcable is the dreamlike quality, removed from material and
temporal constraints: no baby appears as a result of this union, justified
only by the search for unbridled enjoyment; even money gives rise to no
embarrassment or dispute in this contract, since the woman appears to be
well provided for and . . . free!

THE THEORY

On the other hand, only the man’s satisfaction is taken into account in the
traditional justification for temporary marriage. The only limit set on that
satisfaction —and not very restrictive — is the prohibition on carnal relations
between sunrise and sunset in the thirty days of Ramadhan. Ascetic celi-
bacy is an outrage against nature, and Muslims in general proscribe it,
getting their support from a famous Aadith attributed to the Prophet, “No
monasticism in Islam” (/4 rahbaniya fil-eslam), which seems to echo a verse

5 I take this account from the excellent book by Shahla HAERI, Law of Desire: Temporary
Marriage i Iran, 1.ondon, 1. B. Taurs, 1989. Tlere, p. 154.
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from the Koran: “In the hearts of those who follow him [ Jesus] we have
put compassion and mercy, and the monastic way of life they instituted —
we did not prescribe it for them — was solely because they were driven by
the desire to please God” (LVII, 27). It is true that louis Massignon,
examining the oldest Koranic exegeses and rejecting the authenticity of the
hadith, concluded for his part that the vow of chastity was accepted by
certain Muslims and was condemned only much later.® But his efforts as a
Christian orientalist to justify ascetic practices are repudiated by the major-
ity of Muslims, and particularly Shi’ites.

According to Shi’ite tradition, the fact that Sunnis are banned from
practising temporary marriage stems from the caliph ’Omar, because of his
personal animosity toward Imam ‘Ali. Here is the fine story piously related
by the theologians:

’Omar b. al-Khattab (the second caliph) was holding a grudge against his
Holiness Imam Ali because of his claim to have intercourse with one of his
wives every night. Deciding to prove the Imam boastful, ‘Omar invited him
to come to his house for dinner. ’Omar instructed his servants to delay
serving the dinner, scheming to oblige ’Ali to spend the night at his house.
His Holiness ’Ali played into ‘Omar’s hands and agreed to sleep over. At
dawn, under the pretext of awakening him for his morning prayers, *Omar
rushed to Ali’s chamber. Addressing His Holiness ’Ali, *Omar said, “Do you
remember to have claimed to do such and such act every night?” Imam Al
says, “Yes.” ’Omar says, “Well, last night you were at my house and had
none of your wives with you.” Imam Ali disagrees and says “Ask your
sister.” ’Omar becomes so enraged that he rushes out of the house and
immediately orders the banning of musi marriage and the stoning of those
who continue to practise it.”

As Shahla Haeri suggests, the many dimensions of this anecdote, which
is probably without historical foundation, lead us to the heart of the rivalry
between Sunnism and Shi’ism: Ali’s sexual potency (thus, by a metaphori-
cal shift in meaning, his political strength), his failed symbolic emascula-
tion by his enemy ’Omar, and lastly the humiliation suffered by the caliph
in return when his sister, without however violating religious law, escapes
the rigorous surveillance of family honor. We may observe here the com-
plete non-existence of feminine dignity: had the caliph’s sister not been

6 See L. MASSIGNON, Essai sur les origines du lexique lechnique de la mystique musulmane
new edn, Paris, Vrin, 1954, pp. 148ff.
7 Law of Desire, p. 170.
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there, any maidservant would have served the purpose, if it had not been
necessary to humiliate ’Omar’s contemptible memory by reducing his
sister to the level of mere release for the virile Imam’s sexual drive. The
perfectly irrational justification for the marriage of pleasure and refusal to
punish its abuses would be strengthened in Shi’ite eyes because the ban
emanated from the despised caliph.

‘The practice of temporary marriage is not merely a survival of folklore
or a barbarous custom shamefacedly marginalized by society as a disgrace-
ful deviation from accepted standards of good behaviour. Classic Shi’ite
theologians hold it to be entirely legitimate, if not commendable, and the
Iranian civil code, since there has been one, has recognized the legality of
such a union, and guaranteed the reciprocal rights of the partners “in
pleasure” and those of any children which may result (a fundamental
element, bearing in mind Muslims’ excessive fear of any illegitimate off-
spring and the base status reserved for children conceived out of wedlock).
What does the civil code of 1985 (which resumes that of 1928) have to say?

Article 1075: The marriage is held to be temporary when its agreed duration
1s specified.

Article 1076: The duration of the temporary marriage must be clearly
specified.

Article 1095: "I'he temporary marriage is null and void if the amount of
the dower is not fixed in the contract.

Article 1097: In the temporary marriage, if the man gives up his right
defimitively before consummating the union, he must nevertheless pay one
half of the agreed dower.

Article 1113: In the temporary marriage, the wife has no right to mainte-
nance allowance unless this condition has been fixed in the contract.

These legal provisions are relatively tenuous and do not establish a
precise definition of the “temporary” marriage (agd-e mongate’), a term that
the Iranian legislator obviously prefers to marriage “of pleasure” (mota), as
used by the theologians. Is it possible to have several temporary wives at a
time? No restriction is set for the man, but the wife, in religious Law as in
the civil code, can dispose of her body only if it is free from engagement
with any other man, according to the same conditions as for the so-called
“permanent” (ddem) marriage. At the end of the union, death of the hus-
band, or divorce, she must observe a waiting period: three menstruations
or, after the menopause, three months, in the case of permanent marriage
(article 1151); but only two menstruations or forty-five days in the case of
temporary marriage.
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Note the realism of the civil code, which does not waste time on the
bizarre nature of the temporary marriage or try to set limits on an institu-
tion that functions by force of circumstance and the goodwill of the mullas
— the same thing occurred in the secular system prevailing before the
Islamic Revolution, when personal status defined in the 19205 already came
under religious Law.”

A clearer appraisal is given in a legal manual intended to guide Shi’ites
through the meanderings of the Iraqi law of 1959 for everything regarding
their personal status:

T'emporary marriage is an exception from the general rules of permanent
marriage and it is found for particular circumstances, therefore it is stated by
the Scholars of Sht’it [sic] School that:

1 It is detestable for a virgin girl to make contract of temporary marriage.
And the man is forbidden to tempt a virgin woman to be his wife for a
specified period of time.

2 If a man is able to offer a living of well-to-do standard for a wife and
children it is preferable, and 1t 1s his duty, for society to choose a wife to live
with for all his life.”

The Iraqi jurist, who goes on to introduce a moralistic commentary on
human frailty and the realism of Islam, is no fool as regards the quality of
the cut-price marriage provided by the marriage of pleasure. It should
therefore be reserved for widows or divorcees, those second-hand women,
whereas young virgins should be able still to dream of the handsome and
noble knight coming across the desert to carry them off to the fortunate
land of those¢ who live happily ever after. How can the reduced waiting
period be justified, however, when this precaution of the jurists is intended
to establish paternity clearly should there be a remarriage? Are wives “of
pleasure” less likely to conceive, or is their status closer to that of slaves
with whom their master has coupled before reselling them? In a classic
compendium I read: “A divorced slave of an age to conceive, who does not
menstruate, will undergo a trial period of one and a half months, whether
her husband is a freeman or slave.”"

8  See ENDLE, “Ehe auf Zeit,” p. 12.

9 M. H. al-NAJJAR, Islam-Jafart Rules of Persomal Status and Related Rules of Traqran
Law, 2nd edn, Tchran, WOFIS| 1978, pp. 66ff.

10 A. QUERRY, Droit musulman: Recuerl de lois concernant les musulmans schyites, part 2,
Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 1872 (trans. of the Shuaraye’ ol-eslam of Mohaqyeq al-Helli, d.
1277), p. 33.
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Looked at from a rational viewpoint, the reduction in the waiting period
is difficult to understand: if recognition of paternity is necessary, does it
not obey biological laws that are the same whatever the legal status of the
parents? There 1s, however, an explanation that brings in the subtle provi-
sions of the legislator in favour of the woman: permanent marriage (nekdh),
says a contemporary Iranian theologian, is brought to an end by repudia-
tion, and the husband can always have second thoughts during the waiting
period, throughout which he continues to pay his rejected wife a complete
allowance (nafaqa), so the longer the period the greater the woman’s pro-
tection; in the case of temporary marriage, with a term agreed in advance
by common consent, as the waiting period is not accompanied by any
allowance, it 1s in the woman’s interest that it should last as short a time as
possible so that she may have the opportunity to remarry."

Muslim lawmakers, who readily envisage the most scabrous situations
and reply to the most preposterous questions, have anticipated cases in
which the waiting time is purely and simply suppressed. First, obviously,
if there has been no penetration. Others will maintain that coitus interrup-
tus (az/) is the equivalent of the absence of sexual relations. Some even
affirm that sodomy, because it cannot lead to conception, authorizes the
suppression of any “trial period.” Iastly, again because of the impossibility
of conception, a woman past the menopause is exempted from a waiting
period by easygoing mullas.

Still other features render temporary marriage of interest to Shi’ites,
according to the situation in which they find themselves: if the man is not
financially very stable, he is not obliged to pay a living allowance. Thus,
unlike permanent marriage, in which the wife is entitled to demand a
decent standard of living, the temporary husband is not forced to maintain
his wife — unless the partners have expressly included a clause to the
contrary in their contract. Moreover, it is not foreseen that the temporary
wife shall inherit from her husband, which may be of some reassurance to
the children of a former marriage who may see their father remarry with an
adventuress. (On the other hand, the inheritance of children remains the
same, whatever the matrimonial contract — temporary or permanent — of
their parents.)

For the wife, the formalities of the marriage of pleasure are simplified,
and a young virgin can contract one without having to produce the express
permission of her father or guardian, as is the case in the first “definitive”

11 M. SHAFA’L, Mot’a va asar-¢ hogqugi va ¢jtem’i-e @n, 6th edn, Tchran, Heydari,
135271973, quoted by HAERI, Law of Desire, p. 58.
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marriage. This greater liberty is challenged, however, by certain jurists
who think of the considerable devaluation of a deflowered woman, and save
the piercing of the hymen for a union reputedly more noble and lasting, or
at any rate make it subject to authorization." T'oday, under Iran’s Islamic
Republic, the authorities mostly try to have temporary marriages registered
in order to avoid abuses, but the practice is more casygoing, notably leaning
on the fact that a contract “for pleasure” does not require a witness, so no
registration or notarized deed. This similarly simplifies “fiddles™ over the
waiting period . . .

In theoretical terms, but ones that are used n a very direct and and blunt
manner by Islamic jurisprudence, marriage is compared to a transaction in
which what 1s traded is the sex of the woman, over whom the husband
acquires control for his pleasure and the procreation of children; looked at
from this angle, temporary marriage is a sort of rental contract, in which the
woman hires out her vagina (boz’) for a specified period and an agreed rent,
so that the husband can ¢njoy it as he pleases, avoiding procreation if he
wishes." In Shi’ite law, a woman in this casc is considered as “hired”
(mostajera), in the same way as a workman who hires out his labour. The
rental agreement may include clauses that are a priors absurd, such as the
absence of sexual relations between the couple, or the number or frequency
of such relations (on condition that the total period planned at the begin-
ning for the validity of the contract is not dependent on the number of
copulations), or a period of 99 years. In the last case, the marriage is
deemed to be agreed untl death, but does not imply  unless there are
express stipulations to the contrary — any obligation upon the man to
provide the woman with board and lodging, or any rights of mmheritance
between the spouses, and divorcee is comparable to a simple remission of
the time limit, without any legal formality.

THE IDFOLOGICAL JUSTIFICATION

It appears that originally temporary marriage occupied only a marginal
position in Muslim law and practices; it was justified by the need to relieve
the sexual distress of the Prophet’s warriors when they were campaigning

12 Mohaqqeq HIELLIL Sharaye’ ol-eslam, Persian trans. by A. b, Ahmad Yazdi, cd.
M.-T. Danesh-Pajouh, 2nd edn, vol. II, University of Tchran, 1358/1979, p. 323,

13 HAVERL Law of Desire, pp. 33t 52ft; boz’ properly speaking means, according to
Dozy’s dictionary, “the frymen, membranous fold ordinarily found, in virgins, at the en-
trance to the vagina.”
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far from their wives. lLater, and right up to the present day among the
Shi’ites, any occasion giving rise to a man’s prolonged stay far from his
home, whether for business or pilgrimage, justifies his finding a casual
companion whom he does not expect to present him with a family.

However, a new type of justification has appeared over the last 100 or so
years. Most often quoted on the subject are recent Iranian authors like
ayatollah Motahhari (d. 1979), but the arguments one reads in them con-
tain nothing very original in the polemic aiming to reinstate temporary
marriage in the face of feminist objections. Even in Sunni areas, theoreti-
cally hostile to temporary marriage, the institution preserved by the Shi’ites
has aroused cnvy in some, who propose to imitate it."

First of all, it was noticed that in regions where Shi’ites and Sunnis lived
together, as in Iraq, certain Shi'ite missionaries were succeeding in attract-
ing Sunnis to their mosques by painting a glowing picture of the possibility
of licitly copulating with venal women. A violent campaign against such
practices was unleashed in the journal of Egyptian reformist Mushms, a/-
Mandr, in 1900. But the competition between Shi’ism and Sunnism soon
scemed derisory compared with the seduction exercised by the modern
western world over those clites who temporarily left their homeland to
complete their university training. The sight of unsecluded women often
provoked a rejection of Islam, as if the young Mushims were discovering
that all the rules of purity and modesty they had been taught were no more
than an embarrassing and uscless set of shackles. ‘They found themselves
faced with two irreconcilable positions: cither the West was right to throw
off the yoke of rcligion, and the key to its success came from a powerful
rationalist and agnostic source (sexual relations having to be considered
from the point of view of hygiene, demography, or amorous desire, but in
no circumstance from that of a theological justification or prohibition); or
the West was utterly rotten, corrupt, satanic, and its usc of carnal seduction
to turn Mushms away from their religion was seen as part of a plan to
enslave dominated nations.

Islam’s rehgious authorities, whose flocks were deserting the mosque for
the cinema or cabaret, looked on the attractions of western culture, which
disgusted them, as so many dishonest and accursed lures, saying that a
child of parents who drnink alcohol will be born with a defect and that
the sexual promiscuity of westerners is utterly to blame for all the incur-
able illnesses of our times, syphilis, AIDS, multiple sclerosis, muscular

14 M. MUTALNIARI, The Rights of Women in Islam, Tehran, WOFIS, 1981, pp. 25-7;
W. ENDE, “Fhe auf Zcit.”
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dystrophy, cystic fibrosis, rickets, etc. Not to mention the social disorders
that irrationally obsess them, as if the child born out of wedlock reccives
less affection from its mother than one whose parents get divorced or row
from morning till night, and will sink into delinquency while all the others
become little angels. What really upsets Islam’s ideologists is the image of
the free, unveiled woman, who challenges their complacent virility and
threatens the equilibrium of the home.

Here I am taking up the argument of a westernized Iranian intellectual
who attained the highest honors under the Pahlavi monarchy, Hossein
Nasr."® For him, the abandonment by the West and its imitators of a
traditional patriarchal structure guaranteed by the authority of men over
women was the beginning of social ruin. According to Nasr, the family as
conceived by Islam goes beyond the modern fragmented form, but is no
longer the oppressive tribal structure: it is a broad social unit willed by
religion, headed by the male, father, defender, provider and “priest” . . .

The Muslim family is the miniature of the whole of Muslim society and its
firm basis. In 1t the man or father functions as the imam in accordance with
the patriarchal nature of Islam. The religious responsibility of the family
rests upon his shoulders. . . . In the family the father upholds the tenets of
the religion and his authority symbolizes that of God in the world. The man
1s 1n fact respected in the family precisely because of the sacerdotal function
that he fulfils. The rebellion of Muslim women in certain quarters of Islamic
society came when men themselves ceased to fulfil their religious function
and lost their virile and patriarchal character. By becoming themselves ef-
feminate they caused the ensuing reaction of revolt among certain women
who no longer felt the authority of religion upon themselves.

Contact with western culture, which offered a radically different picture
of the family and the role of women, if we are to belicve Nasr, destabilized
the Islamic “family unit” guided by the authority of the facher. In another
passage where he tries to justify the licit nature of temporary marriage in
Shi’ite jurisprudence, our author begins by using arguments internal to
Islam, drawn from the revelation or early Islamic history; then, as if admit-
ting that supernatural argument is not enough to convince, he adds:

The legitimization of marriage among mankind from the beginning unul
today is an answer to the instinctive urge for sexual union. Permanent

15 S. H. NASR, ldeals and Realities of Islum, 1.ondon, George Allen & Unwin, 1966
(reprinted 1975), pp. 110ff.
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marriage has been continuously practised among the different peoples of the
world. Yet despite this fact, and all the campaigns and efforts at public
persuasion that are carried out against it, there exist throughout the coun-
tries of the world, in large and small cities, both hidden and public places

e . . "
where illegitimate sexual union or fornication takes place.”

‘Taking this fact into account, Nasr goes on, Islam, which detests adul-
tery and fornication as the sources of impurity and moral corruption, has
made legitimate a form of sexual union in which certain conditions are
demanded of the woman (to have only one man at a time and observe the
necessary waiting period after the union). “The legitimizing of temporary
marriage in Islam [here Nasr means ‘in Shiism’] is done with the aim of
allowing within the sacred law possibilities that minimize the evils resulting
from the passions of men, which if not channelled lawfully manifest them-
selves in much more dangerous ways outside the structure of religious
law.”

Foiling fornication because the man has every right to satisfy himself
and the woman is his servant sums up the Shi’ite case for justfying tem-
porary marriage. Becoming a seductress — that is, provoking man’s irre-
pressible desires — and a potential mistress, a woman loses her utilitarian
and calming function, overturns the order of things, and entices man
towards the whirlpool of the senses and passions.

In no case can the sexual need of the woman be taken into consideration
here, and the search for such satisfaction on her part would be regarded as
an intolerable insubordination. The sole right granted to a woman 1s to give
her consent at the time of the contract that binds her. (In permanent
marriage, and notably in cases of polygamy where a wife may be deserted,
certain jurists grant the woman the right to demand that her husband
must couple with her at least once every four months to ensure that she
has the chance of becoming a mother . . .)

Here one could take up the reasoning put forward by ayatollah Mortaza
Motahhari in his famous book (quoted earlier), in which with fresh argu-
ments, in order to reply to objections against Islam raised in a feminist
women’s magazine published in Iran during the time of the Shah, he set
out the traditional view of Shi’ite theology on the rights of women in Islam.
One could repeat the quibbles of certain Sunni theologians tempted by the

16 °A. TABATABA’T and S. H. NASR, Appendix II, “Mut’ah or Temporary Marriage,”
in Shi’ite Islam, London, George Allen & Unwin, 1975, pp. 229-30, from which also the
preceding and following quotations are taken.
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idea of reinstating temporary marriage. One could reread even in the dis-
courses of the last Shah of Iran all the invective against the “permissive-
ness” of western society. One could quote ad nfinitum the Friday sermons
from the mosques in Iran and elsewhere denouncing the depravity of
morals and the failure of Christianity in western countries. In every case
one would meet the same anguished fear of the West and its seductions, the
same obsession with protecting young people from the dissolute morals
that endanger the tranquillity of the home and, without altering the de-
mands of social and religious order, tempering the effects of nature on
young men who cannot marry before months and years of frustration.

MARRIAGE. OR PROSTITUTION?

What exactly are the possibilities, licit or not, of obtaining sexual union?
Permanent marriage remains the most common solution for Shi’ite Mus-
lims. Adulterous relations are rare, usually hounded down by families who
feel destabilized by a change of woman not controlled and sanctioned by a
contract. Resorting to a female slave who could be used as one pleased
would presuppose a return to an institution that has been abolished. Classic
prostitution, officially banned in Iran today, still exists there in a risky
fashion, though it arouses not only a bad conscience but also fears for
public health. In Iran’s Islamic Republic there is little likelthood that an
institution such as the brothel, so far removed from the ideal of purity,
could achieve legal status. There remains temporary marriage, and its very
flexible formula theoretically allows “simplified access” to women.

Paid sex is organized differently in every society according to moral
values and the constraints of both hygiene and the market. Whatever the
context, Christian or Muslim, prostitution is regarded with contempt by
official morality, but tolerated, even organized, by society to meet a need
and avoid a greater evil.

Islam detests the idea of a succession of sexual unions with different
partners for the same woman, whose child may be of uncertain paternity,
whereas it regards as perfectly normal a man having a limitless number of
women to appease his desires, provided he has the means. Nevertheless,
there is evidence of prostitution in the majority of Mushm countries.
Notably so in Iran in the Safavid period, when Shi’ism became dominant:
according to the detailed description of their customs by the Chevalier
Chardin, the courtesans of Isfahan in 1666 set a high price on their charms
for the men who made them come and dance at their feasts and enjoyed
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them later in some little hideaway. At that time there would seem to have
been some 14,000 officially registered prostitutes in the kingdom’s capital.

Although this abominable profession is so widespread [comments Chardin],
I do not believe there 1s any other country where women sell themselves so
dear; for during the first few years of their debauchery they may not be had
for less than fifteen or twenty pistoles; this is incomprehensible when one
considers that in Persia, on the one hand, their religion allows every man to
purchase female slaves and to have as many concubines as he pleases — which
should reduce the price of public women; and on the other hand, young men
have little money, and are married at a fairly early age. "The cause must be
attributed to the tustfulness of these hot countries, where the urge is sharper
than in other places, and the art of these creatures, which is a kind of
sorcery."”

At the close of the old Iranian regime (1979), that oldest profession
continued to prosper in the capital of the ultra-Shi’ite empire, in the red-
light district of Shahr-e now (“new town”); today it is resurfacing, so it is
said, against a background of poverty, but in a scattered and uncontrolled
manner. This suggests that the Shi’ite institution of the marriage of pleas-
ure does not do away with commerce in the oldest profession in the world.

Temporary marriage greatly resembles it, however, and may be said
without cxaggeration to compete with it easily in reputedly “holy” places.
“Free” love is offered by women who rent themselves to good Muslims
while at the same time imparting to their trade an extremely conventional
and religiously licit air: they exercise it in the sanctuaries (for purposes of
soliciting), clad in a black chador, in exchange for money, and repeatedly.
This last point seems hard to justify in an Islamic context, when the law
appears to impose a strict waiting period between each union. But that
would doubtless be to forget the easy exceptions that can be made use of to
annul the waiting period: apart from the exemptions of easygoing jurists
mentioned earlier, when there is no risk of conception, a current legal ruse
(hila-ye shart) consists of contracting with the same person a fresh tempo-
rary marriage of very short duration following the one that has just expired,
and not consummating it: the second marriage cancels out the waiting

17 Voyages du chevalier CHIARDIN ¢n Perse et autres lieux de ’Orient, new edn by L.
Langles, Paris, Le Normant, 1811, vol. T1, pp. 208ff. On prostitution in modern Iran, see
the refercnces made by W. FLLOOR, “Some Notes on Mut’a,” ZDMC, 138, 2 (1988),
pp. 25-331, and chiefly Jakob E. POILAK, “Die Prostitution in Persien,” Wicner medizinische
Wochenschrift, 2, nos. 32, 35, 39 (1861).
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period after the first and, as it is not put into effect, it does not carry a
“waiting period” itself; women can thus contract a series of temporary
marriages . . . {a ruse already pointed out by the oricntalist Edward G.
Browne in Kerman in 1888)."

MARRIAGE . . . UNCONSUMMATED

I have indicated the possibility of contracting a marriage with a non-
consummation clause. In reality, it is surely the most frequent form of the
marriage of pleasure. (I am not speaking of a pseudo-union with the inten-
tion of flirtation and sexual amusement without copulation, a form that is
certainly practised, sometimes recommended by mullas and made licit by
temporary marriage.)’” The secondary benefit sought in this unconsum-
mated marriage is to take advantage of a link of kinship automatically
created by a marriage contract in order to rub shoulders with the closce
companions of the so-called “wife” of a few hours, without obliging them
to respect the stringent rules about veiling and distance: any and every one
are henceforth considered as kin through family connections (mahram), and
can thus be approached without causing problems. This practice, com-
monly known in Persian as siga~ye mahramiyat, seems farcical only to those
who are unaware of the dilemmas posed by the scrupulous segregation of
the sexes in traditional Muslim circles, and the daily problems of promis-
cuity, poverty, or quite simply, proximity.?

Another reason for such a false temporary marriage, in very religious
circles, is to give young people destined to marry the opportunity to sce
cach other more freely, for a few hours or days, without however unveiling
anything more than the face; negotiations between familics can subse-
quently begin for the real marriage, which will be permanent. In certain
cases — ayatollah Motahhari recommends this formula to young pcople who
want to flirt — engaged couples discover each other’s body in a sort of
“trial” marriage (ezdevdy-e azmdyeshi), if possible without going as far as
defloration, which would devalue the ultimate discovery that should be
reserved for the following stage, permanent marriage . . .°'

18 See E. G. BROWNL, A Year amongst the Persians (reprint), London, Adam & Charles
Black, 1970, p. 506.

19 HAERI, Law of Desire, pp. 98ff; ENDE, “I'he auf Zeit,” p. 33.

20 HAERI, Law of Desire, pp. 89ff.

21 Ibid., pp 97ff: MUTAHHARI, The Rights of Women, p. 31.
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WOMEN’S REVENGE?

In a society entirely dominated by men, a law such as that of the marriage
of pleasure can thus have some utilitarian aspects: it is no longer for the
exclusive and selfish enjoyment of the man, but for reasons of convenience
and social opportunity.

Going further still, in Shahla Haeri’s remarkable survey, one finds situ-
ations which turn upside down common stereotypes of sexuality in Islamic
society: women who practice temporary marriage are not passive objects or
picces of merchandise, and still less purely venal partners. Mahvash, one of
the ethnologist’s informants, confided that as she had no permanent hus-
band she sought her pleasure among the men she met around the sanctuary
at Qom, and did not deny her reputation as siga-ru, in other words, a
“professional;” her only regret was that this reputation closed the door of
the “godfearing” against her. It was she, as in the story with which I began
this chapter, who chose her partners. For Foruq, innocent and with all that
she could wish for, who married for love a rich and pious merchant (4ai),
regardless of the fact that he had another family elsewhere, marriage whether
temporary or permanent did not matter to her: she simply observed that it
was at her place that her lover performed his daily post-coital ablutions,
and that he was thus saving the best of himself for her ... For her part,
Fati admitted that despite the misfortune which turned her into a profes-
sional siga, she experienced pleasure with men who were all the more
amorous because they had paid for a set ime and wanted to get the most
out of it, unlike their relations with their wives who were always within
reach, and of whom they had grown weary.

Apart from these cases in which the desires of women (interviewed by a
female compatriot in whom they felt able to confide) could be freely ex-
pressed instcad of being submerged in the deceptive silence of sexual
segregation, mention must be made of those women who see temporary
marriage as a means of fulfilling a vow, and who seek out the most hand-
some sayyed in Shi’ite sanctuaries, to propose that they spend a night with
them or their daughters, paying them to do so. Possibly this is a form of
latent masochism sublimated into a dream of coupling with men with the
prophetic charisma, rather like the daughters of Israel who dreamed of
giving themselves to a descendant of David in the hope that it would result
in a glorious lineage. It will be agreed that this kind of erotic proposal, in
a sacred place, bears no comparison with those sorry brothels where love is
reduced to a series of rapid and nasty exchanges, but rather recalls some
ancient rite of sacred copulation. It 1s obviously possible that the mullas
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take advantage of the situation, when they are solicited, and one might even
think that sometimes they are the ones who give rise to such ideas.

RELATIONS BETWEEN THE SEXES

Compared with the Christian doctrine of the indissoluble conjugal bond,
Islam knows no truly definitive marriage, and authorizes the pure and
simple repudiation of the wife without any other form of proceedings.
Certain Sunni practices, in the guise of a permanent marriage in which the
contracting parties come to an agreement in advance about the date of
divorce, apart from a few details, boil down to the temporary marriage of
the Shi’ites.”

Despite the purely contractual nature of marriage and the facility with
which the celestial Legislator allows the Muslim to dismiss his wife or take
a new one (up to four at a time, but with certain restrictions, not counting
slaves or temporary wives), it is noticeable that Muslim society is no less
attached than our own to a monogamous family set-up and a permanent
matrimonial union with mutual faithfulness of husband and wife. Instabil-
ity among couples threatens alliances between familics, which are the warp
and woof of the social fabric. The worst upsets occur if the monogamous
preference of the wife’s family is assailed, as they will always seck to e¢nsure
a stronger position for the offspring of their clan. Today, apart from some
exceptions encouraged by the clergy (in the case of war widows who should
not be left to fend for themselves, but also because of the lechery of certain
mullas, whose example is often denounced in popular culture), the modecl
of the Iranian family is fairly close to that of a French provincial family
prior to the urban and industrial explosion of the 1950s. In any case, town
life, with its constraints caused by cramped housing, has limited enlarging
the family beyond the classic monogamous nuclear family.

In spite of the economic difficulties besetting the parents of a large
family in Muslim countries today and the almost voluntary limits placed on
the number of their progeny by urbanized parents, procreation remains one
of the fundamental aims of marriage. A childless couple is an anomaly,
probably smitten by a divine curse. “Children are the economic and defen-
sive power” of the family, and the arrival of the firstborn, after the mar-
riage, is awaited impatiently, any delay being lived through as a kind of

22 See D. VON DENFFTR, “Mut’a — Ehe oder Prostitution? Iin Betrag zur Untersuchung
einer Institution des Schi’itischen Islam,” ZDMG, 128 (1978), p. 305.
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torment; sterility is often the immediate cause of the rejection of the wife,
humiliation, and a fall in status; in short, children are the guarantee of a
stable home, of the eminent role that will be played by the mother, and her
insurance against being dethroned by a second wife.”

This also explains the marginal nature of temporary marriage among
Shi’ites, where the practice is licit and easily obtainable: as this kind of
union does not usually have procreation as its end, it can satisfy nothing
more than a sexual urge. Temporary marriage, in which the man has the
canonical right, even without the consent of his partner, to practice coitus
interruptus so as to avoid being pursued by a mother asking for allowances
and subsidies, and which may contain a strict contraception clause (the
man or the woman demanding that the marriage shall be childless), has no
chance of attracting a young woman of childbearing age in an Islamic
society such as those we know today.

We are talking here of two very different kinds of sexual union. In the
first, which is the norm, all lustful fantasies are extinguished with the light
at the conjugal bedside.”

The other union, the one that takes wing toward heavenly delights and
15 blessed by the mullas with their legal phrases, does not give a fig for
marriage, children, or the rights of women. It comprises notably aspects
that offend common sense and reduce the partner to a clearly inferior
status — that of a person who hires out a part of her anatomy for the
enjoyment of another.

The last word belongs here to an Iranian cleric who had temporarily
abandoned his mulla’s turban and garment to visit relatives in France and
Sweden: having met young men and women there who were living together
peacefully and without scandal, sometimes with happy children in their
“family home,” he realized that the Shi’ites’ marriage of pleasure, which
has caused so much ink to flow because it 1s practised in a traditional
society, is nothing other than concubinage with a less ugly name, regis-
tered as such in some western countries between young people who for
various reasons have chosen not to legalize their situation in too restrictive
a fashion . . .

23 VIEILLY, La feodalité et {état, pp. 90, 130fT.
24 1bid., p. 143.
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Islamic Revolutionary Thinking

Two simplistic explanations of the Iranian revolutionary movement are
frequently heard: it is said to be the result of a classic poliucal mobilization
hijacked by a better-prepared social category (the clergy); or on the other
hand, in the culturalist and elitist view, the clergy and their agents are
credited with “awakening the consciousness” of the masses — because they
are supposed to have been more aware of the distance between the nation’s
aspirations and the oppressive realitics imposed by the West — and the
clerical domination is de facto justified. On the one hand, a devilish ma-
nipulation, with the probable connivance of an external power (United
States, Soviet Union . . . ?), on the other, the providential miracle out of
the magician’s hat. Things were probably far more complicated, although
the evolution of the Iranian revolutionary movement sometimes seems to
prove both interpretations right, each in its turn.

When many thought that religion would lose its hold over the people,
the social movement — for want of anything better — adopted the language
of Islam; doubtless because, at a time when dictatorship stifled all opposi-
tion, that is where it found a means of self-expression.’ Religious sensitiv-
ity and a rejection of the West were not the only factors in the lranian
uprising of 1978—9, but the religious coloration eventually prevailed. So
what new ideas had germinated 1n Muslim circles; clerical or not, to chan-
nel the discourse of the revolutionary movement? What is the ideological
posterity of the Revolution? Is it an Islamist, i.e. radical Muslim, or Shi’ite
revolution?

1 B. IIOURCADE, “Iran: Révolution islamiste ou tiers-mondiste?” {férodote, 36 (1985),
pp- 138-58.
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CILERICS AND [LAYMEN: SAME STRUGGLE?

Political mobilization in pre-revolutionary Iran was not the act of a homo-
geneous category of militants. When the fruits of modernity were becom-
ing more and more visible and less and less attainable, intellectuals sometimes
lagged behind a general awareness that combined a rejection of cultural
dependence and a growing economic frustration. In that quest for a direc-
tion, there was rivalry between different kinds of intellectuals, the tradi-
tional educated men (ulema, specialists in theological learning), westernized
intellectuals (specialists in knowledge of and about the West) and “new
intellectuals.” The latter, having a modern speciality (knowledge of at least
onc Furopean language), sought to legitimize a non-traditional discoursc
on religion: instead of having climbed the ladder of religious learning in
traditional theological schools (madrasa), they studied in a more or less
sccular system of education and, having access by their own means to a
corpus of religious knowledge (the Koran, tradition), they claimed to give
it a new interpretation, not distorted by centuries of torpor.

Until the 1970s no one had seemed to expect a great renewal of Islam,
and in any case no major political challenge disturbed the peaceful path of
Muslim countries toward progress and development. The few known inci-
dents that cropped up en route were regarded as exceptions, or at the most
as resistance of a rcactionary nature: in 1909 the opposition of Sheikh
Fazlollah Nuri — the most erudite of the ulema in Tehran at the time - to
the democratic Iranian movement terminated with his public exccution, in
the capital, without anyone daring to protest. Later, the two parallel move-
ments of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and the Near East, and the
“Devotces of Islam” (Feda “iyan-e eslam, Shi’ite extremists active between
1946 and 1956) in Iran were harshly repressed by Nasser (from 1954) and
the Shah (in 1956) without the populations involved making the slightest
attempt to rebel.? The rebellions that took place in Iran in 1963 could easily
be presented to the press as backward-looking resistance in which Islam
did not play a very enlightened role; all of which justified their brutal
crushing as, in 1964, a new repression of the Egyptian Muslim Brothers
and the execution of their intellectual leader, Sayyed Qotb.

2 Sce Y. RICHARD, “1.’Organisation des Feda’iyan-e eslim, mouvement intégriste
musulman ¢n Iran (1945--1956),” in O. Carré and P. Dumont, eds, Radicalismes islamigues,
vol. L, Paris, I.’] larmattan, 1985, pp. 23-82; G. KEPEL, The Prophet and Pharaoh: Muslim
Extremism in Lgypt, London, al-Saqi, 1985.
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In effect, from that date onwards everything changed. The new Muslim
theorists henceforth knew where their enemy lay, and intended to combat
it on the intellectual plane as well. ‘They took up the challenge of modernity
and showed that they had plans for society for our day and age. On the
Shi’ite side, isolation was broken by the religious wing of the Mosaddeqist
National Front. Dr Mosaddeq, who was Prime Minister from 1951 to 1953
and nationalized the British-owned Anglo-1ranian Oi1l Company, had failed,
after the defection of religious support, to overthrow the Shah’s autocracy.’
Nevertheless, among those who had supported him to the very end, there
existed convinced Muslims who sharply criticized ayatollah Kashani’s volte-
face against the nationalists, discussed above, and tried to define a new
route where Islam would be openly demanded together with political val-
ues. They rejected the simple secular nationalist fight and, in their Muslim
militancy, accepted liberal and democratic values. Often their chief fear
was realizing that if they did not express themselves with their reli-
gious references, the sole alternative to the Shah’s autocratic rule would be
Marxism.

While retracing here the broad lines of the ideological development of
Iranian Shi’ites, 1 am by no means forgetting the parallel renewal that took
place in Iraq and Lebanon.* The fact that Iraq also played a pivotal role,
thanks to the meeting in Najaf of clerics from different geographical and
political horizons, in no way alters the originality of the Iranian situation.
Islam in Iran, greatly reduced in its public expression for half a century,
resurfaced in spectacular fashion from the years 1960-70. And since, against
all expectation, it was in Iran that the Islamic Revolution took place, it is
important to examine the reason.

Within the sphere of influence of Mosaddeq’s National Front Muslims
began to think politically. Among the most eminent let us mention the
“father” of liberal political Islam, the engincer Mchdi Bazargan.” The

3 Y. RICHARD, “Avarollah Kashani: Precursor of the Islamic Republie?” in N. Keddie,
ed., Religion and Politics in Tran, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1983, pp.
101- 24.

4 On these two countries and chiefly on Mohammad-Bager al-Sadr, sce above, ch. 3.

5 1L K. CVEHABI, Traman Politics and Religions Modernism: The Liberation Movement of
Tran under the Shah and Khomeins, lthaca, Cornell University Press, and lLondon, 1. B
Tauris, 1990. Chchabi writes “Liberation Movement of Iran,” a coinage uscd by the
Nahzat-¢ dzadi-e Iran in its documents in English. The translation used here, Movement for
Liberty in lran, avoids the maccurate suggestion that there would be a struggle against an
occupying enemy (in Persian, dzddi-bakhsh).
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founder, in 1965, of the Movement for Liberty in Iran (Nahzat-e Azadi-e
Iran), this graduate of the Ecole centrale in Paris was the inspiration, as he
himself claimed in 1981, while he was at the lowest point of his political
position, both for the founders of the Islamic Republic and for 1ts keenest
enemies, the People’s Mojahedin. In the beginning — a fruitful innovation
— his movement gatherced together just as many non-clerics as eminent
clerics like ayatollah Mahmud Taleqani, and the two brothers, ayatollahs
Reza and Abo’l-Fazl Zanjani. But the political strategy of the Movement
for Liberty in Iran suffered from a flagrant contradiction: it chose the
parliamentary and legal route while the regime it was seeking to reform
allowed it no means of expression, put its leaders in prison, and systemati-
cally stifled all its demonstrations. It is true that, even while in prison, the
stubbornness of Bazargan’s friends turned them into shining beacons of an
encrgetic discourse on Islam and socicty.

Avatollah Tilegani, a committed theologian who became one of the
principal leaders of the Islamic Revolution in 1978-9, is one of the most
striking personalities in this movement. Born in 1911 into a clerical family,
Mahmud Tileqani had studied theology at Qom and Najaf, notably under
the iron rule of a progressive teacher of the era of Reza Shah, Mirza Khalil
Kamara’i, whom he later followed to Tehran. He was first arrested by Reza
Shah’s police because he was not carrying the certificate authorizing him to
wear the turban. Beginning as early as the 1930s to turn his attention to the
young, whom he was worried to see growing further away from Islam,
throughout his life Taleqani preserved this dual quality of a man who could
hold a dialogue with young people, and a militant against dictatorship: with
the nationalists in Mosaddeq’s era, but close to the Feda iyan-e eslam, with
Bazargan’s liberal nationalists from the 1960s, but equally close, notably in
prison and after the Revolution, to armed combat groups inspired with
revolutionary ideas, whether Marxist or left-wing Muslims. Those were
the qualities that brought Tialeqani great popularity and allowed him to
take crucial positions in the young Islamic Republic. Symbolically, in the
(Constituent) Assembly of experts of 1979, he decided to sit on the ground
rather than use the well-padded chairs previously used by the senators of
the Shah’s era. His death on September 10, 1979, of a heart attack, a mere
six months after the cstablishment of the new regime, removed an obstacle
to the setting up of a theocracy that had little respect for fundamental
liberties.

Two ideological lines dominate Talegani’s work: the struggle against
absolute power and a concern for social justice.
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In order to fight dictatorship, in 1955 Taleqani republished a treatise by
Mirza Hoseyn Na’ini on the theological justification of parliamentary con-
stitutionalism, a treatise that its author himself had withdrawn from circu-
lation shortly after its initial publication in 1909.° With his preface to this
fresh edition, and taking up on his own account a Sht’ite justification of
democracy, Tialeqani reconciled the clergy and the liberal tradition that had
emerged from the constitutionalist Revolution. Of course, he was taking
few risks, since he defined the government of men by saying that it was
firstly a matter for God, divine Law (shari @), the Prophets and the Imams
whose thinking and spiritual strengths are entirely at the service of those
laws, and who seek no royal title, and lastly for the righteous ulema and
righteous men among the faithful . . . But he clearly reaffirmed the limits of
any human entitlement.

Taleqam developed his conception of social justice in a book on Islam
and property in comparison with the economic systems of the West, which
1s a kind of refutation of Marxism in the name of a social and “progressive”
vision of Islam. As Chehabi shrewdly points out, the gestation period of
this book coincided with the Shah’s efforts to impose land reform: the
landowners rejected the reform on the grounds, among others, that it
undermined the sacrosanct principle of property.

Ownership [replies Tialeqani] is relative and limited. . . . No person should
consider himself the absolute owner and complete possessor. Absolute power
and complete possession belong only to God who has created man and all
other creatures and has them constantly in his possession. Man’s ownership
then is limited to whatever God has wisely willed and to the capacity of his
intellect, authority and the freedom granted to him . ..’

Starting from that premise, it is easy to say that land belongs primarily
to whoever uses it to good account. There is no condemnation of land-
ownership, but of the speculative monopolizing of wealth. ‘T'aleqani goes
further: he seeks to refute Marxist arguments by replying to the problems
posed by the Marxist criticism of capitalism. Qur author did, in fact, have
experience of communism, first during the Anglo-Soviet occupation of
Iran in 1941-6, a period that saw the birth of a Stalinist Communist Party

6 A-H. HAIRY, Shi’ism and Constitutionalism in Iran, 1.ciden, Brill, 1977, pp. 124, 158,
On Talegani, sce M. BAYAT, “Mahmud Taleqani and the [ranian Revolution,” in M.
Kramer, ed., Shi’ism, Resistance and Revolution, Boulder, Colo., Westview Press, and 1.on-
don, Mansell, 1987, pp. 67-94.

7 Sd M. TALEQANI (trans. A. Jabbari and F. Rajaee), [slam and Ownership Lexington,
Mazda, 1983, p. 88; Persian text, Eslim va malekiyal, p. 143.
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in Iran, the Tudeh party (Tuda, “of the masses”). In 1946 Taleqini, sent as
an observer by the Qom clergy, accompanied Iranian troops who were
going to drive the Soviet occupiers out of Iranian Azerbaijan. Later, in
prison, he became closely acquainted with Marxist militants, and one of his
sons took part in an extreme left activist organization. For him that was a
chance to get a concrete view of how communists behaved, notably towards
religion. Hence his interest in refuting Marxism and making an apologia
for Islam that would reach young intellectuals.

In Islam and Ownership, Taleqani tackles questions that are quite new for
a turbaned cleric:

T'he development of the principle of ownership, the division of labour and the first

economic theories, the industrial revolution.

The abuses of capitalism, the class struggle, and Marxist arguments on the dicta-
torship of the proletariat and the advent of a classless society.

The cconomy seen from an Islamic viewpoint, a transhistorical look at the economy:
human laws are incomplete, imited by historical experience, subject to change,
casily thrown oft course by tyrannies, influenced by the upsets of passions,
whereas the Law of Islam sheds a timeless light, and transforms the man “pos-
sessed” by his passions into a “possessor” of himself.

In Islamic tradition, where God is held to be the absolute Owner of all possessions,
there is no “teudalism” (toyuldari), properly speaking, the phenomenon of large-
scale Tandownership being, according to ‘l'ileqani, one of the consequences of
western penetration.

Islam of course forbids usury and the amassing of riches, but it encourages trade,
which means the distribution of wealth: from each must be taken according to
his abilitics and to each must be given according to his needs.

In Islam economic activity is unrestricted, whether in the production or distribu-
tion of wealth, and natural resources belong to whoever turns them to good
account, but with limits, over which control is ensured by the state.

The economy 1s not, as Marxists sometimes say, the one dimension of inequality:
Islam recognizes that there are differences between men, but rejects those that
derive from privilege of situation, as often happens in monarchic regimes, or
under the influence of the military. It is hypocritical, declares Talegani, to carry
the banner of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and at the same time violate
it in the name of the interests of a nation or a particular class (he is chiefly
criticizing the double-talk of colonial powers, and here makes a direct reference
to France during the Algerian war).

As may be seen, Tialeqani had a “modern™ turn of mind. On some
occasions he spoke out against the existence of a clerical class in Islam, and
for a decentralization of the office of spiritual guide (marja’ al-taglid), but
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his thinking is not dominated by anticlericalism.* Similarly, although Mehdi
Bazargan, his fellow traveler from the beginning of the 1940s, studied
thermodynamics in France and wore a hat and tie, in 1979 he facilitated the
setting up of a political system dominated by the clergy. Their moderate
idea of Mushm progressivism, seeking to protect individual and collective
liherties and restore the Muslim ethic without breaking with modern cultural
and industrial development, in fact accepts clerical authority, even if both
men try to relegate it as much as possible to the spiritual sphere. As for the
rest, they tend to juxtapose their religious faith and their political commit-
ment in the service of liherty, national independence, and social justice:
they state clearly that there is no incompatibility, and ¢ven a correspondence,
between the two, but they keep their political action at a certain distance
from their religious conviction.

NON-CLERICAL SHPITE THINKING

The ideology of the Movement for Liberty in Iran draws on two of Shi’ism’s
fundamental inspirations: respect for tradition, notahly n its clerical form
(like the heritage of the Imams), and a profound democratic aspiration. In
fact Shi’ism is neither more nor less “democratic” or “egalitarian” than
Sunnism, as far as such an anachronistic evaluation has any sense. The
Imams °Ali and Hoseyn had combated the iniquity and violence of the
Omayyads, who had forgotten social and ethical virtues and were practising
a generalized nepotism. Their struggle was later taken as an example by
non-Arab “followers” who expected to be treated with justice by the reli-
gion to which they had given their adherence. They thus represented a
more “popular” trend, despite the legitimist principle of blood succession,
which they defended against the Sunni rule of electing the caliph by a
council (shurd). In the period of the Imam’s Occultation, Shi’ites fulfill
their political authority to the extent that there come into force the princi-
ple of ¢jichad (interpretation, at any time, of the application of the Law by
authorized theologians) and the tradition of free choice among believers of
their religious leader (marja’ al-taglid).’ In this dual power lics the essence

8 Cf A K.S. LAMBTON, “A Rcconsideration of the Position of the Marja’ at-taglid
and the Religious Institution,” Studia Islamica, 20 (1964), pp. 1254t

9 11 ENAYAT, Modern Islamic Political Thought: The Response of the Shii and Sunni
Mustims to the Twenticth Century, Austin, University of Texas Press, and london and
Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1982, pp. 134, 16011 ; reviewed by N. Keddie, Middle ast Journal,
37 (1983), pp. 48911



Islamic Revolutionary Thinking 175

of democracy: control by the nation (or community) over authority and the
application of fundamental laws.

Such was ‘Ali Shari’ati’s inspiration. This writer and orator has already
been quoted herce several times in connection with his contentious interpre-
tations of Shi’ite themes and his politicized vision of Islam." It was in
Paris, where he met the militants struggling for an independent Algeria,
Frantz Fanon, Louis Massignon, and Jean-Paul Sartre, that Shari’ati learned
to associate [slam with a revolutionary set of themes. Returning to Iran, he
clashed with the political police, who several times stopped him from
speaking, tried to involve him in anti-Marxist propaganda and finally
imprisoned him (1973--5). He died in 1977, when his writings were being
clandestinely distributed, recopied by hand using carbon paper (photo-
copying was still dear and risky), and his fame was enormous, his photo-
graph being borne aloft almost as much as that of ayatollah Khomeyni in
the great revolutionary processions of 1978-9. After the casing of censor-
ship restrictions in Iran, which occurred at the time of his death, his books
were gradually published, at first under pseudonyms, then openly but in
rough, typescript form; they reached a circulation previously unknown in
Iran, reputedly several million copies for certain titles.

In the 1990s that popularity scems to have died down. Why? The
“outdating” of a committed line of thinking whose author vanished on the
eve of the Revolution is not surprising. Those who reject that thinking in
the name of a pretended doctrinal “purity” guaranteed by the ulema are
today trying to emulate Shari’ati, in their own way, by making Islamic
ideology fit any situation: Shari’ati embarrasses them because he posed
deeper problems than the simple adaptation of educative structures to the
Islamization of the modern world and he was not interested in patching up
the clerical system. Those who have laid claim to this line of thought in
order to justify their political activism have certainly distorted it by trans-
forming its idcas into slogans: Shari’ati was against hasty actions, and
wanted first of all to shape minds.

Refuting Dr Shari’ati, a polemical book published in 1983 by an institu-
tion (subsidized by the Islamic Republic) linked to the theological schools
at Qom put an end to the unspoken misunderstanding which implied that
Khomeynism was in ideological harmony with Shari’atism: it made a for-
mal attack on him, expressly linking him with the reformers of the earlier
era (Hakamizada, Sangalaji), all accused of being agents manipulated by
imperialism to destroy the unity of the Muslim community. The book’s

10 Sec above, ch. 4.
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author, a mulla named ‘Ali Monzer, praises Motahhari for having thwarted
this conspiracy against Islam . . .'" (It was the precise intent of Motahhari’s
murderers to punish him for having criticized Shari’ati at the Ershad
Hoseyniya in Tehran.)

Despite other similar attacks, it cannot be said that Shari’ati’s influence
has been ruled out: numerous militants on the revolutionary committees or
Guardians of the Revolution (Pdsdaran) were shocked by the publication of
Monzer’s book, and there are doubtless some who still dream of ridding
the Revolution of the mullas’ domination; a number of indications in the
official discourse of the Islamic Republic, and notably in school books,
indicate the persistence of Shari’atist ideas, his terminology (“ideology,”
“Islamist vision of the world”) and of his efforts to define a progressive and
anti-imperialist Islam.

On the other hand, Shari’ati’s work has certainly “aged” today: it was
addressed to young intellectuals seeking an Islamic path between submis-
sion to the pro-western imperial regime and the revolt inspired by Marx-
ism. Arguments in favour of a return to Islamic values find less echo in
an atmosphere saturated with re-Islamization and weary with religious pro-
paganda. The nature of the problems has changed, but the impetus given
by Shari’ati could still be taken up again and actualized. In any case, the
ban on reprinting certain volumes of his works because of their virulent criu-
cism of the clergy shows that the potential impact of his writings is stll
feared by those in authority in the Islamic Republic.

Among the activist organizations which had adopted Shari’ati’s anticleri-
cal stance as a guideline, one recalls the clandestine group Forgan which,
just after the Revolution, claimed responsibility for some spectacular at-
tacks, such as the murder of Dr Mofatteh, a cleric, former pupil of
Khomeyni, teaching Islamic philosophy at the University of ‘I'chran, and
ayatollah Mortaza Motahhari (ulema accused of obstructing Shari’ati’s in-
fluence). Forgan was disbanded and its leaders executed in 1979, but the
“Ideal of the Underprivileged” group (Armdn-e mostaz afan), inspired by
the same hardline Shari’atist ideology, survived for several years. Today
there is no association in Iran that can openly boast of Shari’atist ideology.
The Center for publishing Dr Shari’ati’s thinking (Kanun-¢ nashr-e afkar-
¢ doktor Shari‘ati), which directed the publication of the master’s works,
has been officially dissolved and some of Shari’ati’s important books have

11 "A. ABO’L-HASANI (Monzer), Shahid Motahhari efsha-gar-¢ tomien, (The Martyr
Motahhari Unveiler of a Conspiracy), Qom, Daftar-¢ ¢ntesharit-c eslami, 1362/1983.
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been banned, as, for example, the first volume of his collected works
(containing letters to his father) and the famous book on Alavid vs Safavid
Shi“ism, which harshly criticizes the clergy. On June 19, 1981, a mecting of
his friends for the commemoration of the fourth anniversary of his death
was attacked in his widow’s home by an armed commando group who
scattered and wounded the participants. One last group survives in Iran,
clandestinely, with a branch in France, the “Monotheists of the Islamic
Revolution” (Movahhedin-e engelab-¢ eslami), trying to continue the work
of “the Doctor” (Shari’ati) by acting and speaking in the same spirit of a
progressive Islam that used to be his own, rather than making an idol out
of the man who inspires them.

The Iranian People’s Mojahedin  (Fighters) of the Iranian People
(Sazeman-e mojahedin-e khalg-e Iran), a revolutionary group displaying the
opinions of a progressive Islam, came into being after the massive demon-
strations against the Shah in 1963, but only existed as a reality from 1971
(terrorist activitics, training in the Palestinian camps in the Lebanon). lt
fell out with the greater part of the Shi’ite clergy in 1975, when it be-
came obvious that it was largely inspired by Marxism. Its best protector
after the Revolution was ayatollah Taleqani: with his death in September
1979, the Mojahedin were left orphaned. At this time they were removed
from power by Khomeyni and the Islamic Republic Party (IRP, in Persian
Hezb-e jomhuri-e eslami ), then on June 21, 1981, after the dismissal of Bani-
Sadr, with whom they had made an alliance, they passed to open rebellion.
For over a year, with bloody attacks and suicidal demonstrations, they
spread a climate of overt political violence. Finally, after a last desperate
offensive in Kurdistan which preceded the cease-fire between Iran and Iraq
(August 1988), this extremist organization, whose leaders had withdrawn
to Baghdad when obliged to leave France in 1986, virtually disappeared
until it reemerged in Western Countries in 1993,

The way the Mushm militants of the People’s Mojahedin made use of
Shari’ati is an old misunderstanding.'” Shari’ati himself took a stand on the
subject of the Mojahedin, and he was not gentle with them: he denounced
those who mistook agitation for action and who tried to add names to the
Shi’ite list of martyrs without reflecting in any way on the immaturity and
uselessncess of this blood cult, in an era when the martyred Imams and their

12 .. ABRAIIAMIAN, The [ranian Mojahedin, New Haven, Yale Umversity Press,
and Tondon, Tauris, 1989, errs by making the Mojahedin disciples of Shari’ati, chicfly
pp. 122fF.
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descendants were still used by popular beliefs for magic acts of piety. In
place of that agitation, Shari’ati asked for a true Islamic doctrine to be
formed."

As for the Mojahedin, they always kept at a certain distance vis-a-vis
Shari’ati, whom they tried to place at the very most as a brilliant essayist,
and never as their ideologist. In 1974 they suspected him of being a SAVAK
agent. After the Revolution, in a little work published in Tehran in 1980,
they indirectly attacked Shari’ati’s thinking as “a peti-bourgeois under-
standing of Islam.” It was only much later, when the leaders of the organi-
zation werce in exile in Paris, that the bluntest criticisms and rejection of
Shari’ati were expressed in the Mojahedin publications: they blamed him
for turning aside from action and wanting to transform the superstructures
without changing the balance of power within society.

Some of the ideas that were the strength of the People’s Mojahedin
could return one day, because of their Islamic expression and their very
powerful social inspiration. Such was the case notably for their principles
of Koranic exegesis summed up in these lines taken from “How to Learn
the Koran”:

)

In the practice of “ideology,” our Organization insists for various reasons
on the use of the original texts of Islam, in particular the Koran and the
Nahj ol-Baligha. Of course the method used by the Organization to inter-
pret those texts differs qualitatively from that of the traditionalists. To
achteve success in this scheme, the Organization developed, among others, a
“scientific-realistic” approach . . . No ideological work can reach its goal if it
is not in accordance with the evolution of society and with the social-
revolutionary movement . .. Many people express their own beliets under
the name of the Koran, and we can casily detect the differences and the
evident contradictions between them. And beside the justifications and com-
mentaries that have been made deliberately by the idcologues tied to those
regimes — apparently Islamic regimes, but in fact anti-Islamic — their ex-
egesis in order to defend and legitimize the present order and enable it to
last, are devoid of the true meaning of the Koran. A book that was giving life
and liberty — and should be doing so — was put to the service of tyrannical
powers exploiting the people and depriving them of their life and
liberty . .. Some people would probably say that the Koran bears its own
clear meaning and has no nced of further commentary: but it you look at

13 °A. SHHARTA'TL, Ba Makhateb-ha-ye ashena, (Correspondence, Collected Works, vol.
1), Tehran, 1loseyniva Lrshad, 1356/1977, p. 210. Numecrous negative allusions to the
Mojihedin are to be found in various works and letters, mostly without actually naming
them because of censorship.
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what has happened in our times to Marx, and the way his doctrine has been
so distorted that l.enin, only a few years later, in State and Revolution, was
obliged to reply vigorously to the revisionists, accusing them of turning his
radical ideas into harmless banalities, and that even Marx himself said he
was not a Marxist, 50 you must realize why we must interpret the Koran
today .. .

This dynamic interpretation allows the People’s Mojahedin to politicize
religion very strongly. They change the meanings of words. Thus the “Com-
munity of believers” (ommat) becomes a “dynamic society in dialectic move-
ment toward perfection;” monotheism (fowhid) becomes “egalitarianism;”
Jehad is a war of liberation and the “holy warrior” (mojahed) a guerrilla;
the martyr is less a witness to the faith and more of a revolutionary
hero . . . One can see what inheritance this group left to the Islamic Repub-
lic. The Mojahedin were the first to make use of the Koranic term mostaz af’
in the political sense of oppressed masses, which traveled the road we know
in Khomeynist discourse. As Abrahamian remarks, for the Mojahedin the
wait for the Twelfth Imam is the expectation of the coming of a classless
society, freed from need, war, injustice, oppression, corruption, and aliena-
tion."”” There is certainly an eschatological dimension, but one no longer
knows if it refers to the other world or this one.

Any outcome from these deviations was not dependent on the continu-
ance of the People’s Mojahedin, whose childish behaviour wiped out any
chance of their having a political future: suicidal demonstrations against the
Islamic Republic in 1981-2, spectacular attacks but without results, a po-
litical agreement with Baghdad at the height of the Iran—Iraq war, a sim-
plistic cult of the leader, ete. These failures might be likely to prompt a
possible imitator of the Mojahedin and alert him to the pitfalls: one might
then see the rebirth of a Shi’ite militant organization. Different structures
in the Islamic Republic, moreover, have been inspired by this example, and
the style of militant clad in a parka, trained in guerrilla warfare and stere-
otyped responses to any question, or his sister in trousers covered by an
“Islamic coat,” her head covered with a broad scarf, has become the general
reference of young people since the Revolution, and the norm defined by
the state. That is the one triumph — slender, it is true — of the People’s
Mojahedin.

14 Sazemin-c Mojahedin-¢ khalq-c Irdn, Chegnuna Qor ’an bi@muzim, 2nd printing, | Tchran]
135871979, pp. 9 18. Freely paraphrased by .. ABRAHAMIAN, The [ranian Majahedin,
p. 95.

15 ABRANAMIAN, The Iranian Mojahedin, p. 96.
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THE “ORGANIZED SPONTANEITY” OF PRESIDENT BANI-SADR

Among the notorious failures of the Islamic Republic, that of its first
President, Abo’l-Hasan Bani-Sadr, must be recalled. Before becoming an
unlucky politician, this sociologist (and economist), who was born in 1934,
the son of an ayatollah, had been a political militant and disciple of Mahmud
Taleqani. Exiled in France after the repression of the uprising in June
1963, he pursued his economic studies and in particular, with the collabo-
ration of the French sociologist Paul Vieille, published a manifesto de-
nouncing the workings of the Shah’s regime, “Oil and Violence.”" Fame
reached Bani-Sadr in October 1978 when he welcomed ayatollah Khomeyni
first to his home in Cachan in the Parisian suburbs, and then at Neauphle-
le-Chateau. Despite faltering French, he became for some months one of
the ayatollah’s interpreters and at all events one of his close associates,
together with two other Iranian hiberal opposition members, Sadeq Qotbzada
(Sadegh Ghotbzadeh, executed in 1982 after the failure of an attempted
coup d’étar) and Ebrahim Yazdi (close to Bazargan, without office since
November 1979).

At the time of his return to Iran with Khomeyni in February 1979, Bani-
Sadr was known to only a handful of intellectuals who had read his dense
treatises in which he set out in Persian his ideas on Islamic government. He
continued to gain the confidence of public opinion by placing himself in
Imam Khomeyni’s immediate entourage and, in the Constituent Assembly
or his newspaper “Islamic Revolution,” criticizing the clerical turn deliber-
ately taken by the new regime. Elected in January 1980 to the presidency
of the Republic — in the first and perhaps the only truly free and democratic
election of the new regime — rapidly confronted with the political power of
the Party of the Islamic Republic, and externally with the war with Iraq,
Bani-Sadr showed himself to be a weak politician and was in the end forced
to go into exile in France after being put out of office thanks to a violent
coup d étal.

In a little work written in Persian on the “Fundamental Principles of
Islamic Government,” published in Paris in 1974 and widely circulated in
Tehran during the winter of 1978 -9, Bani-Sadr devclops a theorctical con-
struction of the future state in the manner of the great nineteenth-century

16 P. VIEILLE and A.-FH. BANISADR, Péirole et violence: Terreur blanche vt résistance en
Irun, Paris, Anthropos, 1974.
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European idcologists.'” His method consists of dealing systematically with
the principles of Shi’ite Islam: (1) the uniqueness of the divinity (fowhid ),
i.e. the destruction of all idols; (2) “sending on mission” (ba sat), or the
dynamic permanent movement within Islam; (3) the Imamate, 1e. the
direction of the movement according to the divine plan by the Imam (or
“Guide”) and his successors; (4) divine justice, or the negation of the
absolute and arbitrary all-powerful God: it is a balancing force that
keeps the movement within precise limits; (5) the “return” (ma’ad), i.c.
the return to God, the resurrection, salvation, the ultimate aim of the
movement,

It is the principle of the oneness of God that really guides Bani-Sadr’s
analysis. Thanks to the purification of the idea of God, freed from all
idolatry, one can condemn all the forms made absolute by man which play
an oppressive and divisive role: “The principle of the tomhid brings with it
the negation of any kind of economic, political, ideological or other strong-
hold in which power could be concentrated” (p. 24). Guided by this prin-
ciple, the believer must strive to achieve unity everywhere so that society
may reflect the community willed by God. Devotions are training in the
struggle to achieve this ideal: communal prayer, fasting, pilgrimage (a kind
of universal annual congress), and holy war (against evil impulses) prepare
us for the fight against oppression by turning daily life into a permanent
movement of rejection of all that is not God. Thus we must adore no
carthly master, neither Stalin, nor Hitler, nor de Gaulle, nor Mosaddeq,
nor Khomeyni . .. (p. 22), for making a cult of men brings cnslavement
and totalitarianism. In Bani-Sadr’s thinking this principle goes a very long
way, since all power, all authority, inasmuch as it comes from men, is
condemned, even if it attempts to justifiy itself by means of religion: Bani-
Sadr strongly protests against the idea of God as an arbitrary and absolute
will, an i1dca which, according to him, Muslim theology developed in the
imperialist period of the caliphate, and which would allow a government to
impose its authority despite its illegitimacy and irreligiousness.

All these false human authorities, which are there to divide men, must
be overthrown. The principle of the tomhid enables one to combat the
mythicizing of the past, an idol of which totalitarian regimes (that of the
Pahlavi in particular) have always made use. Social dynamism must not

17 At BANI-SADR, Osul-¢ paya va zabeta-ha-ye hokumat-e¢ eslami, | Paris|, 1353/1974;
trans. Md Qanvonparvar, The Fundamemal Principles and Precepts of Islamic Government,
I.exington, Mazda, 1981.
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be compartmentalized into classes where the community s divided into
the dominant and the dominated: so property must not become an absolute
value, for taken to excess it becomes a negation of God (Koran XVIII, 32-
42). Iiconomic resources must be controlled, therefore, so that they do not
give rise to the concentration of power to the advantage of great powers,
depriving the majority of men of their ability to think and be productive:
human slavery in the form of the organized mass migration of workers
from poor countries to rich ones must be abolished. In Islamic govern-
ment, only work justifies the ownership of the produce of that work, which
rules out capitalism. The economy must be planned to serve everyone, not
just one class. It is necessary to weed out the luxury and combat the
opulence of one group, which brings about the poverty of the greater
number.

To Marxists, who say that religion has prevented an awareness of aliena-
tion by turning the rebellious cries of the exploited into prayers, Bani-Sadr
replies that the differences between men come from God, and are not to be
denied: their giving rise to classes may be avoided by placing the most
gifted (or advanced) qualities at the service of socicty. This 1s the meaning
of the Imamate. Bani-Sadr himsclf criticizes 1deologies which, after being
used by certain people to win power, arc then employed as an instrument
of domination; every belief used for purposcs of domination is an opiate for
the people. Islamic government does not make use of belief, but aims to
serve it; Islam was established on the basis of universal laws and human
nature ( fetrat): there is no danger that it can be turned into an ideology of
cnslavement. The end must not justify the means.

The aim of Islamic government, in Bani-Sadr’s view, 1s not merely to
prevent one person or one group from monopolizing power, but to do away
with power, to do away with the state as a means of domination. Nation-
alism is a pretext for dividing and oppressing peoples: the offensive army
must purcly and simply be abolished. Only a defensive army should be
organized, but 1t must be organically based in society. | loly war mcans the
fight against idolatry: “We must liberate, that 1s, restore others to their
original nature” (p. 55). This holy war is in reality a permanent revolution
in which there is no “model to imitate” (marja al-taglid): cach man must
discover for himself the cause for which he is fighting.

As may be seen, this surprising political reflection is in truth anarchistic
(in the true sensce of the word). While stoutly maintaining belief in God and
in the revelation, it denies and rejects any domination of man by man, no
matter what the pretext: Bani-Sadr declares himself in favour of spontanéité
organisée, a term that he himself coined to sum up his thinking in the
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French language.™ It was certainly a daring ideology, by which the 1979
constitution was partially inspired in its efforts to put the brake on a shide
towards the dictatorship of a man or a group. In his quality of elected
expert Bani-Sadr played an active part in drawing it up, but refused to sign
the final text of that constitution because of the exorbitant powers granted
to the Guide in the chapter on the “Power of the Religious Jurisconsult”
(velayat-¢ faqih).

"T'he practical application of this pro-spontaneity ideology, however, leaves
something to be desired: Bani-Sadr cannot be blamed for inciting his
supporters to violence, since his rejection of oppression and repression led
him on several occasions to take the side of non-violence, and the setting
up of the Islamic Republic caused him much vexation in this area. Unfor-
tunately, his refusal to go through the mediation of a mass organization and
his overconfidence in his popularity weakened the first Iranian president,
who was notably in confrontation with the Islamic associations gathered
around the Party of the Islamic Republic and its lcader, ayatollah Beheshti.
Alternately hostile to Bazargan, then his ally against the radicals, Bani-Sadr
ended by surrounding himself with the worst political support that a non-
violent man could have chosen by associating himsclf, from September
1980 and up till cighteen months after his exile to France, with the People’s
Mojahedin and their chicf, Mas’ud Rajavi. From his brief passage across
the scene there remains the clear illustration of the difficulty of controlling
a large country by means of dreams dreamed on the golden campuses of
lLuropean universitics and a noble ideal of liberty, in the face of ayatollahs
who are realistic, determined, and sohdly entrenched in the population.

THE IDEOLOGY OF A GREAT SHPI'TE PARTY

The Party of the Islamic Republic represents precisely the opposite of
Bani-Sadr’s political practices. It was founded shortly after the victory of
the Revolution (Ifebruary 1979) by ulema who had been students of ayatollah
Khomeyni at Qom — the ayatollahs and Aogjat o/-eslim Mohammad Beheshu,
Abd ol-Karim Musavi Ardabili (who succeeded Beheshti as president of
the High Court of Justice), ’Ali Khamena’i (Khamenchi, President of the
Republic from 1981 to 1989, then “Guide of the Revolution”), *Ali-Akbar
Hashemi-Rasfanjani (president of the parhament until 1989, then Presi-
dent of the Republic) and Mohammad-Javad Ba-Honar (Prime Minister,

18 Personal conversation, Tchran, February 1979,
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assassinated in 1981). It also included several “laymen,” none of whom rose
to positions of major responsibility, such as Hasan Ayat, Jaldloddin Farsi,
Habibolldh "Asgar-Owladi.

Several distinct ideological currents were associated with the founding of
the PIR, and those tendencies were to be seen in the internal divisions
following Beheshti’s death on June 28, 1981. First, the Federation of Is-
lamic Associations ( Jami’at-ha-ye mo’talefa-ye estami), which came into
being at the beginning of the 1960s and took an active part in encouraging
the uprising of June 1963. Among its members were the organizers of the
assassination of the Prime Minister, Hasan-"Ali Mansur, in January 1965.
Avatollahs Beheshti and Motahhari were among the leaders of these Is-
lamic Associations. The PIR also inherited the remainder of an activist
party, the Party of Muslim Nations (Hezb-¢ melal-e eslami), founded in
1961 by Kazem Musavi Bojnurdi with armed struggle against the Shah’s
dictatorship and the unification of Islamic countrics as its program. This
party had been disbanded, and nearly all its surviving members were in
prison. After the Revolution the majority, for example “Abbas Duzduzani
(Minister of Islamic Guidance in the Raja’i cabinet in 1981), cntered the
PIR, but some, like Hojjati-Kermani, preferred Bani-Sadr’s Tine. A third
large organization, the Hojjatiya group, created around 1955, had as its aim
the ruthless battle against Baha’ism. (For a time this association had been
manipulated by the Shah’s regime to harness the anti-communist and anti-
Baha’i tendencies of religious circles.)"” Breaking with the association’s line,
an influendal splinter of this group, including notably ayatollah Abo’l-
Qasem Khaz’ali (member of the Supervisory Council of the Constitution)
and Dr Velayati (Minister of Foreign Affairs from 1981), rallied behind the
principle of clerical power (veldyat-¢ fagih) and the PIR. Among the non-
clerical leaders of the party, there were also a few ideologists, certain of
whom had inherited from the Mosaddeqist experiment a fierce hostility to
liberal nationalism, and belonged rather in the wake of ayatollah Abo’l-
Qasem Kashani (d. 1961): the ayatollah’s own son, Mahmud Kashani, or
his friend Hasan Ayat (murdered in July 1981), both connected with the
former “Workers’ Party” (Hezb-¢ zahmatkeshan) of Mozaffar Baqa’s Kermani.

This confluence of currents and the backing of respectability imparted
by the participation of known theologians explain why the PIR carried oft

19 A, VALI and S. ZUBAIDA, “Factionalism and Political Discourse in the Islamic
Republic of Iran: The Case of the llujjativeh Society,” FEconomy and Suciety, 14, 2 (May
1985), pp. 139-73; C. VERLEUW “I.Association Ilojjatiyye Mahdaviyye,” in B. Badie and
R. Santuccl, eds, Contestations en pays islamigues, vol. T, Paris, CIHEAM, 1987, pp. 81 116.
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a victory in the first “free” elections of the Assembly of experts entrusted
with the task of drawing up the Consttution. Ayatollah Beheshti was
elected its vice-president; it was he who presided at most of its meetings
and took it upon himself to act as arbiter every time the debates became
bogged down. In January 1980 the PIR appeared to be declining, and lost
the presidential clections for want of a suitable candidate, but in the follow-
ing spring it achieved a crushing victory in the “free” parliamentary elec-
tions. Taking advantage of the revolutionary strength of its fiercest militants,
who diverted to their own benefit the occupation of the American Embassy
by the “Muslim students loyal to the line of the Imam” (November 1979—
February 1981), the PIR eliminated its most threatening enemies, one after
another, notably those calling for a liberal or progressive Islam.

Profoundly weakened by two spectacular murderous attacks which cost
the lives of its most eminent members, in the party headquarters on 28
June 1981 (Beheshti, Mohammad Montazeri, Duzduziani), then on the
offices of the Prime Minister on August 30 (Ba-Honar, Raja’i), and by
individual attacks (Ayat), the PIR managed to surmount difficult hurdles
and maintain an apparent cohesion. In 1986 it dissolved itself at the request
of Khomeyni when he had succeeded in giving a coherent ideological
framework to the institutions of the Islamic Republic. (If it disappeared
without any trouble, it was also because it had never been a true party: that
type of militant association is not suited to the customary ways of thinking
and relations of the Shi'ite clergy.)

The “brain” behind the PIR, who died prematurely in the terrible attack
that destroyed the party headquarters and 100 or so of its most important
members on June 28, 1981, deserves special attention. The martyr ayatollah
Sayyed Mohammad Hoseyni Beheshti, frequently known as Dr Beheshti
because he held a doctorate in theology, was born at Isfahan in 1928 into a
modest clerical family.?” He did the traditional religious studies but at the
same time attended the upper grammar school, including the study of
Furopean languages — French and, mainly, English. After the Second
World War, at Qom, he became a disciple of ayatollah Borujerdi, the great
Shi’ite thinker ’Allama ‘Tabataba’i (d. 1982), and ayatollah Khomeyni.
Enrolled for a theology degree course at the (state) University of Tehran,
he funded his studies by teaching FEnglish. Caught up in the whirlwind of
the nationalist movement, Beheshti, dressed in clerical garb, took part in
the demonstrations in favour of Mosaddeq, whom be did not repudiate.

20 See the posthumous autobiography of Beheshti published in the PIR organ, Jomhuri-
e estami, 13 Tir 1360/July 4, 1981,
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After the coup d’état of August 1953 against Mosaddeq, he became aware
of the urgent need to train good executives to resume and organize the
movement: that would be his life’s work.

Henceforward, Beheshti was simultancously teacher, writer, cducation-
alist, and lecturer. That was how he saw his role as a cleric. In 1963 he took
part from a distance in the revolt led by ayatollah Khomeyni, and after-
wards played an important clandestine role, together with the Islamic As-
sociations, in organizing the struggle during his master’s exile. At the same
tme, with the help of several theologians (including Mohammad-Javad Ba-
Honir), he recast for the Ministry of Education the catechisms taught in
official schools. The Secret police (SAVAK) kept a close eye on him when
he was in contact with the founders of the Organization of the People’s
Mojahedin and the assassins of Prime Minister Mansur. It was at that time,
in 1965, that he was invited to run the mosque in Hamburg, and he left
Iran. For five years he busied himself with the chaplaincy for Iranian
students and traders in Germany: he learned German and travelled widely
in Muslim countries, among other places visiting Najaf where Khomeyni
was in exile.

On returning to Iran, Beheshti continued to exercise his talents as an
organizer, notably in the heart of the Militant Clergy ( Ruhaniyat-e mobdre:z),
and found his natural place among the elites of the Islamic Revolution. He
was handicapped in political action by his use of an abstract clerical lan-
guage that lacked warmth (as opposed to that of ayatollah Talegani), which
hampered his popularity. His most noteworthy work was the creation of
the PIR, and he may be said to have been its principal inspiration. T'he
document setting out the party’s direction, entitled “Our Positions,” was
very probably written by Beheshti himself: the style conveys as much a
pohitical report giving the official ideological line as a theological treatise
on politics as seen by Islam. It contains dogmatic positions and practical
orientations for both the short and the long term.

The work begins with an anthropological definition: according to Islam,
man, who is more than mere matter, endowed with the knowledge of good
and evil, responsible toward his natural environment which he must use
without becoming its slave, is also responsible toward himself, destined for
salvation thanks to the gifts of God, and toward society in which he must
blossom forth by overcoming hostile historical and social currents. There
follows a theoretical exposition of the revelation, the role of the prophets in
telling us of salvation, the justification for the authority of the Prophet
Mohammad and his heirs, the Imams: as it 1s the divine doctrine that saves
us, we need the authority of those to whom the doctrine has been passed



Islamic Revolutionary Thinking 187

on. And today the specialists in the application of the Law are the heirs of
the Prophet and the Imams, they have the knowledge and understanding
(feqk) to reply, in the light of Islam, to the questions facing men in every
era, whence their name fogaha (plural of fagih). Moreover, this is what the
Islamic constitution has stipulated in its fifth article: the veldyat-e fagih
(governorship of the jurist-theologian) allows the assurance of Islamic doc-
trine over all social strata, as both Sunnis and Shi’ites have to submit to it
in the name of reason, in order to achieve the “oneness” of society (rowhidi);
“doctrinal politics” (siydsat-¢ maktabi) causes society to progress towards
the “rule of God,” putting a check on the colonialist argument for the
separation of the political and the religious.”"

Here may be scen the systematic justification of the new regime’s prin-
ciples: it was Beheshti who had the famous article 5 and chapter 8 on the
velayat-e fagih included in the 1979 constitution. In actual fact, he did not
take the initiative in it and would originally have settled for the more
democratic arrangements of a first version of the constitution. But he
rallicd round with conviction and made clear the apparently contradictory
doublc reference to a transcendent principle and popular legitimacy:

Islamic society 1s “democratic,” says the PIR text, since the greater
number of the people have chosen the Islamic doctrine, the constitution,
the Guide (rahbar, fagih), the parliamentary members, and other eligible
persons. But as only the authority of the doctrine guarantees man the
power to be master of his own destiny, there must be no yielding to
demagogy and, without rushing things of course, the desires of the people
that would not be in keeping with Islamic doctrine must be resisted.

Democratie, Islamic government is based on a “council-oriented” sys-
tem (shura), by virtue of the Islamic character of the collegial administra-
tion of power. Flections are secret in order to respect freedom of choice,
but as the political maturity of the people grows there should be a trend
toward making them public. The clergy will play a special role in the
councils, as they are a protection and refuge for the people against dictator-
ship, as has been shown in recent history. It is the duty of the #/ema to be
present whercver their theorctical or practical qualifications predestine them
for public service. But that does not give them any special privilege. Lib-
erty 1s respected in Islamic society, the PIR program goes on, unlike what
is to be seen in the totalitarian regimes of the communist bloc or in
capitalist countries, where an uncontrolled permissiveness, without any

21 “Mavaze’-¢c ma,” F'ehran, PIR, 1981, previously published in Jomhuri-¢ eslami, March
1981 (in Beheshi’s lifetime). Tlere, 1 am giving an analytical résume.
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criterion, removes the very meaning of liberty. Anti-Islamic opinions may
be published, as long as they are accompanied by “sound” (Islamic) views,
so that the reader may analyze both and make his choice. Parties are free,
even if they have no reference to Islam. Those that are against Islam must
not be prohibited unless they threaten Islam: reason, not violence, should
be used to combat them.

Different nationalities and minority cultures must be respected, accord-
ing to the PIR program, but the Islamic connection takes precedence over
all the others, and enables national and racist fanaticism to be neutralized:
all peoples are equal in the Islamic community.

The PIR approves wholeheartedly of the cultural revolution undertaken
in the Islamic Republic, beginning in spring 1980: its aim is to wipe out
the traces of an anti-religious and hegemonic western culture which has
sidetracked Mushims from an awareness of their identity. In all instances,
technical specialization must not be the sole criterion for the recruitment
of the country’s executives: favor should even be shown to those who,
although less educated 1n their field, are Islam’s fervent militants.

The last two delicate areas dealt with in the PIR programme arc justice
and the economy. Apart from the independence of the judiciary authority,
the Islamic justice desired by the PIR and western justice have few points
in common: the party’s program docs not extend far over this problem,
which is tackled elsewhere in a projected penal code put forward to
parliament by the PIR and based on the law of an eye for an cye (gesds). In
this law, which was accepted in broad outline by the Islamic Republic,
reliance is placed on the dissuasive effect of the principles literally set out
in the Koran and in classical Islamic jurisprudence: victims must be
compensated in kind, in camels, sheep, measures of corn, or various
tortures . . . The establishment of the talionic or retaliatory law in Iran 1s in
contradiction not only with the history of justice in that country, since
Islamic precepts have never been applied in such a literalist spirit, but also
with the very wording of the 1979 constitution which, in chapters 3 and 11,
tries to harmonize the principles of Islamic justice with a modern conception
of the law; in particular, the constitution guarantees every citizen the help
of a lawyer before the courts (article 35). The talionic bill makes provision
for corporal punishment, such as public flogging, amputation of a hand, a
foot, gouging out an eye . . . stoning, or simple execution by hanging; but
in certain cases these penalties may be paid, with the agreement of the
plaintiff, in the form of money. The bill also assumes that the testimony of
women, as in Islamic tradition, 1s worth only half that of men. Lastly, lct
us note that in its program the PIR disapproves of the perpetuation of an
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exceptional “revolutionary” administration of justice and wants the judicial
system to be unified without delay.

As regards the economy, the PIR is inimical to extreme solutions: it
refuses to make absolute the right of property-ownership, since that really
applies only to God, according to the theory of contemporary Islamic
ideologists. Beheshti always took a close interest in the problem of property
and the distribution of wealth: the wording of the program resumes his
subtle distinctions over the sources of private property. He also gives us a
vigorous apologia for individual enterprise and recommends the subsidiz-
ing of all family-sized businesses or those with a cooperative system. Here
the PIR clearly assumes the class character of the petite bourgeoisic of the
bazaars, whose ideal of a liberal and protected economy it shares.

Finally, it will be noticed that, with regard to its foreign policy program,
the PIR takes up on its own account the official slogan “Neither I-ast nor
West — Islamic Republic;” by doing se it tries to define Iran’s position from
the starting-point of Islamic revolutionary ideology, setting aside the his-
tory of that nation. Furthermore, Iran is named in the text only when
followed by the paraphrase “liberated part of the country of Islam” (gesmat-
e azdad-shoda-ye mamlekat-e eslam). Was the Iranian entity no longer adequate
to define a political program? Such omission and theoretical negation of the
historic nation openly mocked by the party leaders did nothing to suppress
the tensions with Iranian nationalism that the war with Iraq would have
sufficed to awaken, if there had been any need.

A THINKING CLERIC AND TTIOSE WHO ARE
“CLEAR THINKFRS”

Beheshti’s example is interesting on two counts: firstly, because of his
efforts to give a systematic definition to the government sct up after the
Revolution. Although the new leaders were feeling their way, with many
hesitations, this program proves that there was also a general hine that had
been deliberated upon. Secondly, a cleric with a university degree who
organizes political action is far removed from the ideal type of Islam’s
ulema, whom onc visualizes seated on the ground in the midst of their
students, teaching them the Law of Islam and its perfect paradigm, the life
of the Prophct.

Beheshti was no longer a mulla hunched over traditions, but already a
true mitellectual, if the sociological meaning is applied to this word: the
designer of the central values in his society, offering the public models and
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clues so that it can take its place in the modern world. This English- and
German-speaking mulla, who had traveled the world and had himself
addressed as Doctor, had no cause to be jealous of a Europeanized Iranian
intellectual. They are both rivals but equal in the i1deological market, Per-
meability between the category of clerics and that of westernized intel-
lectuals works in the other direction as well: there arc academics and
writers who do not wear a turban but who nonetheless claim sufficient
competence to hold a discourse on religion and ethics. Facing the modern
cleric is the theologian-intellectual. Here purists denounce the somewhat
“do-it-yourself ” handiwork of those who present themselves as established
producers of discourse on religion and the world.

Whercas, formerly, the stability of traditional institutions guaranteed an
unfailing credibility to those holding a monopoly of authorized religious
discourse, today there is competition and overbidding, for on all sides there
is talk of precepts, principles, interpretation, exegesis, the purity of the mes-
sage, and the danger of eclecticism. T'wo intellectuals, university graduates
- Reza Davari and “Abdolkarim Sorush, for example, who have cach re-
ceived a solid foundation training in religion, but have continued their
theological careers as autodidacts - today debate serious questions, such as
the government’s conformity with Islam, the danger of fascism arising
from the absolutism of clerical power, the threat to Islam of an insidious
westernization . . . And at the same time, in scarcely different venues (uni-
versity campus or mosque), clerics speak ex cathedra of the depraved sexu-
ality of westerners, the illusions of American leaders or the distress of the
Palestinmans.*

THE SERMON? IDEOLOGICAT., MEEDIUM

Because of its overtly secular inspiration and lack of an idcological basis,
the Pahlavi regime had not been able to persuade the Shi'ite clergy to use
their talents to preach collaboration with the state. But the Islamic Repub-
lic, dominated by u/lema, inspired by an eminently clericalist doctrine and
the desire to promote religion as the central value of socicty, had no
difficulty in mobilizing its troops. During the Revolution, the great phases
of the popular movement matched the periods when the faichful most
assiduously attended the mosques to listen to the preaching: Ramadhan

22 Sce Y. RICHARD, “Clerces et intellectuels dans la République islamique d’fran,” in G.
Kepel and Y. Richard, eds, Tntellectuels et militanis de Ulslam contemporain, Paris, e Scuil,
1990, pp. 29 70.
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(August 1978) and Moharram (December 1978). The place for clerical
discourse 1s the sermon, and the most solemn sermon, the one that carries
the most political meaning and weight, belongs to the Friday prayers.

On July 27, 1979, the first Friday in Ramadhan, a few months after the
victory of the Revolution, Imam Khomeyni entrusted ayatollah Taleqani
with the task of leading and preaching at the Friday prayers in Tehran.
T'he place symbolically selected for this gathering was not a mosque. In any
casce what covered building could have allowed several tens of thousands of
the faithful to sit down on a clean floor to listen to the preacher, and then
to prostrate themselves in rows, turned towards Mecca, on a surface as
rigorously flat and clean as tradition prescribes? Necessity forced the
authoritics to make certain arrangements: the prayers were held on the
campus of I'chran University. The material drawbacks (sloping ground,
the impossibility of seeing the preacher and prayer-leader from all points of
the campus, and of protecting the faithful from the sun, wind, rain, etc.)
were minimal compared with the symholic gain: the University of Tehran
was a central place, well situated in the town, where all the values of
“secular knowledge™ and the social promotion of the old regime were
henceforward overturned, rendered aceessible to the lower classes and domi-
nated by a rite formerly proscribed within its enclave. It was the Islamization
of a profane place.

I'o attract attention and maintain dynamism, one must create an event.
The organizers of the Friday prayers understood this very well, at the same
ame carrying on an ancient tradition. The head of the Community, by
virtue of his qualities, is in fact the Friday prayer-leader; he is the spokes-
man and, in his role as preacher, from the height of his pulpit, not only
does he deliver edifying speeches, but also gives orders, takes decisions,
hands out advice on political matters and in general on matters concerning
the Community.* Thus, in post-revolutionary Iran, political lcaders who
come to speak during the course of Friday prayers bring the event itself
with them. They comment, usually in the second sermon (khotha) before
prayers, on the various happenings of the week, summing them up me-
thodically. In the course of the khotha important decisions are announced
regarding the government’s programs, the war, international relations, ne-
gotiations with Iraq or the West. Coming from some wretched suburb, how
can one fail to be fascinated by this rhetoric, which can be listened to live
and free of charge, and which is addressed to the whole world?

There 1s somcthing to suit all tastes in the Friday prayers: it often

23 . PEDERSEN, “Masdyid,” Shorter Encyclopacdia of Istam, s.v.
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happens that the moral exhortation contains unexpected elements of mod-
ern culture. On one such occasion, Hashemi-Rafsanjani conducted a sort of
inquiry into sexuality in the West which served to confirm all conjectures
on the corruption of morals in “Christian” countries. The scabrous details
about these sensitive 1ssues — homosexuality, AIDS, permissiveness and the
catastrophes involved for the family and upbringing of the children — allow
the orator to hold the attention of the faithful, to dramatize the urgent need
for an awakening of consciousness, and to justify at onc and the same time
all the invective against the enemy and the solutions provided by Islam.

Sexual morality is an inexhaustible topic which seems to haunt Islamic
preaching. Metaphors of rape, defloration, prostitution, impurity, adultery,
or incest carry the strongest emotions and immediately transfer to a social
and political content: unassuaged desire, violence, domination, penetration,
suppression, corruption, and disorder.”* Without obvious transition, one
can pass from sexual morality to the political domain, to the need to uphold
the government’s efforts, to protect Islam, all the concomitants of the
aspiration toward security and purity. T'he preacher will then have little
trouble in tackling economic problems and necessary hardships, or in com-
menting on world news. He advises the Americans to change their policies
if they want their hostages in the Lebanon to be freed. For the listener
there are always interesting items in this panorama of current events: it is
as pregnant and engrossing as reading a magazine. The most mundane
matters of everyday life can also be found there — for example electricity or
water cuts, the consequence of immoderate consumption.

In a world where the caliphate no longer existed and the mosque ceased
to be at the centre of things, the khotha lost the connotations and function
that it enjoyed in classic Islam, where it had no competition. The diversi-
fication and secularization of knowledge and gencral culture deprived the
preaching of the ulema of its central and normative character. Political
discourse in Parliament or meetings reached a wider audicence (through the
press or radio), and responded more satisfactorily than a sermon to the
expectations of modern citizens, for whom the mosque was a marginal
place, belonging to the culture of the past.

Although modern media, the press, but chiefly audiovisual media, radio,
tape recordings, cinema, television, have quickly come to occupy an impor-
tant place in today’s Iran, as in many third-world countries, their acceptance

24 See the remarkable analysis, dating from before the Revolution, on preaching in Tran,
by G. THAISS, “The Conceptualization of Social Change through Metaphor,” Journal of
Asian and African Studies, 1-2 (1978), pp. 1 13.
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has given rise to various theological problems (they didn’t exist in the
Prophet’s time! T'hey are often used and controlled by anti-religious elites,
broadcast exciting music or indecent variety shows and, on this account,
many wulema hold them to be works of the devil .. .); pro-development
sociologists or functionaries of the Iranian old regime, however, had scen
them as instruments of the secular trend of westernization and had been in
favor of their more general spread. For the intellectuals, ever eager to break
down the incomprehension and inability to communicate that separated
them from the masses, these media offered only advantages even if) at best,
for want of reaching a wider public, they ensured only an increased repro-
duction of translated culture. The clerics were not hampered by the same
mhibitions when it came to holding forth in public, and if they made full
use of audiovisual media it was because they had been thoroughly prepared
for 1t by the sermon, which they managed to restore in part to the position
it had enjoyed in the past.

The power and influence of the clergy, notwithstanding the negative
prognostications of westernized intellectuals, had not been diminished by
the modernization process; on the contrary, they had been accentuated.
The ineffectualness of a franslated and imported discourse really came to
light when the mullas, abandoning their traditional reserve, came out in-
to the streets of Iranian towns at the head of imposing processions. Closer
to the people, they spoke their language and, above all, they knew how to
speak, for they had been trained in that art in their first years in theological
schools and Iran. The man with the “silver tongue” thus easily won the day
as opposed to the bookish man trained in the university.

Well-read men (intellectuals or clerics) and the public meet in specific
places. The distinction in connotation between sacred and profane places is
an important parameter of the Islamic Revolution. The mosque 1s not only
a place of prayer (its supreme purpose), but also an integrated gathering-
place where the cleric teaches. There are mosques in all towns, all districts
of towns and even in 1solated villages. Their architecture traditionally
compriscs an eyvdn opening on to a courtyard with the basin for ablutions
in the centre. Other walled rooms, sheltered from the cold and rain, allow
meetings to be held in winter weather. The use of the mosque’s space 1s
relatively flexible and versatile: mats and carpets spread on the floor and
folded up when required allow people to carry out the ritual prostrations,
sit in rows to hear a sermon or in a more restricted circle to listen to a
master’s teaching. Apart from meetings for prayer or teaching, the mosque
1s an oasis of silence and tranquillity in the midst of busy streets and noisy
bazaars.
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By contrast, the university presents a modern and complex architecture,
linked with imported (translated) culture, accessible to a handful of the
privileged, with precise and complicated rules, situated in specific places to
which access is controlled. It encloses space adapted to precise uscs, leaving
little room for improvisation. The public has little chance of being wel-
comed there outside the rare programs that may be organized for it. Even
more than school, university evokes a place where one opens one’s intellect
on to the world, chiefly to knowledge and progress coming from the West,
but loses contact with spontaneous popular culture. In short, to resume the
former schematization, where the mosque and its ministers in charge seem
to welcome the public (the nation, Muslims, and their socio-cconomic
problems), the university opens its arms to the outside world, claiming to
be the only body in Iran to have knowledge of it and to impart that
knowledge. The university looks at another world, but one that is immedi-
ate and material; a world beyond the seas rather than beyond death. When
the university indulges in philosophy or metaphysics (i.e. the world bey-
ond this one, religion, spiritual and transcendent phenomena) it does so
less like the mosque, answering spiritual questions and holding a dialogue
with the divine, but rather to address intercultural matters concerning the
West, in the perspective of a dialogue with a geographical “beyond.”

One can therefore understand why the new regime gave priority to
mosques as centres for the diffusion of values and socialization. By becom-
ing almost institutional administrative centres (distribution of rationed goods,
surveillance of the population), they were partly removed from their ped-
estal but efficiently supervised the nation. At the same time, Friday prayers
organized in non-sacred places opened a breach of Islamization in a world
formerly turned exclusively toward the West.

This redistribution of talking-places is instructive. After the Islamic
Revolution there was no longer the same chasm between “clear-thinking”
intellectuals (according to the sense of the Persian expression romshan-fekr,
recalling a connection with our eighteenth-century Enlightenment, the
liberating of the intellect) and clerics who were thinkers. Several reasons
explain this change: the new offices to which the clerics were invited by the
Islamic regime allowed them once more to occupy a central place in socicty
and to rediscover the world; on the other hand, a new generation of intel-
lectuals, who had emerged from traditional circles but had been educated
in the school of modernity, acquired a mastery of intellectual discourse
without giving up their links with Islamic culture; for both sides the world
was there to be reconquered.

It is not quite the same world as in the nincteenth century, dominated by
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the Enlightenment of the West, but a world where the West is in retreat,
Islam is becoming aware of its importance, and the third world has a full
existence. ['he existence of the third world was no novelty for intellectuals
who, for several decades, had followed the struggles of decolonization, the
Vietnam war, the Palestinian problem, the rise of the non-aligned move-
ment, and the fight against underdevelopment. On the other hand, for the
clerics freshly come to power who had to redefine Iran’s position in the
world, the discovery of Nicaragua or Angola, the struggles of Muslims in
the L.ebanon, the Philippines, or Afghanistan, to name but a few “hot
spots,” came as somcthing quite new. They had not waited until they were
leading the country in order to find out about them: since his Iraqi exile,
how could Khomeyni have been unaware of the Palestinian or Lebanese
movements, some of whose protagonists were already resorting to Islamic
reference? Ulema awareness of third-world struggles, when they suddenly
found themsclves in command of a country in conflict with the United
States, allowed them to hold their own against “modern” Iranian intellec-
tuals. After all, the latter were only specialists on the West.

The anti-establishment prestige of the clergy disappeared in the Islamic
Republic: the wlema who had enjoyed great independence in relation to
political power have today partially merged with it. The Friday prayer-
leader is not only the representative of power, he is himself the holder of
that power. The result is an inversion of positions: intellectuals’ relatons
with the West lose their ignominious aspect of complicity with a repressive
world order and assume a positive dimension of participation in modernity,
rendered more tempting by its “forbidden fruit” aura. At the same time,
the strait-jacketed 1deology of the clergy and their excessive recourse to the
opposing categorics of deprived/powerful and pure/impure strip them of
their militant appeal and turn them into proclaimers of negative values.

In short, whereas before the Revolution clerics and intellectuals lived in
separate spheres and only rarely had the opportunity to meet, the Islamic
Republic has greatly increased confrontations between them, in university
or rescarch areas, in the various media where they express themselves, or
in the state’s decision-making centres. The institutional links between the
clerical educational system (howza-ye “elmiya) and the modern university
system, recommended in 1980 by the “cultural Revolution,” have certainly
not yielded results, but the frontiers between the two institutions are no
longer watertight. Numerous counals and commissions give academics the
opportunity to rub shoulders with clerics. The former, if they aceept the
new conditions, may be invited to speak in mosques. And those who, in
total disagreement with the regime, prefer to keep silent, take a greater
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interest than ever in the discourse of the clerics, analyzing the way they
work and keeping a look-out for their weak moments. Lastly, the running
of public affairs by certain clerics, their responsibility during the war with
Iraq for the organization of the nation’s defence, their representation abroad,
those collective tasks for which they must surround themsclves with the
expertise of Iranians who are non-clerical — and sometimes unbelievers —
favour an improved reciprocal understanding between the two learned
bodies, and occasionally doubtless a greater rivalry, even mutual enmity.
The redistribution of roles and partial disappearance of the stereotype of
learned intellectual or cleric are accompanied by the rise of a new category
of thinkers who are more men of action than thinkers, the “Islamist
Engineers.”? Bazargan, a good generation ahead of his time, had already
demonstrated that a specialist in factual knowledge could also become a
kind of verbal militant. In his wake, numerous students from technical
faculties, whose profession brought them into contact with materials rather
than ideas, with industry rather than university, became the pivotal points
in the overturning of values that accompamed the Revolution. "Their tech-
nical know-how, which in itself calls for neither valucs nor tradition, but
mercely for competence, makes it possible to lend credibility to the unlikely
alliance between positive knowledge that transforms the world and super-
natural revelation that touches the hearts of men. The discourse of these
engineers, which is not truly expert on the subject of either [slam or the
West, sometimes appears derisory to us, but their actions outstrip those of
clerics or intellectuals. It is thanks to them that, against all expectations,
after 15 years of revolution and eight years of war Iran has not collapsed.

IDEOLLOGY: A NEW FORM OF RFELIGION

Daryush Shayegan denounced the “ideologization of tradition™ effected in
outstanding fashion by the Islamic Revolution.” In the “common Marx-
ism” conveyed in “diffuse ideologies” he saw the essence of what he con-
sidered a monstrous phenomenon, the “religious revolution.” Shayegan
takes the example of "Ali Shari’ati, the very man who had popularized in
Iran the use of the word “ideology” in the sense of a body of doctrines

25 For this concept, see N. GOLE, “Ingénicurs musulmans et ¢tudiantes voilées en
Turquie: Entre le totalitarisme et 'individualisme,” in Kepel and Richard, Intellectuels et
militants, pp. 167-92. The phenomenon is equally true in Iran.

20 D. SHAYEGAN, Qust-ce quune révolution religieuse?, Paris, Editions dAujourd’hui,
1982, pp. 17911 and 216fT.
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inspired by religious beliefs and guiding social and political action: Shari’ati
compared Islam as ideology, an active application of beliefs, with Islam as
religious culture, the preservation of a heritage of dogmas.” The use of the
term “idcology” is today claimed loud and long by the authorities of the
Islamic Republic. They do not confuse it with “doctrine” (maktab). Through
1deology, militant Islam is in rivalry with political doctrines, whether Marxist,
nationalist, or other. Shari’ati, the idol of young schoolboys and students
before the Revolution, is not quoted one single time in today’s school
textbooks because of merciless censorship, but his discourse which, in the
earlier phase of revolutionary mobilization, filled the hearts and minds of
Islamic militants, strongly shapes the philosophical field of the new re-
gime’s teachers. By over-politicizing religion, Shari’ati had certainly upset
religious order and imposed outlines in which the religious was sometimes
reduced to ideology.

An Iranian catechism published in 1988, intended for children in their
first year of high school (about 15 or 16 years old), begins with a few
interesting definitions which establish the social aim of religious teaching:
it is simultancously maktab (doctrine), jahan-bini (perception of the world,
Weltanschauung) and ideolozhi (ideology).

The knowledge and consciousness that each individual has of the world as it
exists arce called rhe “vision of the world.” The program, the route and the
method we choose for ourselves during our life reveal our “ideology.” | Text-
book note: “ldeology” can be used in two senses, particular and general. In
the partcular sense it is the whole collection of values, duties, obligations,
and prohibitions (system of values), and in the general sense it is the equiva-
lent of the term maktab. For example, when one says “Islamic ideology,” one
means the doctrine of Islam. In precise and scientific discussions, “ideology”
has the particular sense just mentioned, although in everyday conversation
the word has the general sense.] So the vision [or perception] of the world
is what each one perceives and knows of the world and its events, the
ensemble of our awareness of the world of being and of man, while ideology
is the route and method we choose to act in the arena of the world.

T'he whole created by the vision of the world and ideology is our doctrine
[makiabl. This view of the world and human life is called a doctrinal view
[makiabi |. 'The man who thinks on this basis and knows himself to be
committed to realizing the program and ideology of the doctrine 15 called a
maktabi man ®

27 SUARIATI, Ba makhaicb-ha-ye ashena, p. 209.
28 Sce Y. RICHARD, “I.’Enscignement de la religion dans les écoles d’état en Tran,” in
J.-P. Willaime, ed., Univers scolaires et religions, Paris, Cerf, 1990, pp. 107-8.
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Does maktabi mean “doctrinaire”? 1 am tempted to translate it as
“integrist,” a word defining, in Roman Catholicism, the anti-modernist
tendency to return to tradition and insistence on clerical authority in the
face of humanist values. Here is a fine example of the stiffening of a line of
thinking, accentuated by enclosing it in classificatory definitions.

Another religious manual, this time intended for non-Muslim “minori-
ties” (Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians) but written by the Ministry of
Education, also defines monotheistic ideology: life is like a journey, one
must know onc’s destination (that i1s the “vision of the world™), choosc to
2o there and organize one’s trip; the latter stage is the ideology, “the route
or the method we choose in what the world offers to us,” duties, and
prohibitions; the vision of the world and ideology together form the doc-
trine (maktab).”

Shayegan’s analysis would thus scem justified: we have here, consciously,
the reduction of the religious message to a system of thought and action,
a closed doctrine reduced to its utilitarian function. The transcendent
dimension of religion is not denied, but the room left for meditation, wor-
ship, personal prayer, and the personal relationship with God is necessarily
diminished by the importance given to the social dimension, to the collec-
tive efficacy of religion. Anyhow, this is how the writers of the Islamic
Republic’s religious manuals justify their unlikely undertaking of publish-
ing common monotheistic catechisms for “minority” (non-Muslim) pupils.
Of course, there are similar points in the beliefs of Jew, Christians, and
Muslims, and even, if one is loose about definitions, in those of Zoroastri-
ans. But what matters to the authorities of the Islamic Republic is not the
rediscovery of an Abrahamic or prophetic ecumenism . . . it is to prevent
Iranian “minorities,” if left to their own devices, from being tempted to
abandon every religious belief and turn to secular ideologics. The Arme-
nian catechism in Iran, if left to the Armenians; would form pan-Armenian
nationalists or — worse still — Marxists, as Armenian leaders are suspected
of putting religious values well behind national values. They need to be
saved from this by having the debased form of religion known as ideology
imposed upon them.

RELATIONS BETWEEN SHIPITES ANID SUNNIS

It was not surprising that the regime set up in Iran after the Revolution
should have difficult relations with non-Muslims, who had certainly fitted

29  RICHARD, “I’Enscignement de la religion,” p. 108.
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in better with the secularly inclined prin‘ciples of the Shah’s era. But one of
the paradoxes of the Islamic Republic is its awkwardness in defining its
relations with Sunni Muslims. This in fact was the test of non-sectarianism
that all radical Muslims outside Iran were waiting for to rally to the
Khomeynist regime: if the new Iranian rulers wanted — as they maintained
— to export their Revolution, they must prove that it was not confined to
Shi’ites alone, and resume on their own account the efforts displayed since
the nineteenth century with the pan-Islamism of Jamaloddin al-Afghani
(Asadabadi) to restore a common universal dimension to the various Mus-
lim denominations,

It has already been noted, whether in respect of the 1979 constitution or
the program of the Party of the Islamic Republic, that the intent to open
out to the Sunnis clashed with the necessities of mobilizing the Shi’ites,
and that the latter depended heavily on the use of specifically Shi’ite
themes such as the commemoration of Hoseyn’s martyrdom or the messianic
expectation of the Imam’s return.” When during his lifetime Imam
Khomeyni gave a speech directly centered on a Shi'ite theme, the Arab
press, ordinarily reticent toward the Iranian Revolution, happily reproduced
it on the front page in translation and without comment: that was enough
to discourage from the Islamic Republic any undecided Sunnis who might
be drecaming of having a similar experiment in their own country.

Attempts at a rapprochement between Shi’ites and Sunnis do not date
from the 1979 Revolution.’' The degree of opposition between the two
Muslim sects varies notably as regards schools of law: the Hanbalite Sunnis
and, in particular, the Wahhabis are far more closed toward a dialogue with
the Shi’ites than are the Shafi’ites or Hanafis; in return, certain Shi’ites
(chiefly the Ismailis, the Aga Khan’s faithful) are much more reluctant than
the T'welvers - with whom this book is concerned — to pray with Sunnis.
Ag carly as the eighteenth century, Nader Shah had attempted to reduce
Shi’ism to the level of a fifth legal school of Islam, which he had called
Jafarite, after the Sixth Imam, Ja’far al-Sadeq. Was his aim to lessen the
tensions between Iran and its Sunni neighbours (Afghans and Uzbeks to
the cast, Ottomans and Turks to the west), or to make a clear distinction
between himself and the Safavid dynasty which he had just supplanted, to

30 Sec above, ch. 4; 15 SIVAN, *“Sunni Radicalism in the Middle Fast and the [rantan
Revolution,” International Journal of Middle Last Studies, 21, 2 (1989), pp. 22ff; W. ENDL,
“Sunni Polemical Writings on the Shi’a and the Iranian Revolution,” in D. Menashri, ed.,
The Tranian Revolution and the Muslim World, Boulder, Colo., San Francisco, and Oxford,
Westview Press, 1990, pp. 219 32.

3V ENAYAT, Modern {slamic Political Thought, pp. 30--51.
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which Iranians owed their Shi’ism? It seems chiefly that, in purely prag-
matic fashion, he saw the need to erase his Shi’ite origins the better to
establish his legitimacy as sovereign among the Sunni populations of his
vast empire, where Shi’ites were only a minority.”? Of his great reform,
which he had solemnly ratified in 1743 by theologians from all the Muslim
schools, nothing remained, after his assassination in 1747, except the ban
on the invectives against the first three caliphs, which had become ritual in
Iran since the time of Shah Esma’il at the beginning of the sixteenth
century. Henceforward Shi’ite authorities would officially recognize the
legitimacy of Abu Bakr, ’Omar and *Othman as caliphs, i.c. the Prophet’s
SUCCESSOTS.

LLuropean interference, starting from the nineteenth century, made Muslim
divisions seem ridiculous and, according to anticolonial militants, sought to
make use of those divisions and sectarianism in order to achieve greater
domination over the population. The first to realize this danger and apply
a remedy was Jamiloddin Afghani: born a Shi’ite (as he was Iranian from
the region of Hamadan), he had no hesitation in posing as a Sunni Afghan
and carrying on from Istanbul, capital of the Ottoman Empire, a lively
propaganda campaign for the unity of Islam and the strengthening of
caliphal power. This activity was inspired not so much by the desire to
bring Muslims spiritually closer, to reflect on the errors of the past and the
unity of the Community of believers, as by the urgent political need to
gather all Muslim forces together to face up to colonial enterprises.

The most fruitful line of Muslim reformism, begun by Afghani himself
and his Egyptian disciple Mohammad *Abdoh (d. 1905), did not lead in the
direction of a reconciliation between Sunnis and Shr’ites, but rather in the
direction of an anti-Shi’ite fundamentalism, a return to the beliefs held by
the “ancestors” of the faith (salaf, whence the name of the movement, the
salafiya) and a stripping away of everything, in the later tradition, that gets
in the way of reason, thus notably some beliefs that encumber Shi’ism.

Rashid Ridha, an eminent successor to Afghani and ’Abdoh until his
death in 1935, wrote a work in two volumes on “Sunnism and Shi’ism.”*
He believed, says Hourani, that it was essential to unite Shi’ites and Sunnis,

32 AL EQBAL, “Vasiga-ve cttchid-e eslim-¢ nader?” (Nader’s Commitment to the Unity
of Islam), Yadegar, 4, 6 (csfand 1326/1948), pp. 43-55; 1.. LOCKIIART, Nadir Shuh,
T.ondon, Luzac, 1938; 11. ALGAR, “Shi’ism and Iran in the Lighteenth Century,” in T,
Naff and R. Owen, eds, Studies in Eighteenth Century Istamic History, Carbondale and
I'dwardsville, Tll. and London, Austin, 1977, pp. 288-302.

33 See A. HOURANI, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798 1939, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1962 (new cdn, 1970), pp. 23011
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and that it was possible on two conditions: that both parties collaborated on
the points over which they were in agreement and forgave each other for
those on which they diverged; that when a member of one Community
offended another, a member of his own group should respond. Alongside
these fine sentiments, each time a problem cropped up to tarnish inter-
denominational harmony, Rashid Ridha was quick to blame the Shi’ites
and attribute infamous motives to their leaders. In his eyes, Shi’ism was a
jumble of legends and illicit innovations; its leaders prevented the unity
of the Islamic world by their cupidity and desire for fame; this sect came
from a doctrinal divergence that did not exist in the era of the “ancestors
of the faith” — therefore suspect — and from the manipulations of the first
“converted” Jews (who “denatured” Islam . ..). As Hourani notes, one
guesses that despite his theoretical attempts at rapprochement, Rashid Ridha
had rather strained relations with the Shi’ites.

However, lines of communication between the two great families of
Islam were not altogether blocked. In fact, the best flow of understand-
ing passed through this fundamentalist reformism of the salafiya. Little
known because it was rejected by the majority of the Shi’ite clergy and had
difficulty in making itself heard in a period of intense secularization in
Iran, a brilliant Shi’ite reformism, indirectly influenced by Mohammad
’Abdoh and Rashid Ridha, left its mark on a whole generation of Tranian
intellectuals between 1921 and 1941, Its best representative is Shari’at
Sangalaji, a Shi’ite theologian who had read the works of the Egyptian
reformers and had been impressed by Hanbalite Wahhabism, scveral of
whose rules he adopted (the rejection of graves protruding above ground
level, minarets . .. )."

It is doubtless dangerous to put ’Ali Shari’ati in the same line as Sangalaji,
but his desire to declericalize Islam draws them closer on more than one
count. For him, agreement with Sunm Islam stems from opposition to a
degenerate form of Shi’ism — what he terms the “Shi'ism of the Safavids.”
He gives a caricatural example of the latter, where a Shi’ite author goes so
far as to drag the caliph ’Omar through the mud, calling him the offspring
of an incestuous line . . . This infamy is broadly the same as that inflicted
clsewhere on Shi’ism by a triumphant Sunnism: a destructive contempt
that slams the door on dialogue. In the face of this Safavid clericalism, so
Shari’ati tells us, there are Shi’ite theologians who have won the respect of

34 Sce above, ¢h. 4 and Y. RICHARD, “Shari’at Sangalaji: A Reformist Theologian of
the Rida Shah Period,” in 8. A. Arjomand, cd., Authority and Political Culture tn Shi’ism,
Albany, SUNY Press, 1988, pp. 17211,
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the Sunnis. Beside ayatollah Hoseyn Borujerdi (a great Iranian spiritual
leader, d. 1961), he mentions notably Iranians CAbd ol-Hoseyn Amini,
ayatollah Mazandarani), Lebanese (Mohsen Amin Jabal-Ameli, Javad
Magniya) and Iragis (Mohammad-Hoseyn Kashef ol-Qetd). A book pub-
lished in Persian by an institute for the rapprochement of Muslims (Dar oi-
tagrib) gives large extracts from books written by these personalities on the
same ecumenical theme.¥ The craftsmen of the rapprochement praised by
Shari’ati include, on the Sunni side, eminent sheikhs such as Sheikh Shaltut,
Grand Mufti of Cairo and rector of al-Azhar, who in 1959 made the study
of Ja’farite (Shi’ite) jurisprudence permissible in that great Sunni univer-
sity. According to our author, the significance of working in that direction
was obvious in an era when the Muslim world, divided in the face of
colonialism and neo-colonialism, was no longer conscious of its unity as a
Community of believers.

Shari’ati thus desired a rapprochement with Sunni Muslims, which is not
to say that he had abandoned or underestimated the essenually Shi'ite
arguments with which his work teems: the need of the Community to have
an Imam at 1ts head, the exemplary value of Imam Hoseyn’s martyrdom,
Imam ’Ali’s outstanding sense of justice, the dynamic wait for the return of
the Imam . . . Certain Mushm translators have had little compunction in
rendering Shari’ati insipid and hardly recognizable: with the probable in-
tention of acting as apologists, they have tried to present an image of him
that would be acceptable to Sunnis, glossing over the too explicitly Shi’ite
aspects of his work and keeping only the general writings on Islam. Such
distortion must not lead astray anyone seeking to understand those aspects
specific to pre-revolutionary Shi’ite thinking.”

The rapprochement of Shi’ites and Sunnis therefore has a history. Even
if it still clashes with age-old customs, it was not invented in 1979 by the
Iranian Islamic Republic.”” Khomeyni himself, moved by a desire to unify

35 A SVHIARDATI, Tushayyo e “alavi va Tashayyo™e safavi (Collected Works, vol. 1X),
"T'chran, Tashayvo’, 135971980, pp. 72 88, 248ff; M. M. }. FISCHER, lran: From Reli-
atous Dispute to Revolution, Cambridge, Mass. and London, Harvard University Press, 1980,
n. 178.

36 Sce for example ’A. SITARIU AT (trans. [ Algar), On the Soctology of Islam, Berkeley,
Mizan Press, 1979.

37 SIVAN, “Sunni Radicalism,” [JMIS, 21, 2 (1989), pp. 1-30; W. ENDI) “Sunniten
und Schiiten im 20. Jahrhundert,” Sueculum 36, 2-3 (1985) pp. 187-200; idem, “Sunni
Polemical Writings on the Shi'a and the Iranian Revolution,” in 1), Mcnashri, cd., The
tranian Revolution and the Mustim Warld, pp. 219-32; wdem, “1ie Azhar, Saih Saltut und die
Schia,” in W. Diem and A. Falaturi, eds, XXV, Deutscher Orientalistentag (vom 26. bis 30,
September in Kiln): Ausgewahlte vortrige, Stuttgart, Franz Steiner, 1990, p. 308 8.
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the Muslim Community, appreciably cooled the interdenominational po-
lemic by acknowledging (something the Shi'ites had not done since the
eightecenth century) the virtues of the first two caliphs, Abu Bakr and
’Omar: “His first two successors maintained the Prophet’s line of conduct
in their personal and public life, although in other aspects they infringed
that rule to the point where the patent deviations of ’Othman’s era became
manifest, deviations that have today forced us into this dreadful situation
[the division of Muslims and the meddling of colonial powers].”*

The third caliph was not reinstated: was it not his government that had
brought about the conflict between his clan (the Omayyads) and "Al’s? But
Khomeyni did not stop there. In order to make contact between Shi’ites
and Sunnis easier, he gave his imitators permission to pray behind a Sunni
Imam. That apparently harmless reform facilitated an interdenominational
rapprochement at the very time of the annual pilgrimage to Mecca and later
on the occasion of visits by Sunni personalities to the Iranian Islamic
Republic.

Mention has already been made of the insoluble contradiction between
discourse of universal scope, aiming to gather together all Muslims into
one Community of which Khomeyni was to be the first head, and the
mobilization of the people over sometimes exclusively Shi'ite subjects.
Those contradictions, for the Iranian regime having to shoulder them,
brought both internal and external political difficulties: the difficulty of
integrating into the national community ethnic groups which for the most
part were Sunni, such as the Baluchi tribe in the south-east, certain Arab
tribes of Khuzistan and a large part of the Kurds and Turkomans in the
north. Cultural centralism and leveling out by means of the Persian lan-
guage in these poor provinces thus now assumed a denominational hue.
Obligatory declarations of allegiance preserved birternesses that Shi’ite
triumphalism could not appease. It is in these peripheral regions, notably
between the T'urkomans and Kurds that the bloodiest clashes since the
victory of the Revolution have taken place.

Apart from the strictly political and ideological implications, there is
more direct interference in private life that can only hurt the Sunnis. On
the political level, it 1s the recognition of a government which proclaims the
supremacy of the hidden Imam and agrees to govern only while awaiting
the return of this Imam — a heresy for the Sunnis. The supreme instance
of this regime, the “Guide,” 1s defined on the basis of a typically clerical
and Shi’ite structure (the mojiaheds elected to the Council of Experts are

38 R. KHHOMWVYNI, Felayat-¢ fagih, new edn, T'chran, Amir Kabir, 1357/1979, p. 56;
trans. 1. Algar, Islam and Revelution, Berkeley, Mizan Press, 1981, p. 57.
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charged with the task of designating the ayatollah who will succeed the
Guide). In public, are the Sunnites not obliged frequently to pray behind
a Shi’ite mulla and respond to a call to prayer to which is added the phrase
“’Ali is next to God” (Alian vali-ol-Lah, in which vali can just as easily
express one who is close to divine love as one who is close to the power of
God)? In school, are their children not bound to learn religion from text-
books that have certainly been produced with Sunnis in mind, but have
been emended, if not written, by Shi’ites? T'hese books say nothing on the
historic foundations of the caliphate or the origin of sectarian disscnsions at
the time of the Prophet’s death.”

Outside Iran, those contradictions made it difficult to carry out the Revo-
lutton’s ambitious programme of ideological exportation. The constitution
explicitly states that Iran will defend “the rights of all Muslims” (article
152) and “will give its support to the legitimate fight of the underprivileged
for their rights against the powerful in every region of the world” (article
154). Despite the overall favorable response that the Revolution reccived in
Muslim countries, at least in the heart of Islamist movements, it must be
admitted that the outcome is not as brilliant as the Iranian leaders had wish-
ed, and that their influence has been exercised mainly in Shi’ite regions.

It 1s not that the basic inspirations lack points in common: denouncing
the compromise of elites professing to be Muslim (including the wlema)
with governments giving their allegiance to the West or materialist ideolo-
gies, replacing nationalist ideologies and corrupt potentates with the sover-
eignty of the Islamic Law (the shari @), working toward the return of a
political structure common to all Muslims, restoring the rights of Muslims
wherever they have been subjected by violence to a foreign law, notably in
Palestine . . . Common ideological writings, however, are restricted by the
incompatibility of respective references, which explains the slowness or
rarity of translation of these authors from Arabic into Persian or vice versa.
How can one call upon ’Ebn Teymiya, the destroyer of the Shi’ite “her-
esy,” if one wants to join forces with the Shi’ites? How can one take "Ali
and Hoseyn as models par excellence if one wants to associate with those
who fought against them?

PIL.GRIMAGE AND ITS IDEOLOGY

The place for testing out the policy of exporting the Khomeynist revolu-
tion was the annual pilgrimage that Muslims make to Mccca, the hajj.

39  RICHARD, “I’Lnscignement de la religion,” p. 97.
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Most Islamist authors recommend, as did Shari’ati, that this gathering
should be transformed into a kind of annual political congress for Muslim
peoples.™ The essence of its justification, they say, is to bring together at
the same time believers from all parts of the globe so that they can get to
know and help onc another. As early as January 1971, from his Iraqi exilc,
Khomeyni had had tracts distributed to Iranian pilgrims to Mecca, saying:

O dear Muslim nation gathered together here in the place of the revelation
to tulfil the rites of pilgrimage, it is up to you to seize this opportunity to
take counscel together and find solutions to resolve the community’s prob-
lems [the interference of colonial powers] . .. Open your ears to the prob-
lems of each Muslim nation as it sets them out itself, and leave no stone
unturned in vour efforts to resolve them together .. ¥

Khomeyni next inveighs against those who, on the occasion of the pil-
grimage, distribute defamatory anti-Shi’ite pamphlets and seek to divide
Muslims. He then presents problems pecuhar to Iran, the reasons for his
struggle against the Shah’s regime. This new approach, which did not
seem to call the Saudi dynasty into question and provoked no police clamp-
down, was a precedent. After the setting up of the Islamic Republic mes-
sages intended for the pilgrims were more of a threat to the equilibrium of
the region and in particular the Saudi kingdom. The traditional discipline
of mental dissimulation or discretion (tagtya), which had allowed Shi’ites
to pass through unremarked, was over and done with. The first direct
clashes with the Saudi police occurred in 1981, leading to the death of an
Iranian. But more serious troubles with the forces of order erupted in 1987,
when over 400 pilgrims lost their lives, at least half of them Iranian. IFor
Iranian Shi’ites, boycotting this pilgrimage in the years following the trag-
edy up to 1990 made contact and propaganda among non-Shi’ite Muslims
no casier. Redoubled propaganda against Wahhabi Saudis suddenly revi-
ved the isolation of the Shi'ites: other Muslim militants certainly have
more than one reason to reproach the dynasty that guards the holy places,
but the specifically Shi'ite grievances put forward by the Iranians here
contribute [ittle to obtaining a good reception for their arguments from the
Sunnis.

40 Sce for example on Sayyed Qotb, O. CARRE, Mystique et politigue, Paris, Presses de
la I'NSP/Cerf, 1984, p. 200.

41 Text in Sd . RUHANI, Nohzat-¢ Fmam Khomeyni, vol. 11, Tchran, 136471985,
pp. 99511, trans. 1. Algar, fslam and Revolution, pp. 1956T. On the problem of the Aay under
the Islamic Republic, sce M. KRAMER, “La Mecque: La Controverse du pélérmage,”
Maghreb-Machrek, 122 (October-December 1988), pp. 38-52.
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Khomeyni directly challenged Saudi control over Mecca and Medina
which, in his opinion, belonged to all Mushms and should remain frecly
accessible to everyone. Something elsc was at stake here, apart from the
quarrel between Sunnis and Shi’ites: the upsurge of non-Arab Islam and
the role that Iran, together with other Muslim countries in Asia, is entitled
to play in organizing the pilgrimage. In the Indian subcontinent there are
250 million Muslims, more than in all the Arab countrics put together, and
Indonesia, with 150 million Muslims, is the largest Muslim country in the
world . . . In 1979 28 percent of pilgrims to Mecca came from Asiatic non-
Arab countrics, and 41 percent in 1984. In 1987, although they are rela-
tively close to Mecca, the Arab countries had only 401,000 pilgrims in all,
that is, fewer than half the total, and this disproportion is becoming more
pronounced.” So even if the revolutionary message was no longer getting
through, because of the temporary boycott on the pilgrimage by the Islamic
Republic, the challenge to Saudi Arabia’s role as custodian of the holy
places could well be resumed with even more virulence after the war of
winter 1991. The geopolitical development of Muslim peoples is heading
in this direction. Saudi legitimacy, upheld by the American military, has
lost its prestige, and guardianship of the holy places, for which one imag-
ines there will soon be a vacancy, is a coveted position.

Confirmation of the Iranians’ hegemonic stake in their misfired opcerations
in Mecca arrived belatedly, some months before Khomeyni’s decath, when
the Imam published his famous religious decree ( farva) on The Satanic
Verses, causing such an upset in the West. It was above all to those Asian
Muslims that the condemnation of Salman Rushdic was addressed, in
February 1989: it was less a matter of an anti-western operation than of an
astute maneuver to recover a movement that had gone clsewhere and that
the ulema of Saudi Arabia did not dare to touch. By anathemadzing the
“apostate” author of The Satanic Verses, Khomeyni was killing two birds
with one stone: he was proving, contrary to Saudi propaganda, that Shi’ites
were truly strict Muslims, concerned with defending the integrity of the
Koran and the respect due to Mohammad. He was cqually setting himself
up - and this was confirmed at the Islamic Conference in Medina where
only the Iranian representative dared to uphold the traditional point of
view — as the sole effective protector of the Islamic faith in the face of the
West's intrigues.

42 S. ZIEGHIDOUR, La Vie quotidienne a La Mecque de Mahomet @ nos jours, Paris,
Hachette, 1989, pp. 4381f.
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IS SHI'ISM REVOLUTIONARY?

Revolutionary Shi’ism is increasingly taking on the appearance of an ideo-
logy: since it was in this denomination of Islam that the most spectacular
revolution inspired by Islam triumphed, one is entitled to wonder if that
revolution in a Shi’ite country was a mere chance of history, or whether an
intrinsic connection really cxists between this religion and the idea of
violent political change. Is Shi’ism - in a word — revolutionary?

We must first of all dispose of an ambiguity: one is revolutionary when
one wants to upset a social order to change the structure of its ruling
power; in this sense, every militant who tries to realize his ideas to the very
last is a revolutionary, whether Marxist, Muslim, or Buddhist. We know
that the most revolutionary, even the Stalinists, sometimes behave worse
than the "Fsars as soon as they are in power themselves. But among those
who do not hesitate to upset social relations completely, and turn economic
structures upside down, some, paradoxically, fear the disrupting of order
because, n their view, revolution means restoring to natural order the
disorder created by man. Muslim revolutionaries belong rather to that
second category: they seck to restore the order of nature made by God and
sent astray by man’s ingratitude (kofr). Among them the Shi’ites stand out,
certainly, on more than once point.

Some distinctive theological features of Shi'ism take on a particular
emphasis as soon as they are used in a politcal context: the eschatological
wait for the saviour-Imam (the “great cvening”), the justification of rebel-
lion against an iniquitous government, scerecy and clandestinity, obedience
to a religious leader chosen by oneself. Not one of these elements exists in
Sunnism, and cach is liable either to a completely mystic interpretation, or
to become laden with emotion and acquire an irresistible force, even in
politics. And as the example of Khomeyni himself bears witness, are not
revolutionary effectiveness and charismatic value amplified by the mystic
aspecet of belief? Khomeyni blessing the crowds literally fascinated his
public, and any words uttered by him when he was thus stretching out a
pacifying hand took on the importance of an oracle. At the very beginning
of the revolutionary disturbances in 1978, a friend of mine, one morning
before dawn entering a mosque in the south of Tehran (CAbd ol-"Azim’s
mausoleum) where he had a family tomb, was surprised to find in the
prayer hall believers who appeared to be meditating; discreetly drawing
near, he heard them murmuring political slogans hostile to the Shah. How
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could it have occurred to any police to track down at that hour of the
morning, in a mosque, such well-behaved and inoffensive demonstrators,
who nevertheless were preparing for the most merciless battles?

The paradox of Shi'ism is that this revolutionary potential is not left to
its own devices, but channeled as much as possible through the clergy.
Among all the radical Islamist groups, the Shi’ites arc the only ones to
accept ulema into their ranks and give them a deciding role.* The persons
most hostile to clerical power, like Shari’ati, are the first to want the ulema
to be replaced by enlightened guides who will lead the people, for the latter
are supposed to be incapable of emancipating themselves by their own
efforts. In this sense, if the ultimate aim of the Islamic movement is to hand
over power to a social category concerned first and foremost with order, in
no way can it be called revolutionary. It is true that not all Shi’ite militants
desire this rerouting, and some long for the continuation of a social revo-
lution that they consider unfinished. FFar from being a mechanism for
revolution, Shi’ite theology is a tangle of themes of social break-up and
ghmpses of transcendency.

Can it be said that the leaders of the Iranian Revolution “have the same
conception of the Shi’ite Community as Marx had of the prolctariat: a
particular group realizing the emancipation of the whole of humanity™? Is
Shi’ism, “in thought as in practice, the avant-garde of the global Islamic
revolution”?* It is certain that Khomeynist discourse does not stop at
Iranians or Shi’ites, and that the internal logic of the movement he un-
leashed seeks to enlarge the circle of those who will be saved by his mes-
sage. It 1s a universal doctrine, of which Khomeyni felt himself to be the
guardian, and his desire for hegemony flowed from the liberating cause
whose servant he claimed to be.

A NEW FORM O NATIONALISM?

Outside Iran, revolutionary Shi’ites were obliged to admit that their “Per-
sian connection” hampered them on two counts: as an ethnic barrier (their
Iranian, as opposed to Arabic or Islamic, nature) and as a denominational
barrier (Shi’ism versus Sunnism). One of the most fruitful effects of the
Iranian revolution was indeed the effacement of classic nationalist ideology,
ousted by Islamism.

43 SIVAN, “Sunni Radicalism,” pp. 9--11.
4+ O. ROY, “Le Facteur chiite dans la politique extéricure de Vlran,” Central Asian
Survey, 9, 3 (1990), p. 59.
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Relations between nation-states and transnational ideologies are by their
very nature strained. They are even more so with Islam, which since its
origins has drcamed of gathering together all believers into one united
political entity. For two centuries colonization and then chiefly decolonization
have continued to distance Muslims from this dream. The term mellat,
which originally meant a religious community to distinguish it from others
(the community of Islam compared with that of Christians or Jews, ctc.),
gradually came to mean, at first in the Ottoman world and then in Iran,
ethnic and political groups formed since the nineteenth century in reaction
to European interference and by mimicry of western nations.” In this
context, endless misunderstandings and conflicts set “nationalists” against
“Islamists.”

The Iranian constitutionalist revolutionaries of the beginning of the
twentdeth century employed the inexact term mellar to designate their
identity as a people demanding their share of power, and named their
parliament Majles-e shurd-ye melli, “National Parliamentary Assembly,”
recalling that the 1906—7 constitution was concerned with the people’s
rights. The adjective melli created difficulties at that time because of its
paradoxically secular connotations: the demonstrators who occupied the
gardens of the British legation, for example, rejected the imperial cdict
convoking an “Islamic” (es/dmi) parliamentary assembly, holding that this
term allowed the exclusion of so-called “unbelievers” and members of non-
Muslim minorities. In their view, the term melli therefore integrated them
all into one single body without any denominational nuance. Demand for
a national identity resulted in a reappraisal of the term mellat, the bearer of
collective democratic legitimacy in the face of the apparatus of state or
interference from abroad. Indeed, that meaning was to prevail, for example
to designate “nationalizations” (melli-shodan) and the great nationalist struggle
(nahzat-e melliy of the 1950s against the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company which
Mosaddeq, in fact, nationalized.

In 1952 the breakaway of the religious wing of the National I‘ront
( Jebha-ye melli), which confirmed the one already effected by the radical
Islamists (the Feda iyan-e eslam), was a foretaste of the rivalry that erupted
during the lslamic Revolution. But this time, in 1979, the nationalists
no longer had the strength to resist. Whereas in the pre-revolutionary
phase many western observers — and chiefly the BBC, much listened to in

45 Y. RICITARD, “Du nationalisme a Pislamisme: Dimensions de Uidentite ethnique en
Iran,” in J.-P. gard, cd., Le Fait ethnigue en Iran et en Afghanistan, Paris, CNRS, 1988,
p. 270.
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Iran — envisaged an important role for the Mosaddeqists, who numbered
some outstanding personalities, from Shapour Bakhtiar to Mchdi Bazargan,
by way of Abo’l-Hasan Bani-Sadr, these representatives of nationalist lib-
cralism were scen to fall one by one. When the Islamic Republic had gained
control of all the central institutions and banned the majority of nationalist
organizations and their newspapers, the last nationalist public demonstra-
tions were a fiasco: instead of convincing liberals that they represented a
sufficient force and ought to unite, they were occasions for violence and a
complete rout of the nationalist camp. The final permitted meetings took
place in March 1981. The one organized by Mehdi Bazargian and the
Movement for the Liberty of Iran was turned into uproar by young ex-
tremists claiming to act for the Feda iyan-e¢ eslam. 'The other, arranged by
President Bani-Sadr on the campus of Tehran University to commemorate
the death of Mosaddeq, was marked by violent clashes that ended in Bani-
Sadr’s downfall. *

The last chance was snatched from the nationalists on Monday, June 15,
1981. On that day the National Front and the Movement for Liberty in
Iran, mobilized to defend the rights of man, called for a peaceful demon-
stration in the centre of Tehran against the bill concerning the retahiatory
law, then under discussion in parliament. In reality, they also wanted to
show support for President Bani-Sadr by a mass gathering, on the eve of
the exceptional parliamentary debates due to commence on the morrow on
the matter of his dismissal. Khomeyni immediately opposed the demon-
stration, condemning as a renegade anyone who obeyed a nationalist ide-
ology. Bazargan, whose knowledge of Tslam had just been called into question
in a series of articles by Jalaloddin Farsi in the PIR’s daily newspaper, was
the first to surrender by cancelling the call to demonstrate. A counter-
demonstration of hezhollahi at once took place and the handful of middle-
class nationalists who had timidly prepared to march remained on the
pavements, spectators of their own defeat.

The patriotic outburst against Iraqi aggression in September 1980
shows that Shi’ite revolutionaries were not uncomfortable at belonging to
a national state.”’ Khomeyni himself set the tone by calling for the defense
of the homeland (vatan) “dearer than very life,” extolling the martyrdom of
those who would thus serve the cause of Islam. Since the Taw of Islam

46 Y. RICHARD, “The Relevance of ‘Nationalism’ in Contemporary Lran,” Middle-East
Review, 21, 4 (Summer 1989), pp. 27 36.

47 J. P. PISCATORI, Islam in a World of Nation-Staites, Cambridge, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1986, p. 114
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applied in Iran, was there in fact any difference between defending the
homeland and defending the faith?

May your lives be hallowed [declared Khomeyni on March 22, 1982 to
encourage Iranian volunteers at the nme of the recapture of Khorramshahrf,
brave fighters and soldiers in the path of God who have safeguarded the
honor of Islam, made the Iranian nation illustrious and raised the heads of
those committed to the way of God. The great Iranian nation [mellat-¢
bozorg-e Iran| and the children of Islam are proud of you, who have placed
vour homeland [mihan-e khod | on the wings of angels and raised it aloft
among all the nations of the world |melal-e jahdn].

Here we face two realities: on the one hand, the defense of the nation,
per se, now mobilizes among the population only those elements bewildered
by the political evolution, those who are the least dynamic; and on the
other, the defense of Islam incorporates that of the nation and goes even
further. Mosaddcegist nationalists are overtaken by a discourse stronger
than their own, and one which is a better match for the aggression felt:
defending the quality of being Iranian when it is not being threatened
attracts no one, and turning the struggle for liberties or human rights into
a political theme is to relegate to secondary importance the political or
economic influence and interference of imperialist powers. When the Is-
lamist militants express scorn they show that, in their eyes, the true ur-
gency lies not in the defense of national feeling or individual liberties, but
in the reinstatement of an identity stolen, perverted, subjugated by the
world of economics and the world of culture. To confront the stereotype of
the arrogant, materialist, depoliticized westerner, with his internationalized
mediocre culture, the Islamic Revolution has recourse to parts of the cul-
tural heritage that go deeper than national sentiment and the humanist
ideal. This does not mean that attachment to Islam is significant only as
regards identity, but religious feeling has more efficacy than an appeal to
reason as a means of social mobilization in a revolutionary situation. It is
less a matter of a rebirth of faith (which did not cease to exist) than of
making use of [slam for sclf-protection following the weakening of tradi-
tional social structures. Confronted with the ideals of the “nationalists,”
humanist and noble but abstract, Islamists resort to more evocative meta-
phors to denounce their dispossessed situation vis-a-vis imperialism: viola-
tor, devourer of the planet, sucker of the nation’s blood . . .



Conclusion

More than fifteen years after the advent of the Iranian Islamic Republic,
which explicitly claimed Sht’ite Islam as its principle, one may be surprised
by the absence of any original thought aroused by that new type of revolu-
tion. An event claims to introduce the divine world into history, but Shi’ite
thinkers have not put forward any new theology to give it sense: the clerics
continue to repeat, comment on and expand the texts of the past, refute the
errors and justify the choices of the present. With Khomeyni gone, any
mnovatory discourse would doubtless be badly received in a Community
henceforward more concerned with orthodoxy than with revolution.

After the first bursts of enthusiasm, this stark return of the religious has
inspired more invective and sarcasm than calm reflection among westerners.
The French philosopher Michel Foucault set the tone of the misunder-
standing: even before the victory of February 1979, he was admiring the
role played by religion in the Iranian Revolution.

In that way they had of living the Islamic rehgion as if it were a revolution-
ary force (he declared to journalists) there was something clse bestde the will
to obey the law more faithfully, there was the will to renew their entire
existence by reviving a spiritual existence they believe they can find in the
very heart of Shi’ite Islam. Marx and the opium of the people are forever
being quoted. The sentence immediately before, which s never quoted, says
that rehigion 1s the spirit in an unspiritual world. T.et us therefore say that
Islam, in this year 1978, was not the opium of the people, precisely because
it was the spirit of an unspiritual world.'

1 Cl. BRIERE and P. BLANCHET, fran: La Révolution an nom de Dieu. Following an
mterview with M. Foucault, Paris, T.¢ Scuil, 1979, p. 234,
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Foucault, who had gone to Iran to follow events, also wrote in autumn
1978, in a weekly with a high circulation: “How sensible for the men living
there |Iran] to seek, even at the cost of their life, something of which we in
the West have forgotten the very possibility since the time of the Renais-
sance and the great crises of Christianity: a political spirituality. Already 1
can hear some Frenchmen laughing, but 1 know that they are wrong.”

Foucault — he regretted it himself later — had been carried away by a
rebellious movement that had aroused great sympathy throughout the world.
After all, many ar insurrection of liberation has ended in strong-arm meth-
ods of regaining control, and revolutionary forces often become an instru-
ment of state coercion in the regimes they have themselves helped to
establish. Another question now arises: would not the mobilization of Iranians
around their clerics have been the same if they had been Sunni muftis,
bonzes, or Orthodox priests? Is it not the reemergence of the religious,
something new and uncxpected in the cultural field of 1978, that causes
Foucault to marvel, rather than the particular effectiveness of Shi'ism,
largely concealed by specificities that clude us?

There is, however, onc specific essence of Shi'ism that cannot be re-
duced to historical contingencies: before being a doctrine of power or
counterpower, this religion is also and primarily a way of percetving the
spiritual world and attaining the divine. For Shi’ites there is an unshakable
faith in certain truths which exist for them alone and which are beyond
argument. In that faith, Muslim belief in one God and in the prophecy of
Mohammad 1s enriched by the expectation of the Imam’s return, by the
existence of intercessors for prayer, and by the consequent rites, such as
participation in the ritual mourning ceremonies for the martyred Imams.

Surprised by the feeble interest shown by researchers in this family of
Islam, Henry Corbin deplored the westerners’ deafness to Shi'ite spiritual-
ity, which he himself had studied with unbounded enthusiasm and erudi-
tion, stressing its most ahistorical theosophical dimension. By purest chance,
just as the orientalist philosopher died (October 1978) ayatollah Khomeyni
arrived in Paris and unleashed an unprecedented interest in another kind of
Shi’ism, a Shi’ism firmly anchored in history, militant — and no longer
discarnate or resigned like the one studied by Corbin. Should one read into
it a sign of the inner transformation of this religion which, from being
persecuted, the creator of invisible forms, was becoming triumphant and

2 Quoted L1 years later in the Nowvel Observatear, no. 1283, June 8—14, 1989; sce further
I.. OLIVIER and S. 1.ABBE, “Foucault et Plran: A propos du désir de révolution,”
Canadian Journal of Political Science, 24, 2 (June 1991), pp. 219-36.
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thereby losing the thread of its justification — rather as, four centuries
earlier, by making Shi’ism the religion of Iran the Safavids had taken away
its intrinsic quality of a spirituality reserved for the mitated?

In becoming the ideology of a revolution, Shi'ism loses its status as a
universal belief in salvation to become the instrument of history, subject to
the unpredictability of events. Like all human doctrines, it evolves in time;
it is versatile and able to fulfill various functions in the same cra. While a
learned tradition scarcely touched by modernism was kept alive in the
theological schools at Qom and Najaf, the very foundations of the clerical
institution were shaken by collusion with political power and the desire to
have a hand in the world’s destiny. While a great ayatollah at Najaf (Abo’1-
Qisem Kho’i), was very careful not to adopt a stance over the Revolution
and the organization of the state, at Qom another great ayatollah (Kazem
Shari’at-madari, 1904—86) found himself deposed from his rank of “Guide
to imitate” (marja’al-taglid) because of his political alliances, as if hencefor-
ward clerical status were dependent on relations with the government. Are
we to see in this a split, inside Shi'ism, between those who would give
allegiance to the Islamic Republic and those who, going “underground,”
would preserve the traditions of the Imams in all their purity?

In the various, chiefly ideological, avatars of Shi’ism the clements of its
foundation are constantly rediscovered: for example, the memory of Imam
Hoseyn’s rebellion, the obligation to go through spiritual guides to direct
the community, or attaining access to the divine by way of a structure of
human signs. On the social plane, two features predominate: Shi'ism offers
hierocratic or clerical structures ready to form a counter-socicty; further-
more, it builds man’s destiny on the expectation of the great revolution at
the End of 'T'ime, the triumphal return of the Imam and his reign of justice
and truth.

But after the Islamic Revolution and Khomeyni, were those specitic
points not blunted by the integration of the clergy into the state? As the
awaited event took place in 1979, the eschatological concern 1s no longer
the expectation of an unveiling that keeps humanity in suspense, but the
unfolding of a logic whose elements are already known and give rise to no
dreams.

Let us go further. Shi’ism has contradictory faces: we know now that
there is an oppressive Shi’ism and a liberating Shi’ism; one conservative
and one anti-establishment; one theocratic and one “democratic;” one
“integrist” and one progressive; one inflexible and onc open . . . Like Shi’ism,
Catholicism has its saintly intercessors, its votive chapels, its pious images,
its clergy, its Vatican, its infallible pontiff surrounded by an authoritative
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body of theologians who arc independent of the state and steeped in therr
own legitimacy, its “integrism,” its Jesuits, its theology of liberation, and
its boldness in holding out against the way the world is going.

Instead of seeing only clerical discourse misrepresented for purposes of
propaganda and distorted by the cultural distance between the West and
socictics where Shi’ism is in the majority, should we not rather scarch
popular rehigious feeling to try to understand if the Revolution has really
changed something within Shi’ism? Should we not replace the view from
on high with a fresh view, from below? Religion would then seem much
more real to us, if I am to believe this Iranian sociologist:

As long as rcligious studies are confined to picking out the mainly abstruse
features of learned religiosity, they will be accomplices of the hegemonic and
dominant classes and will remain prisoner of mental outlines that find no
ccho 1n popular religious feeling and, by their twisted complexity, express an
aristocratic view of social relations; thus, the doctrines so learnedly studied
by Henry Corbin are shared by only a handful of erudite Shi’ites who usc
them to distinguish themselves from the “ignorant” whose religious feeling,
allegedly superficial and simplistic, is implicitly reduced to “blind faith” and
declared unfounded. The revival of popular religiosity expresses both the
protest of the masses against a world order that is crushing them, and the
frailty of that protest . . . Institutional Islamology, following straight on from
orientalism, perceives nothing but the Islam of the learned. It sees no re-
ligiosity sensu ennenti but that of the wlema; Islam is reflected in its juris-
prudence ( fegh), its mysticism (theosophy, Sufism, etc.), possibly in its
architecture that is in itsclt a reflection of the divine onencess . . . Popular
rehigiosity and its social function are overlooked. Bevond the divisions that
separate them, Islamologists and the hierarchy of Islamic clergy are linked
by tics of intellectual and spiritual complicity: they enjoy mutual esteem,
agree on the essential role of the clergy in the spiritual (if not temporal)
guidance of socicty, on both sides, to varying degrees, employ the same
knowledge, share the same mental structure, and are superbly unaware of
the evolution of society and the new kind of Islam emerging among the
massces: onc that is not very intellectualized, but in direct contact with
the modern world, with the traumatizing consequences of subordination
and the need to shake up old mental structures.”

This stern criticism of the orientalists and the clergy seems to have as its
idcal a popular Islam, no longer manipulated by its clerics but rejecting all
3 Dj. ATTARI, “T'ranstormations de la religiosité populaire iranienne,” Peuples
méduterranéens, 34 ( January-March 1986), pp. 129 and 133-4.
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theological discourse, in turn expressing anguish and revolt. T'wo explana-
tions for political behaviors are in confrontation: the first, neo-orientalist,
rests on the all-pervasiveness of theology and the past; the second, tending
more toward the sociological, on the unequal relations created by the world-
wide spread of modernity and trade, or the resultant frustrations aroused
among dependent societies. Paul Vieille writes:

The 1deological postulate of the role of elites in revolutions 1s one con-
structed by the elites themselves; when made, it tends to cstablish its own
truth, as history is first of all a narrative, and thus to legitimize the claim of
those elites to occupy a role of power in society. Henee its expansion. "This
pouses a subsidiary and specific question . . . in what way is orientalism in-
volved in political strategies in the heart of “oriental” societies??

Unfortunately, apart from revolutionary outbursts, the masses reveal
only vague expressions of themselves. “Popular religion” knows little else
than to copy the snatches of learned religion still available, and blend them,
patch them together, syncretize them. From his Iranian village, the Aus-
trian anthropologist Reinhold Locffler reports only individual professions
of faith in which he finds it difficult still to recognize a universal religion .’
Fragmented, belief cut off from its discursive expression lacks even the
means of self-perpetuation. It is obvious that the study of these infra-
discursive manifestations is of major importance for an anthropological
description; that it can be an effective instrument in tuning into social
phenomena where an inarticulate religion sublimates all aspirations and
setbacks. But that very inarticulacy cannot exist without reference to a
theological discourse, however oblique. The discourse of the clites remains
the reference for popular beliefs.

Condemned to follow orientalism, that is to say, to understand Islamic
society only through the discourse of its elite, we sometimes have difficulty
in grasping the social dynamic. Forewarned of this danger, let us now go to
the defence of the elites — even if they are clerical — and of orientalism.

It would be wrong to underestimate the information provided by clerical
discourse. Only let us decode it cautiously. It acts on the masses as a central
discourse, in competition with that of intellectuals or the media, imported

4 P. VIEILLE, “L’Oricntalisme est-1l théoriquement spécifique? A propos des
intcrpretations de la revolution iranienne,” Peuples méditerranéens: L°Orientalisme, no. 50
(January- March 1990), p. 161; in the same issuc, sce F. KITOSROKITAVAR, “Du néo-
orientalisme de Badie: Enjeux ¢t méthodes,” pp. 121 -48, chiefly p. 140,

5 R.LOEFFLER, Islam in Practice, Albany, SUNY Press, 1988, pp. 246ft.
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or “locally grown.” The originality of Shr'ite clerical discourse lies in its
very lack of comfort: the heir of a tradition independent of government,
impregnated with theology and mysticism, but henceforward itself the
holder of power, having become one of the “interfaces” allowing society to
communicate with the outside world. Its failures are today more apparent
than its successes: it has not managed to be convincing beyond the Shi'ite
Community, and ecumenical attempts in the Muslim world seem to be
compromised for a long time; even in the strongly Shi’ite Communities of
Lebanon and Iraq, the export of the model of a society politically domi-
nated by the clergy has produced no concrete result; liberation from the
scourges of economic and cultural dependence seems always to be put oft
until the morrow, for the most pragmatic and reasonable motives. The
symbol of the intransigence of the T'chran revolutionaries appears to be the
death sentence on the author of The Satanic Verses, Salman Rushdie; they
doubtless want him to go on living as long as possible, for with him would
vanish onc of the last signs of the break with the West.

Are IHenry Corbin’s writings on Shi'ism taken from the discourse of the
elite? So be it! Let us hope that there may always be elites in Shi’ism, and
that social problems may one day losc their obsessive character that makes
us forget the immaterial truths. Without an elite and esoteric secrets there
would be no revolution, no dream, no guide to lead us in such a troubled
world! In fact, no Shi’ism . . .
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Violent demonstrations at
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Muslim progressivism, *Ali
Shari’ati. 1987
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London. Relaxing of
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Musa Sadr in Libya. 1989
(February 11) Victory of
the Islamic Revolution in
Iran.
(November 4) Taking of
hostages in the American
embassy in T'chran.
Fxecution of Mohammad-
Bager al-Sadr by Iraqi
police at Najaf.

219

War between Iran and
Iraq.

Repression of a Shi’ite
demonstration during the
pilgrimage to Mccca: 402
dead, of whom 275 are
Iranian.

(February 15) Khomeyni
condemns the writer
Salman Rushdie to death
for apostasy.

(June 3) Death of Imam
Khomeyni. Khamena’i
succeeds him.






Glossary

Arabic and Persian terms. Most Arabic words in the religious vocabulary are used in the
same sense in Persian, somctimes in a Persianized construction (with the ezafa). In the
simplified transcription uscd for this book, Persian words are written according to the rules
of the classic written language: endings in -a (as in ¢jdza) are pronounced like the “e” in
“bell™ in the contemporary spoken Persian of “T'chran; the # is sounded; gdf and gheyn have
been uniformly transcribed as ¢; eyn and hamza are shown as an apostrophe; the “e” and
“u” should be pronounced as in Tralian or German (respectively as in “bell” and “too”).
Words marked with an astertsk (*) are Persian or Persianized forms.

Ahl-¢ Hagg:* “I"aithful to truth:” a mystic community that had its origins among the
Kurdish Shi’ites, practicing an cxaggerated cult of the Imam “Ali, and rites that some-
times resemble those of the Sufis. Sece J. DURING, Musigue et mystique dans les traditions
de lran, Panis and Tchran, Institut frangais de recherche en Tran, 1989, pp. 2911f.

akhbar (sing.: khabar): Traditions recorded by the Imams. Commonly known as “hadith”
(hadiy).

akhbart: Name of a branch of Twelver Shi'ism (opposed to the osuli branch) which bases its
jurisprudence exclusively on the traditions (akhbar) received from the Imams

akhund* Originally designated a teaching cleric. In the absolute sense, means the philoso-
pher Molla Sadra Shirazi (1571 1640). Commonly today a pcjorative to mean a cleric.
Zedd-¢ dkhund * “anticlerical.”

“lam: Banner carried in ritual demonstrations for the mourning of the Imam Hoseyn

alavi: ‘Those who revere "Ali. The "Alavites of Syria and Turkey have a greater veneration
for ’Ali than for the prophet Mohammad.

‘dlem: (pl. “olumdi, whence our ulemu): Well-read, ceducated. Learning (‘elm) being par
excellence that of religious knowledge, “alem/ulema designates the clerics of Tslam.

‘allama: The distinctive title given to a particularly crudite “afem, “Doctor” in religious
knowledge

dga* Commonly used for “Mr.” In the absolute secnse means the Master, the marja’-¢
taglid.

> Ashura: The tenth day of the lunar month of Moharram; ancient Jewish celebration. On
this day the battle of Karbala took place, and Shi’ites solemnly celebrate a day of
mMourning in its memory.
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Astin-¢ Qods-¢ Razavi:* A pious foundation (vagf’) connected with the mausoleum of the
Imam Reza at Mashhad

’Atabar: Sacred “thresholds,” or mausoleums of the Imams situated on Iraqi soil

ayatollah: Literally “miraculous sign from God.” Honorary title used to address a high-
ranking mojtahed.

dyatollah al- vzmd: “Great ayatollah,” considered suitahle to be chosen as a Guide to imitate
(marja e taglid)

bazar* A place, often covered, reserved for trade; Arabic: sug (souk). Bazar traders are
usually effective upholders of the clergy.

chador: See hejab

dars-¢ khirej:* Final year of theological studies. Literally “lesson outside the book.™

dasta* Procession of flagellants for the Moharram mourning

darvish® (dervish): “Poor” (Arabic: fagir), member of a Sufi brotherhood

erdza: Permission to teach, “license.” Delivered individually by a master who judges that a
cleric has profited well from his course.

ejtehdd:* Effort of interpretation, praticed by the mojtahied, 1o clarify religious law by the use
of reason and the principles of jurisprudence (osul al-feqh)

emdm (imam): He who is in the forefront, the guide (notably for praver). I'or Shi'ites, in the
absolute sense, one of the twelve spiritual successors of the Prophee Mohammad. Sinee
1979, the ttle given by revolutionary franians to ayatollah Khomeyni.

emdam jom'a: The official leader of the Friday pravers appointed by the local authority in
cach town. It is he {or his locum) who gives the sermon (fhotha) betore the prayers.

emdm=¢ jama ‘at: The prayer-leader directing public prayers

emamzdda: A descendant of an Imam, or his mausoleum that has become a centre of
pilgrimage

erfan: Gnosis, or mysticism not touched by Sufism (tasavvef’). 'Term accepted by the clergy
to designate a mysticism taught in official theological schools.

estami: Islamic. Sometimes used today in the non-religious sense of “one who belongs 1o the
Islamic Republic,” which is thus different from mosalman* (Mushm).

esnd ushari: Twelver, referring to the Twelve (esna ushar) Shi'ite Imams

Salsafa: Philosophy. Shi’ism has kept alive a philosophical tradition that gocs back, via
Avicenna, to the neo-Platonists and Aristotle.

fatva: Religious decree pronounced by a mojtahed (by a mofii in Sunnism). Sce resilu.

Jagik (pl. fogaha): Specialist m jurisprudence, mojtahed. Khomeyni defined legitimate au-

v

thority as belonging to the fagih inasmuch as he is the heir of the Prophet Mohammad.

Jeqh ( figh): 1slamc jurisprudence. Literally “comprehension” of the Law.

hadith ( hadis): Sce akhbar

hajy: Annual pilgrimage to Mecca during the month of zo 7-hejja, in which every Muslim is
required to take part  1f he has the wherewithal — at least once during his lifetime

hejab: Veil covering the bead and shoulders. May be a chador (large veil covering from head
to foot) or a rusari* (widce scarf covering the head) or even a magne w (headgear ticd under
the chin and covering the shoulders, strictly revealing only the middle of the face).

hegri: Of the Hegira. T'he liturgical calendar of Muslims s determined by a lunar year
(gamari) of 354 or 355 days, and the computation of the vears begins from the Tlegira
of the Prophet (an 622). So 1991 is year 1411- 12 by lunar computation, or 1369 70 by
solar.

hekmat: Wisdom. [lekat-c elihi: theosophy. Another way of designating philosophy.
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hezbollah: 1aterally “party of God.” Name adopted by vartous Islamist groups, notably
Shi’ite, in Tran and the Lebanon. ffezbollahs, in the general sense: “fanatic.”

hograt ol-eslam: 1iterally, “apodictic proof of Islam.” Honorary title given to the mojtahed.

hoseyniya (hosseyniyeh): Place where the mourning for Imam Ioseyn is celebrated. Often in
the form of a mosque with the four walls surrounding the central courtyard arranged to
accommodate the public: a sort of theatre where the stage, in the centre, is surrounded
by two tiers of boxes. This name is also given to amphitheatres of more modern construc-
tion, planned for religious demonstrations: the Hoseyniva Ershad in Tchran where Ali
Shari’ati taughe.

howza-ye elmiya:* 1.earned circle, centre of theological studies, traditional Islamic univer-
sity grouping together several madrasa

imam: Sce emdm

tthnd “ashari: Sec esnd “ashari

JaJar: Referring to the Sixth Imam, Ja’far al-Sadeq. Name of the juridical school of
Twelver Shi’ites; see mazhab.

Jehad: Holy war. The root stresses the idea of effort; and Muslim apologists hold that it is
an internal war within the believer against evil impulses. The Islamic Republic institu-
tionalized a Holy War of construction ( Jehad-¢ sizandagi), a body intended to promote
development operations in rural zones.

betmin: Discipline of the arcane, mental dissimulation. When the Shi’ites were persecuted
they had to justify lying in order to survive. If thev admitted their Imamite faith they
risked endangering the very survival of Shi’ism iself. Also called tagiya.

khoms: The hfth of excess revenue and cerrain capital (treasure trove, accumulated gold or
silver, pearls found in the sea, ere.) paid to the clergy, generally to a duly accredited agent
of the marja’al-taghd

khotha: Scrmon, and notably at the Friday prayers when two sermons are delivered, one
alter the other: the first, general, is a religious exhortation, the scecond is concerned with
political or social problems

madrasa (madresseh): Traditional theological school, whose premises, rather like the colleges
at Oxford and Cambridge, are both places for living and places for teaching. Tutors and
students live in neighbouring “cells.” Madrasa are usually maintained thanks to mortmain
foundations (vag/’). Students receive allowances in cash or kind. Sce howza-ye elmiya.

Mahdi: "The “well guided,” he who will restore justice and truth to rhe world. Thus, for
Shi’ites, the Twelfth Imam,

majles: Assembly, parliament. Also: assembly to pray or listen to preaching.

marja’al-taglid:* Literally “source of imitation.” Every Shi’ite belicver must choose from
among the mojtahed the one who is the most learned, worthy, and pious, and conform to
his legal advice (fatva) for the application of the law. If this marja’ dies, another must
immediately be chosen, as one cannot imitate a dead man.

mazhab: Religion. T.egal school within Islam. Shi'ism is sometimes recognized as a fifth
school alongside the four schools of Sunnism, the Ja’farite school ( Ju fari).

metialt: “T'raditional ethnic name designaring the Shi'ites in the Lebanon. Literally “those
who recognize the authority™ of the Imam “AlL.

myftr (muft): In Sunnism, one who is competent to issue a falva

Moharram: I'irst month of the Islamic funar year. On 9 and 10 Moharram (¢dsu’'a@, “ashurd)
Shi’ites commemorate with very extravagant ritual mourning ceremonies the martyrdom
of Imam Tloseyn at Karbala in 680.
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mojtahed: Theologian who has received a good number of ¢jaza from other mojtaheds, and
is competent to issue legal opinions (fatvd) and to pracusc ¢jtehad

molla:* Vague term derived from the Arabic form mewla (master), used to designate a cleric,
with somewhat pejorative connotations

moqaddamar: Flementary degree in theological teaching in the Aowza

mosalman* Mushm. The common Arabic term is moslem. “Mushim,” which implies adher-
cence to a faith, is distinct from esfam:, which refers rather to a culture.

mot’a: Marriage “of pleasure,” of which the time limits and various conditions are defined
by contract between the two parties. They can decide notably to practise strict contracep-
tion. See also siqa.

nabi: Prophet. See rasul.

namaz* Prayer.

omma (wnma, oumma): Transnational Community of believers in Islam

osul al-fegh: Principles used as premises for judgement in jurisprudence

osuli: School of Shi’'ism, dominant from the cighteenth century, giving mojtabeds authority
to apply the Law. Is in opposition to the akhbir: doctrine.

geyba (ghaybat): Occultation of the Twelfth Imam. The “minor” Occultation (g. al-sogrd,
from 874 to 941), a period when the Imam communicated with the faithful through the
intermediary of four agents, is distinguished from the “major” Occultation (bobra), dur-
ing which there 1s no longer any communication - unless by a mystic path - between the
Imam and the Community.

qoth: Mystic Pole in Sufism

Ramadhan: Ninth month of the Islamic Junar ycar, during which believers must fast totally
and abstain from conjugal relations between dawn and sunset. A period of preaching,
ascctic practices, conviviality, and thus of great mobilization. In countries where, in the
hot season, the day lasts too long, Muslims often adopt an average schedule for their fast.
On 21 Ramadhan Shi’ites celebrate the memory of Imam “Al’s assassination.

rasul: Apostle, prophet. Mohammad 1s often called rasul-Allah.

resila: Mission. Treatise. Often designates the “practical treatise” (resala-ye amaliya®) in
which a mojtahed, when he becomes a garja’ al-taglid, gathers together all the fatva he
has issued giving advice on legal problems.

rowza(-khani)* Meeting during which a preacher recounts, chants and sings about the
martyrdom of one of the Twelve Imams. The name comes from the collection Rewzat al-
shohadd, “The Garden of Martyrs,” written about 1502 by Va’cz al-Kashcfi, a Nagshbandi
Sufi (Sunni) from the Khorasan region.

ruhani:* Cleric. Term formed from ruh (“spirit”) as “spirituality” from “spiric.”

ruhdniyar:* Clergy. A social body clearly distinguished by an internal solidarity, and access
reserved for those who have completed the curriculum of theological studies and are
authorized, at a ceremony held on a day of religious festival, to wear the turban (‘emama).

sahm-¢ emam:* The “Imam’s share,” half the fhoms paid by the faithful to the clergy, left
to the discretion of the recipient: some say that this share should be distributed among
the sayyed. The other half must be given to the necdy.

salavat (plural of saldt, praver): Prayer or eulogy particular to the Shi'ites who use the
phrase: “Allah-omma salle-uld Mohammaden va-ile Mohammad” (O, God, bless
Mohammad and the Family of Mohammad).

sayyed: Patrilineal descendants of the Prophet beginning with I'atima’s two sons. Sayyed
clerics wear a black turban as a sign of mourning for the Imams. Many sayyed lincages are
usurped.
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shari a, shari’at® (charia): Canonical law of Islam

sheykh: Old. Respectful title for a mulla (molla).

shi“a: Clan, party, whence shi at Al “the party of "Ali)” Shi'ism

sima-zanr:® Literally, to beat one’s breast. Various flagellations and mortifications of the flesh
that Shi’ites inflict on themselves in public on the occasion of mourning for the Imams,
but above all for Toseyn during the month of Moharram.

stga (sigheh): Literally, a form binding spousces to cach other. In Iran it commonly means a
contract of temporary marriage {(mot’a), or ¢ven the woman who marries in this way.

sofra® Tablecloth. Votive meal offered by a pious woman, usually to other women, with
preaching performed by a woman.

ta ‘assob: 1Tanaticism. Viewed favorably, a strongly motivated commitment.

tagrya: Mental dissimulation. See betman.

taghd: ITmitation. Applied in particular with regard to the great ayatollah whom it has been
decided to choose as “Source of imitation™ (marja’ al-taghid).

tasannon: Sunnism

tasavvnf: Sufism, the mystic path of Islam

tushayyo’: Shi'ism

ta’siya (taziyeh): Demonstration of mourning. In particular the religious plays acted to
commemorate the martyrdom of Toseyn or the other Imams during the first ten days of
the month of Mobarram.

tekrya: Place, a special building, where the mourning of TToseyn is celebrated. See hoseyniya.

ulema: Sce alem

umma: Sce ommd

vaygf, pl. owgaf: Mortmain foundation the profits of which are generally allocated to an
institution of religious nature: hospital, library, mausoleum, school, etc. The director
(motavalli) of this foundation is often a cleric and can draw a salary from the profits of
the sums he administers.

veldyat al-faqih (veldyat-c fagih*): Principle according to which political authority belongs
to the wlema, and foremost amongst them, the religious jurist fagih. This principle
became the keystone of the constitution of the Islamic Republic of 1979, revised in 1989.

zakat: Tegal alms which can be paid at the same time as the bhoms

zoyarat: Visit. Pilgrimage to a mausoleum.
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