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| ntroduction

The rise of nation-states during the past two centuries has had a profound
effect on the writing of history, which has increasingly been tied to
artificial “national” frameworks. Stories that cannot be fit into the
narrative of the rise of the nation have often been neglected by
contemporary historians. Worse, some movements with an international
aspect have been reconfigured as national or written about mainly as an
element in the formation of particular nations. Thus, most writing about
the Twelver branch of Shi'ite Islam after about 1500, when it became the
official religion of Iran, has focused on Iranian Shi'ism. The history of
Shi‘ite minorities in Eastern Arabia, and in what is now Pakistan and
Lebanon, was relatively neglected by historians until recently, and of all
non-lranian Twelver communities only those of India and Iraq have been
treated at length in contemporary English-language scholarship (and this
only during the past decade and a half). Y et, recovering the history of this
important branch of Islam in these particular nations is only part of the
task that historians must set themselves. Looking at Shi‘ite Islam (and
other major Islamic movements) outside the box of a national framework,
a its international networks and the profound interactions they entail, is
among the prime tasks of historians of religion. One historian has spoken
of rescuing Chinese history from the nation.' | propose that we need to
rescue Shi‘ite Isam from the nation. Accordingly, this book has no
national focus. It is concerned with intellectual and social developments
among Arabic-speaking, Persian-speaking, and Urdu-speaking Shi'ites. It
examines three arenas of Shi’ite activity, the Arab world, Iran and South
Asia (India and later Pakistan) synoptically. That is, | try to keep the
interactions between the three consistently in view. One of my readers
once spoke of the “vertigo” induced by my alternation between Najaf in
what is now Irag and Lucknow in India, between Manama in Bahrain and
Shiraz in Iran. | would argue in reply that this vertigo is afeeling induced
by our habit of thinking within “national” categories, categories that are
anachronistic if imported into the Middle East and South Asia before the
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twentieth century, and which obscure important developments even later
on.

The interaction of early modern and modern Iranian Shi‘ism with its
neighbors and even further afield has been much greater than is usualy
recognized. It was a commonplace of an earlier generation of historians
that when Iran’s rulers promulgated the Shi'ite branch of Islam in the
sixteenth century, it threw up a barrier to communication and trade
between the Sunni east and west of the Islamic world. This thesis has the
disadvantage of being untrue. It has the additional disadvantage of
obscuring the ways in which Iran - throughout the Safavid (1501-1722),
Qgar (1785-1925), Pahlevi (1926-1979) and Khomeinist eras - has
continued to export and influence religious movements far beyond its
borders. Shi'ite Iran was not a bulkhead but a fluid field of interaction,
subject to outside influences but also sending tributaries abroad. Iranian
Shiism exercised a profound influence in these centuries on many
regions of the Arab East, South Asia, and Central Asia. This book looks
at developments from 1500 to the present, though most chapters deal with
the less-studied period before the twentieth century, and with the
relatively little-studied Indian and Arab communities and their
interactions with Iranian currents. What were the dynamics that allowed
newly Shi’ite Iran under the Safavids to exercise religious influence over
Iran’s neighbors? What were the international implications of the turmoil
in Iran of the eighteenth century, and then the restoration of state support
for Shiism under the Qajars? What was the impact on the religion of the
age of colonialism from the eighteenth to the early twentieth centuries?
How did the “high modernist” state-building project of the Pahlevis affect
the “Shiite International?”  Finally, how have political Shi‘ism and the
Khomeinist revolution affected other Shi‘ite communities? How did the
state structures, political economies and communications networks of
each of these eras affect the influences Iranians could bring to bear?

| want to underline that | do not see adherence to Shiism as a
primordial identity, but rather as a socially constructed one into which
individuals are maobilized in every generation or which they adopt for
their own reasons. Shi'ites born into the faith have converted out of it to
Sunnism, Chrigtianity, the Bahai faith, secularism, and Marxism.
Converts hailing from Sunnism, Hinduism, Judaism, and Christianity
have adopted it. Observers once tended to see Twelver Shi'ism as a
stagnant tradition mired in rigidity, but the surprise of the new academic
literature on it is that Shi‘ism has arguably been growing significantly not
only in the past five hundred years but in the past two hundred. The
Shi’ite mgjority of Iraq (where they are estimated to be 55 percent of the
population) results in large part from the conversion of Arab tribes in the
south to this branch of Islam in the course of the nineteenth century. The
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Punjabi Shi'ites of Pakistan probably also in the main derive from a
conversion movement of the nineteenth century, from the Suhravardi Sufi
order to Twelver Shiism. Because of demographic movements rather
than conversion, Twelver Shi'ites are now a plurality (probably 40
percent or so) of the population of Lebanon, whereas in the nineteenth
century they may have accounted for as little as six percent of the
population of Mount Lebanon. Nor does Shi'ite ISam have a single
essential essence. It is adiverse tradition. Asareligion, it has been very
different when practiced in pre-modern, semi-feudal societies, in capitalist
dictatorships or democracies, and in the current Iranian theocracy. In
every generation, the choice has had to be made, of whether to be Shi'ite
and of what that might mean. The interaction of the Iranian community
with its neighbors has been an important dynamic in those choices.

Who have the Shi'ites been in history? The split in Islam between
Shi’ites and others goes back to the crisis of succession that followed the
Prophet Muhammad's death. The partisans (shi"a) of the Prophet's son-in-
law and cousin, “Ali ibn Abi Talib, supported his accession to power. A
permanent constituency grew up for "Ali and his descendants, the House
of the Prophet, which sought to transform hereditary charisma into
political power. The Twelver line ended in exoteric history with Hasan
al-"Askari, aleged to have a young son (Muhammad al-Mahdi) who
disappeared into a supernatural realm and would return eventually to fill
the world with justice. The Twelver branch afterwards developed as a
scripturalist religion with ulama that often studied with Sunni scholars
and used similar techniques to elucidate texts. The rest of the Mudlims,
rejecting the hereditary claims of the “Alid lines, recognized the prior
rights of four early elected caliphs (only the last being "Ali himself), and
then acknowledged the subsequent sultan-caliphs. Twelvers remained a
minority most places, though various sects of Shi‘ism gathered great
numerical strength in medieval Syria, southern Irag, and eastern Arabia,
as well as some towns in Iran. In the eleventh century Ismalili Shi'ites
ruled Fatimid Egypt and Twelver Buyids ruled Iran and Irag. But this
interlude of Shi“ite power ended with the Turkish Saljuq invasions and the
victory of the Sunni Ayyubids over the Crusaders and Fatimids.

The establishment of the Safavid dynasty in Iran from 1501 and the
conversion of a majority of those who lived on the Iranian plateau to
Twelver Shiism over the succeeding two centuries constituted among the
more important religious developments in early modern Islam. The world
historian William McNeill compared this development to the Protestant
Reformation in Europe. Safavid Iran was a large country, more than three
times the size of modern France, but it had a tiny population, at probably
5 million or so, compared to most of its powerful neighbors. Iran was
nevertheless a relatively wealthy and influential state, able to fend off the
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Ottomans, the Uzbeks, and the Mughals and even sometimes to grow at
their expense. Its tribal army, made up of Turkmen cavalrymen who
worshipped the Shiite Imams and wore read headgear (thus acquiring the
name Qizilbash or redheads) was later supplemented by Georgian Save
soldiers. Its lucrative silk trade, along with a powerful military, lent it
importance in world affairs. Along with tribal armies and silk, however,
its other most important impact was religious. Iran, like most of the
Muslim world, had been a majority Sunni society until the Safavids made
Shi“ism the state religion and promoted it for most of the succeeding two
centuries.

If we think of Shi'ite Iran as like the body of a bird and the Shi’ite
communities of India as its right wing, those of the Arab East constitute
its left. The Safavid revolution had an immediate impact on the older,
Arabic-speaking Twelver communities.  However, this impact was
probably not as politically or intellectually deep as in India, because of the
dominance in the Arabic-speaking regions of the Sunni Ottoman empire
and because Persian learning was less central to Arab Shiite identity than
to Indian.

The isles of Bahrain escaped Ottoman domination, and their many
Shi“ites were instead affected by the rise of Iranian Shi‘ism. The Shi'ites
of Bahrain were under Portuguese rule 1521-1602, and then fell to the
Safavids until 1717. It is my thesis that Ismailis predominated there from
Carmathian times (the ninth and tenth centuries of the Common Era), but
that after the Safavid revolution they gradually became Twelvers, in part
because their intellectuals tended to study in Iran or in Iran-influenced
centers of learning in what is now Irag. The more than a century of direct
Safavid rule strongly molded local clerical institutions and thought. After
1717, however, Bahrainis were ruled first by Oman, and then by the Sunni
local Al-Khadifa dynasty, suffering subordination and occasional
persecution at the hands of a Sunni dynasty. Iranian influence on Bahrain
was further limited because that idand adhered from the eighteenth
century to the conservative Akhbari School of jurisprudence, whereas in
Iran the Usuli school largely won out by the early nineteenth century.

The Ottoman-ruled Arabophone Shi‘ite communities included the
Twelvers of Jabal "Amil near Tyre and Sidon, of Baghdad and Basra in
what is now Irag, and of al-Hasa further down the Persian Gulf littoral.
The Ottomans made a major distinction among Twelvers, reserving
harshest treatment for those who adhered to the esoteric sect of Safavid
followers known as Qizilbash. Clearly, they feared the Qizilbash
Twelvers more for their political support of the Safavid leaders than for
their doctrines, and their jurists declared them apostates who should be
killed and against whom holy war was necessary. The Ottoman-Safavid
international political struggle often had unfortunate repercussions for
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Arab Twelvers, whom the Ottomans feared as a pro-Safavid fifth column
behind their own lines. The very aggressiveness of Safavid Shi‘ism
toward Sunnis caused a backlash against Arab minorities.

Twelvers suffered disadvantages in Irag, which the Ottomans took
from the Iranians in 1534 and held thereafter, with a hiatus of Safavid
reconquest 1623-1638. This region constituted a frontline in the two
powers' tug of war, and the loyalties of the Twelvers in Baghdad, the
shrine cities, and Basra were always suspect. Once they had conquered
territories beyond Basra on the coast of the Persian Gulf, the Ottomans
treated the Shi'ites in the area known as al-Hasa (eastern Arabia) harshly.
The Twelvers who lived in what is now Lebanon were not the objects of
as much Ottoman suspicion, probably because they were far from the
border with Shiite Iran, and some of their clans were incorporated into
the Ottoman military and administrative apparatus.

The eighteenth century was a disastrous one for Twelver Shi‘ism.
Sunni Afghan tribal cavaries overthrew the Shi‘ite Safavids in 1722,
initiated a long period of political chaosin Iran and of Sunni rule or of the
rule of chieftains not particularly sympathetic to the Shi'ite clergy. Inthe
first six decades of the century the conservative, literalist Akhbari school
of jurisprudence appears to have become dominant in many Shi‘ite
centers, especially outside Iran. But in the last quarter of the eighteenth
century the more scholastic, clericalist Usuli school witnessed a
resurgence in the shrine cities near Baghdad, allowing its partisansto train
the next generation of Shi'ite clergymen in Iran and even places like
India, and ensuring its eventual victory nearly everywhere save Bahrain.

This development was important because the Usuli school gives a
special place to the clergy, valuing their scholastic reasoning in the law,
and insisting that al lay believers follow and emulate their rulings and
example. The Ottoman Shi'ites probably benefited from the political
decentralization that the empire underwent in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, allowing local Shi‘ite Arab notable families more
space to maneuver. But the Tanzimat (“reorganization”) reforms that
began in 1826 led to a gradual tightening of the Ottoman grip. Thus, the
province of Baghdad was restored to direct Ottoman rule in the early
1830s, and in the 1840s strong measures were taken to end the semi-
autonomy of the Shi'ite shrine cities.

Let us now turn to developmentsin India. The rise of a Shi'ite dynasty
in Iran coincided with the establishment of several new Muslim dynasties
in India, the rulers of which looked to Iran as the model for imperia style
in the sixteenth century. Iran’s preeminence in this regard had several
roots. First, Persian was widely viewed in the early modern Muslim
world anywhere east of the Tigris as the ideal court language, and was
preferred for this purpose even by Turkic-speaking monarchs in Central
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and South Asia. Iran was often called “vilayat,” literally “authority,” but
here apparently in the sense of “the metropole,” among South Asian
Muslims. The Safavids thus assumed not only the throne of Iran but also
the position of role models for other dynasties. Of course, the Uzbeks, the
Mughals, and the Ottomans committed themselves to Sunni Islam, but
most were generally rooted in claims legitimacy having to do with Turco-
Mongol descent and they based their power on a Sunni Turkic tribal
cavalry. Other rulers, lacking this strong source of |egitimacy, were more
open to establishing it by modeling themselves loosely on the Safavid
court, even to the extent of adopting Shitism. Further, Shi'ite Iranian
émigrés at regional courts often played a key role, both in founding new
dynasties in South Asia and in encouraging the conversion of newly-
established regional rulers. In this regard, the trade routes between Iran
and India became an important conduit of religious ideas, bringing the
latter along with silk, grain, horses, raisins and wine from Shiraz and
Bandar Abbas to Indian cities such as Surat, Bijapur, Golconda and
Hooghli. The early modern states in South Asia that emulated Iran's
Safavid court tended to be in the non-Mugha South, and included
Ahmednagar, Bijapur and Golconda. These were gradually incorporated
into the Sunni Mughal empire in the course of the seventeenth century,
however.

During the eighteenth century, the Mughal Empire radically
decentralized, relinquishing power from the capital of Delhi to its major
provinces, which emerged as royal courtsin their own right. The western
Deccan and central India fell to the Hindu Marathas, the eastern Deccan
was devolved on the Sunni Nizam of Hyderabad, Punjab fell to the Sikhs,
Kabul and Peshawar to the Sunni Durrani dynasty. Bengal, Sindh and
Awadh each developed local Shi'ite dynasties that began as regional
Mughal governorships. Especially after about 1725, these regional courts
increasingly became post-Mughal successor states. Shi'ism in Bengal
flourished in the eighteenth century, with the state providing ample
government patronage for Shi'ite practices and ingtitutions such as
seminaries. Many Iranians immigrated to the nawabate, as merchants and
Muslim learned men. Shi‘ism lost this privileged position, however,
when the British conquered the province in 1757.

The most important and long-lived Shi'ite successor state to the
Mughals was Awadh (which the British called Oudh), ruled by the
Nishapuri dynasty 1722-1856. It isthe scene for a number of the chapters
in this book. Situated between Bengal and Delhi at the foot of the
Nepalese Himalayas, it was founded by Mir Muhammad Amin Nishapuri
(d. 1739), known as Burhan a-Mulk, the first nawab of Awadh. He came
to the Mughal Empire from eastern Iran in 1708 and rose rapidly in
government service. He became governor of Awadh in 1722, and quickly
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formed an alliance with local Sunni townsmen and rural Hindu rgjas, the
local intermediate elites. He resisted the Mughal emperor’s one attempt
to transfer him to another province, which was a sign of the increasing
autonomy of the province, and he later collaborated with the Iranian
invader Nadir Shah, who rewarded him by conferring Awadh on him and
his descendants as a hereditary nawabate. He also left behind a substantial
contingent of Shi‘ite Qizilbash cavalrymen, who joined the Awadh
military. The nawabs gradually consolidated their hold on Awadh, and
began in a minor way to build up local Shi‘ite constituencies and
institutions. Shi“ites never became more than a very small minority in the
province. Some ninety percent of the population was Hindu, and only
three percent of the Muslims were Shi'ites. Shi‘ism as the royal religion,
however, had a vastly disproportionate impact on politics and culture
throughout the nineteenth century. Since Awadh at its height comprised a
population of 10 million, moreover, the Shi’ites could have been as many
as 300,000, a significant community in pre-modern times. In contrast,
Iran’s population in 1800 has been estimated at only 5 million, though
some 80 to 90 percent of these were Shi‘ites. What is now Irag in 1800
probably only had a population of one million, and since this was before
the large-scale conversions of the tribes, its Shi‘ite community at that
point may have been no bigger than that of Awadh.

Awadh was gradually surrounded by the British, being among the
forces defeated at Baksar in Bihar by British forces in 1764. The
indemnities and other payments levied by the British on Awadh forced it
into debt to them. The British demanded the concession of some Awadh
territory in the north later in the century, and then annexed over half the
province in 1801 to pay for the claimed arrears in Awadh tribute. The
rulers of the province were thus deprived of the opportunity for
expansion, and instead lost substantial territory, after which they were
surrounded by the British on three sides. It is not surprising that they
should have invested their wealth in culture rather than in the military,
and, of course, that culture had a strong Shiite coloration.

Thousands of immigrants came into Awadh from Iran over the
decades, serving as physicians, bureaucrats, military men, poets,
chroniclers, and clerics or ulama. They remained a small minority over-
al, but they were a noticeable component of the urban population.
Persian could be heard spoken by some common people in the streets of
the capital, Lucknow, in the late eighteenth century, as well as at court
and among literary figures. Enormous numbers of Persian words entered
local speech, contributing to the further development of Urdu, which
began enjoying an important place in Awadh culture. Urdu was a mixture
of what we would now call Hindi grammar with Arabic, Persian and
Turkish vocabulary and idioms, spoken by both the Muslim and some
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elements of the Hindu elite in much of the subcontinent. Ironically, the
nawabs of Awadh, despite their Persian ancestry, became the foremost
patrons of Urdu poets in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
leading to a flourishing of the language there. The Awadh court
contributed significantly to the development of Urdu, which had begun
supplanting Persian even in late Mughal Delhi. The foundational texts of
Urdu literature often have a strongly Shi'ite tinge because they were
written in Lucknow, and marthiyya or traditiona elegies in
commemoration of the martyred Shi’ite Imams constituted a major genre.

The Awadh nawabs supported the creation and growth of a Shi'ite
clerical corps, made up both of local Shi‘ite ulama and of immigrant
Iranians. Indeed, a rather lively set of debates were conducted about
whether the local clerics or the Iranians were better Shi'ites. Because of
their knowledge of local court protocol and customs, the Indian Shiite
ulama tended to become ensconced in positions of influence such as
Friday prayer leader and seminary teacher, and to receive the patronage of
the Shi'ite nawabs (later kings) of Awadh. Iranian clerics sometimes
preferred to settle among Shi'ite communities ruled by the British, where
they were free from the demands made on them by the Awadh state. The
Awadh nawabs did respect the great Shi'ite jurisprudents of the Iragi
shrine cities, and bestowed on them enormous amounts in patronage and
put them in charge of large-scale philanthropic works such as canal
building. The Shi'ites in Awadh remained a tiny minority of the
population, and the religion functioned more as a symbol of royal
distinctiveness and prerogatives than as a missionary faith aimed at
converting the masses. The chroniclers do maintain, however, that in the
1840s hundreds of Hindus and thousands of Sunnis became Shi’ites. |
show below that a distinctive set of South Asian Shi'ite practices grew up
in Awadh that was significantly shaped by Mudim noblewomen,
demonstrating the centrality of gender to the tradition, though this point is
seldom recognized in the existing literature.

Increasing conflicts in the 1850s between Sunni revivalists and Hindus
drew the Shi'ite state of Awadh into the fray, so that it put down the
Sunni militants, partially at British insistence, in 1855. The conflict that
developed in Ayodhya near Faizabad, over a Hindu temple to the
monkey-god Hanuman that Sunnis maintained had once been a mosque
that was usurped, bears an uncanny resemblance to that in precisely the
same town in the early 1990s. In the contemporary struggle, Hindu
revivalists insisted that the Baburi mosque had been built above the
temple marking the birthplace of the god Rama, and in 1992 they tore
down the mosque, initiating a wave of violence against Muslims. The
trope of illicit squatting on sacred space appears to have long-term apped
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in North India, and to be an element in the imaginary of communal
violence.

The Shi’ite establishment in Awadh was much reduced in power and
influence in 1856 when the British annexed the province, after which the
decline of Shi’ite patronage led to a great slackening if not a total halting
of lranian immigration into the area (unlike the situation in Bombay).
Shi“ites in British India often went to Iran for seminary study or to master
Persian poetry, and a small number of them could afford the pilgrimage to
the shrines of the Imams in Irag, so that contacts between Iran and South
Asian Shi’ites continued. They were not as extensive as before, however,
and the gradual decline in knowledge of Persian among most Muslims in
the century after the annexation further limited Iran’s influence. Therise,
first of Urdu, and then of Hindi-English medium schools after
independence, aong with the new projects of Indian and Pakistani
nationalism, helped foster among South Asian Shiites a certain amount of
independence and a turn inward to local traditions that was not interrupted
inamajor sort of way until the Islamic Revolution of 1978-79.

In chapter 10, | come back to consider the impact of twentieth-century
developments on what Lebanese scholar Chibli Mallat called the “Shi'ite
international,” the international networks of Shi’ite activists coming out
of local communities from Tyre in Lebanon to Lucknow in India? The
Pahlevi period in lran, 1925-1979, is usualy seen as a time of
secularization in that country, and it is amost certainly true that the sort
of patronage given by the Qajar court and courtiers to Shi'ite institutions
abroad was much curtailed during these decades. Reza Shah, who
crowned himself in 1926, gradually adopted Western commercial codes
and established national educational institutions, pushing the Shi'ite
clergy out of realms on which they had earlier exercised great influence.
During the early 1950s, when clerics formed part of an alliance of
nationalists, leftists and religious groups to support Prime Minister
Mohammad Musaddiq, they regained some influence. When Musaddiq
was overthrown by a ClA-backed coup in 1953 and the young
Muhammad Reza Shah (r. 1941-1979) was put back on the throne, the
Shi'ite activists fell into disfavor with the state. The shah castigated the
Shi’ite clergy as “black reactionaries,” and further weakened their power
base with a number of measures, including land reform. The drying up of
Iranian and Indian patronage and the turn to nationalism in Irag led to a
drastic decline in the wealth, power and numbers of the Shi'ite clergy
teaching at Najaf and Karbala, and to a substantial reduction in the student
body. Still, even during this unusual period of secular emphases, contacts
among Shiite thinkers continued to be extensive. Even the Pahlevis did
bestow some patronage on religious edifices, such as the shrine to Zaynab
near Damascus or the Shi‘ite mosque at Tyre. Some Iranian money
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flowed to the Lebanese Shi‘ite community through the good offices of
Musa Sadr, an Iranian of Arab extraction who became the leader of the
Lebanese community in the 1960s and 1970s. Talks continued between
Iranian representatives and the Sunni clergy of al-Azhar on Muslim
ecumenism and the possibilities for lessening or healing the Sunni-Shi“ite
rift. The most important links among Shiites of various nationalities in
the twentieth century, however, were not established on the governmental
level. The intellectual impact of the Iragi scholastic Bagir al-Sadr was
enormous, and that of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini became so after his
exile from Iran to Turkey in 1964 and his subsequent resettlement in Irag.
Even if in reduced numbers, Shi‘ites from all over the world still did
come to the Iragi shrine cities for a seminary education in the 1960s and
1970s, where they often fell under the spell of clerical revivalists like al-
Sadr and Khomeini.

Khomeini began putting forth a vision of Shi’ite theocracy in the late
1960s, which immediately became influential among Shi'ite Islamists
opposed to Pahlevi secularism. The central problem for classical Shi'ism
had been that of legitimate authority. Shi ites had placed al authority in
the hands of the immaculate Imam. So when the Imamate ended as an
ingtitution with the disappearance of the Twelfth Imam as a child in 280
A.H., Shi'ites experienced a crisis of authority. It was the Imam who
authorized Friday prayers and appointed the Friday prayer-leaders? Now
that he was gone, could such congregational prayers even be held? It was
the Imam who authorized the collection of religious taxes, whether alms,
the “fifth,” or the agricultural tithe. Without an Imam, could such taxes
even be paid? To whom would they go? Shi’ite thinkers put forward two
major responses to this crisis. The literalist Akhbaris had often been
willing to see some central Muslim practices lapse in the absence of the
Imam. Some advised that one should just tax oneself the amount that
should have gone to ams, and bury it in the ground so that it could be
spewed forth from the earth at the Resurrection. They held that Friday
congregational prayers should be cancelled during the Occultation of the
Imam. The rationalist Usulis on contrary believed that the collectivity of
the Shi'ite learned men could stand general proxy for the Imam in his
absence, and could authorize the common-law Mudlim states that grew up
during the Occultation to appoint prayer leaders, collect taxes, and lead
defensive holy war or jihad to protect the community.

Khomeini took the Usuli logic one step further. If the Usuli
jurisprudents could authorize a civil monarchy or state to undertake these
religious obligations in the absence of the Imam, then was it not more
fitting that they should in fact erect a state themselves and rule on behalf
of the Imam in accordance with Shi‘ite law? Khomeini pointed to the
appointment by early Imams of mediators among the learned men to
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resolve the community’ s disputes, as proof of the standing of the clericsto
establish a state. He cleverly played on the resemblance of the early
Arabic word for mediator with that of “ruler” inlater Arabic.

The “modernization” policies of Muhammad Reza Shah have often
been blamed for the revolution in Iran. Yet many scholars, especially
Nikki Keddie, have argued that it was not modernization per se that
provoked the discontents but rather the skewed, uneven, emphases of the
shah's government. The rural areas were disadvantaged by the loan
policies of government agencies, which favored urban enterprises. Big
business was treated more favorably than small businesses. Some think
that the emphasis on urban industry over agriculture in government policy
accelerated the emigration to the cities of large numbers of peasants
seeking jobs as day |aborers, who erected for housing tin shanties without
sewerage and other amenities.

The burgeoning of population growth, along with the substantial
expansion of the university system and of opportunities to study abroad,
produced a large class of first-generation intellectuals. More were
produced than could get good jobs, and in any case often feared that their
Western-style education would rob them of their authenticity and leave
them adrift in an alienating modernity. In addition, the shah’s autocracy
had produced a police state in which much of the populace was spying on
their compatriots for the state, and in which discourse critical of the
regime could result in imprisonment and torture. At atime, in the early
1970s, when the Soviet government probably only had about 1,000
prisoners of conscience, the shah's government had an estimated 10,000.
Many students and intellectuals turned to aradical vision of Shi'ite Islam
or to Marxism. The oil shock of the 1970s, when after the 1973 Arab-
Israeli War the price of petroleum quadrupled in four years, brought a
windfall to Iran that was difficult to digest. It produced enormous
spending on imports, creating frustrating bottlenecks. It also produced
high inflation, which the shah unwisely attempted to blame on
shopkeepers, thus aienating an important component of the bazaar. The
vast oil weadth presented the shah’'s technocrats with very difficult
choices, since if they suddenly invested too much of it in the country’s
economy they risked producing hyper-inflation, but if they did not, the
masses would complain about not sharing in the windfall. Unable to find
a happy medium, they produced both results. These problems were
exacerbated by an economic downturn and lower petroleum prices 1977-
78, putting sudden strains on a system that had been retooled to expect
continued high rents on oil. Most other Middle Eastern countries that
produced significant amounts of petroleum had small populations and a
lack of what economists call “absorptive capacity” (the ability of the
economy to put to work large inputs of capital). Iran was unique among
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major oil states in having, in the late 1970s, a population of about 37
million. This absorptive capacity, ironically enough, made it much more
vulnerable to massive dislocation from the oil boom than were much
smaller countries in the Gulf. The populations of the sheikhdoms could
easily be bought off with health and education benefits and good incomes,
and the bulk of their oil income willy-nilly had to be plowed back into
investments, often in the West. Because the Iranian government could
plausibly invest in Iran, it was faced with discontents that its peers were
spared. Because of the shah's rigid dictatorship, censorship of the press,
curbing of political expression (he moved to a one-party state in 1976),
imprisonment of intellectuals and others for expression of conscience,
political discontent in Iran had no legitimate outlet. Because there were
few civil intermediate institutions between the state and the people, the
public began turning to the mosgues as the only safe place to express any
sort of dissidence.

Khomeini's strong rhetorical skills and his bright vision of arighteous,
clerically-ruled state that would supplant the den of corruption that was
Pahlevi government captured the imagination of millions of Shi'ites
around the world, especialy in Iran. The revolution against the Shah in
1978-1979 was exceedingly complex, and a majority of revolutionaries
were not Khomeinists. They consisted of clerics, bazaar artisans and
shopkeepers, and recent immigrants to the cities from villages, but also of
middle class intellectuals and teachers and left-leaning workers. The
clerical networks and their lower middle class supporters did, however,
play an important role in the revolution, and they were the ones with the
organizational skills and ideological vision to capture it after the
beginning of February, 1979, when Khomeini returned to Tehran from
Paris. The Khomeinist state istreated in chapter 11, below.

In the first eight months after the revolution, the clerics made an
alliance with lay religious nationalists and retained many technocrats in
the cabinet. Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan, an engineer and the owner
of a small factory, had supported Musaddiq in the 1950s oil
nationalization crisis. In this period a new constitution was enacted that
made the head of state the “supreme jurisprudent” and subordinated the
army and the elected government to him in many ways. The first
incumbent of the new office, of course, was Khomeini. A twelve-member
Guardianship Council was also established, with wide powers of
legislative review. Early in the revolution, Khomeini confronted the
Bazargan government over its tendency to favor the interests of the
nationalist middle class, insisting that free electricity and housing be
given to the very poor or “barefoot.” A parallel government grew up, of
vigilante revolutionary guards and other zealous supporters of Khomeini
and of hard-line Shi'ite radicalism, often shunting aside the government
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police and municipal officials. When in October of 1979 the deposed
shah went to the U.S. for cancer treatment, radicals in Iran feared this
move was a cover for a planned coup aimed at restoring the monarchy.
They invaded the U.S. embassy in Tehran and took its staff hostages for
the succeeding 444 days. Khomeini tested the wind, and when he saw
how popular the hostage-taking was, he supported it. Prime Minister
Bazargan, who did not, resigned.

French-trained, left-leaning economist Abolhassan Bani Sadr, who was
favored by Khomeini, then won the presidential elections early in 1980.
For the next year and a half, Muslim leftist intellectuals like Bani Sadr
struggled with conservative clerics for the fate of the nation. Bani Sadr,
however, lacked grass roots support and declined to organize a political
party. He did attract the allegiance of many in the Mujahidin-i Khalg, a
leftist Muslim organization with a well-organized guerilla wing. Leftist
and rightist activists began actively clashing with one another at ralies,
forcing Khomeini to make a choice. Despite his earlier rhetoric in favor
of the barefoot, he increasingly moved to the right. Bani Sadr was
impeached in June, 1981, and had to flee the country for Paris. In 1981-
1983, Iran was plunged deeply into socia conflict. Mujahidin-i Khalg
terrorist bombings and shootings were met with mass arrests and
summary executions not only of its members but of sympathizers and
other dissidents. Often, fifty prisoners were executed each day. Despite
their apolitical character, nearly two hundred members of the Baha'i
religious minority, considered heretical by the Shi'ite clergy were killed,
and several thousand jailed. This bloody period has been called by some
historians “the Great Terror.” Even after the terror subsided, repression
continued. The universities were purged of thousands of professors who
did not toe the “line of the Imam” (i.e. Khomeinism), and Khomeini
called upon children to inform on their parents to the state.

From 1983 through 1989, clerical rule was established on a regular
footing. In October, 1981, cleric "Ali Khamenei was elected president.
"Ali Akbar Hashimi Rafsanjani emerged as a popular speaker of the
parliament, most of whose members belonged to the Islamic Republican
Party (not so much a party as a loose grouping of the politically like-
minded). Law was Ilamized. A bloody and fruitless war with Iraq was
pursued long after Saddam Hussein (who began it with his invasion of
Iran in 1980) began suing for peace.

Khomeini died in 1989. Khamenei was chosen as his successor as
supreme jurisprudent, and Rafsanjani was elected president. Although
Iran’s state remained a politicaly repressive, these two leaders moved
away from some of the worst excesses of the Khomeini years. The
number of political prisoners executed, or at least those that could be
known about, fell dramatically. Rafsanjani chose to sit out the Gulf War.
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The attention of the revolutionary state to education and rura
development began bearing fruit, as rates of literacy rose substantialy,
even among women. Rafsanjani by the mid-1990s was even seeking
reintegration with some Bretton Woods international institutions, since he
wanted a World Bank development loan. Successive parliamentary
elections produced sessions with increasing numbers of lay members, and
fewer and fewer clerics.

The 1997 elections produced a surprise, when a dark horse named
Muhammad Khatami garnered some 70 percent of the vote. Khatami, a
cleric, had lived in Germany and written on civil society in the tradition of
the left-liberal sociologist, Jirgen Habermas. He had been minister of
culture briefly in the early 1990s, but was dismissed because hardliners
thought him too liberal. He appears to have been elected primarily by the
votes of youth and women, who chafed under the strictures of the hard-
line Khomeinists. Khatami gained further support in the parliamentary
elections of 1999, and was elected to a second term in 2001. His attempt
to liberalize Khomeinism has largely failed, meeting concerted opposition
from Supreme Jurisprudent "Ali Khamenei and from the Guardianship
Council, which struck down many liberalizing measures enacted by
parliament and forestalled others. After a brief flowering of a freer press
after 1997, dozens of newspapers have been closed by the clerics. The
Guardianship Council aso vets those who can run for office, and has
attempted to exclude known liberals from running. The mild-mannered
and cautious Khatami has seemed unwilling or unable to use his
substantial public mandate effectively to challenge the hardliners. Among
the more controversial initiatives launched by Khatami was a dialogue
between the American and Iranian peoples rather than at the level of the
government.

Iranian and American relations improved in the wake of the September
11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon by al-
Qaida, a secret terrorist organization made up of an estimated 5,000
cultists. Al-Qaida’'s membership is fanatically hyper-Sunni, and its alies
among the Afghan Taliban and the Pakistani Lashkar-i Tayyiba and
Sipah-i Sahaba had been responsible for the massacres of thousands of
Shi“ites in Afghanistan and hundreds in Pakistan. Iran backed the Afghan
Northern Alliance, which included the Shi’ite Hizb-i Vahdat representing
the Hazaras, and so became willy-nilly alied with the U.S., which
supported the same group against the Taliban. Despite continued hard-
line rhetoric from Khamenei and some other clerics, the Khatami
government agreed to help find and return to the U.S. any servicement
who strayed into Iranian territory in the course of the bombing raids and
specia operations maneuvers in Afghanistan. From a government that
had held U.S. embassy staffers hostage only two decades before, this
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commitment was nothing short of astonishing. When he came to the U.S.
for a meeting of the United Nations in fall, 2001, President Khatami gave
an interview with Cable News Network reporter Christiane Amanpour.
He expressed heartfelt sympathy for the trauma inflicted on the American
people by the terrorists of 9/11 that was unmistakeably sincere, and struck
some observers as going further than some putative alies of the U.S. such
as Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince “Abdu’llah. Even as Iran appeared to be
warming to the U.S,, at least for the moment, the clerical regime faced
new challenges. In soccer riots that same fall of 2001, angry young men
for the first time openly chanted the name of Reza Shah I, the secularist
pretender to the Iranian throne resident in the United States, as a sign of
their deep dissatisfaction with Iran’s Shi‘ite government. They also
chanted pro-U.S. dlogans. With the fall of the Taliban, the only other
modern Muslim experiment in theocracy had ended ignominiously. The
future of Iran’s clerically-ruled government almost certainly depends on
whether it can find a way to satisfy the increasingly democratic
aspirations of Iran’s new generation.



2

The Shi ites as an Ottoman
Minority

The salient attribute of Arab-speaking Twelver Shi'ites has been their
minority status. This status has caused them much hardship and certainly
contributed to the mobilization of large numbers of them out of Shi‘ism
and into Sunnism at some points in time (as in Mamluk Syria of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries). But for those in every generation who
accepted Shi‘ism, either as an inheritance or through conversion, their
minority status also helped maintain their identity. Their celebration of
the martyrdom of the Prophet's grandson, Husayn, on the battlefield of
Karbala in A. D. 680 gave them a highly emotive and resilient mythos
from which to draw strength. As a prominent observer of nationalism
notes, "Battle myths are even more crucial for maintaining ethnic
sentiments in later generations than the initial events, and . . . a
community's geo-political location, its relationship with other
communities and polities, and especialy the nexus of states in which it
finds itself, helps to feed and keep alive the members sense of their
common destiny."' One focus of this survey will therefore be Ottoman
and post-Ottoman policy toward the Twelver minorities. Six varieties of
majority policy have been common in history: assimilation, pluralism,
legal protection of minorities, population transfer, continued subjugation,
and extermination.? In each period and area investigated, | will ask about
the state's treatment of the Imamis. This survey will not deal with
Bahrain, yet another Arabic-speaking Twelver community, insofar as it
was not Ottoman territory. The history of that community is taken up in
Chapter 3, below.

A second focus will be the results of the policies followed by the
majority toward the minorities. Several important social consequences
have been suggested for discrimination against a minority in society:
residential segregation, social segregation, stereotype reinforcement and
constriction of opportunities, conflict, the economic exploitation of the
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minority by the majority, reduction of the minority group's power, and
status deprivation.® It is safe to say that Twelvers in Sunni societies have
at one time or another suffered al these effects of discrimination, but the
historical question has to do with the specifics of time and place. How
has their relationship to the state, and then the nation-state, changed over
time or varied by region? In what ways have they participated in nation-
building even with, or because of, the constraints of social closure?

For the Arab Twelver minority communities, four of the past five
centuries have been ones of Ottoman Sunni dominance. Because of their
status as a minority looked upon as heretical, however, their history has
an altogether different rhythm from that of the Sunni elite at the imperial
center. Twelvers often benefited from times of Ottoman weakness and
decentralization and felt greater restrictions during times of renewed
Ottoman strength. A brief sketch of the history of the Ottoman-ruled
Twelver Arab minority communities is best organized into three distinct
historical periods, in which political and economic forces acted so as to
have broad, general effects. The first period, 1516-1750, witnessed often
harsh Sunni Ottoman rule over most Arab Twelvers, with Ottoman
repression often exacerbated by the Twelver chauvinism of the Safavid
rulers of Iran. The second, from 1750 until the mid-nineteenth century,
saw Twelver local elites come to the fore at atime of decentralization in
the great Sunni empires.

The Ottoman armies that rolled over western Asia and North Africa
early in the sixteenth century conquered peoples highly diverse in their
religious traditions, though the majority adhered to some form of Sunni
Islam. Especidly in the Fertile Crescent, however, Muslims of various
creeds dwelt. The mountains of what is now Lebanon sheltered
esotericist Shi'ites of several stripes, from the Druze to the Ismailis.
Moreover, Jabal "Amil near Tyre and Sidon formed a major base for
Twelver Shitism. Syria contained large numbers of Nusayris, Shiites
who accepted Twelve Imams but held beliefs Twelver ulama considered
heretical. The provinces of Baghdad and Basra in what is now Iraq
encompassed numerous Twelvers, and the shrine cities of Najaf, Karbala,
Samarrad and Kazimayn attracted Twelver pilgrims from all over Asia
Twelvers also dwelt in Ottoman a-Hasa further down the Persian Gulf
littoral and on the isles of nearby Bahrain.

What policies did the Ottomans adopt toward these Arab Twelver
communities? First, the Ottomans made a major distinction among
Twelvers, reserving harshest treatment for those who adhered to the
esoteric sect of Safavid followers known as Qizlbash (wearers of red
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headgear) for their distinctive crimson hats. These were typically Turkic
pastoral nomads, many of whom idolized the Safavid monarchs as divine.
Clearly, they feared the Qizilbash Twelvers more for their political
support of the Safavid leaders than for their doctrines. In the
condemnation of this group issued at the request of Sultan Selim I,
Ottoman jurisconsult 1bn Kemal Pashazade referred to them as a "sect
(ta'ife) of the Shi"a" and declared them apostates whose men must be
killed, whose wealth and women are allowed to any Sunnis who wish to
usurp them, and against whom holy war is incumbent.* Against the
Qizilbash Twelvers, the Ottomans showed a willingness to resort to
extreme measures such as population transfer and extermination. After an
Anatolian rebellion in 1501 Bayezid relocated some 30,000 extremist
Shi’ites to Morea in Europe, and in 1514 Selim | ordered a massacre of
40,000 Anatolian Qizilbash.> The Ottoman attitude toward quietist
Twelver Shi‘ites in the Arabic-speaking provinces was often quite
different, but Shi‘ites of any sort always risked be conflated with
Qizilbash, especially on the Ottoman-Safavid frontiers.

Thus, an important cause for continued Ottoman hostility towards
Twelvers was the rise of the Twelver Safavid state in Iran during the
sixteenth century, and its fierce enmity with Istanbul. This international
political struggle often had unfortunate repercussions, not only for
Anatolian Qizilbash, but also for Arab Twelvers, whom the Ottomans
sometimes feared as a pro-Safavid fifth column behind their own lines.
The very aggressiveness of Safavid Shi‘ism toward Sunnis caused a
backlash against Arab minorities. Prominent Twelvers dwelling in the
Hijaz wrote to Safavid religious authorities protesting that Iranian attacks
on Sunnis and public cursing of the caliphs whom Sunnis revered had
provoked hostility toward Shi‘itesin the holy cities.®

Twelvers aso suffered disadvantages in Irag, which the Ottomans took
from the Iranians in 1534 and held thereafter, with a hiatus of Safavid
reconquest 1623-1638. This region constituted a frontline in the two
powers tug of war, and the loyalties of the Twelvers in southern Iragq were
always suspect. Ottoman administrators in sixteenth century Baghdad
lamented that there was "no end to the heretics and misbelievers."’
Ottoman policy toward Twelvers in lraq varied with political
circumstances. In the early 1570s Istanbul ordered the execution of men
who secretly took a stipend from Shah Tahmasp to recite the Qur'an at
shrines for the Iranian monarch, forbade the granting of fiefs to locals,
whom it ordered watched for signs of heresy, and in Mosul forbade
"Ashura ceremonies mourning the martyred grandson of the Prophet,
Imam Husayn. But in this period the Ottomans sought to avoid acts so
grave that they might provoke hostilities with Iran. Witch-hunts for
Qizilbash sympathizers of the Safavids turned up fief-holders, local
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notables in the cities, and even the administrator of a sanjak, some of
whom were accused of being in league with Bedouin and Turkoman
tribespeople®  During the Safavid reconquest of Irag Sunnis were
massively persecuted and the shrine of “Abd al-Qadar Gilani in Baghdad
damaged; on the Ottoman retaking of Baghdad in 1638 Hasan Pasha
ordered the Sunni shrine repaired, largely with receipts from confiscated
Twelver lands, and a general daughter of all persons of known Persian
descent took place.’

The Ottomans, once they had extended their lines down to the western
littoral of the Persian Gulf to conquer al-Hasain 1550, expropriated lands
of Twelvers and closed off the trans-Arabian pilgrimage route so as to
deny Twelvers access to Mecca and Medina. Even after 1590, when they
once more allowed trade and pilgrimage from al-Hasa to the Hijaz, they
forbade Twelvers to pursue it and so hurt merchants of this community.
Despite the Arab ethnicity of the area's Imamis, the Ottoman authorities
saw them as Iranians (acem).'

The Twelvers in the Levant, less exposed to the frontiers of Ottoman-
Safavid warfare, had a less precarious position. Although one magnate
from the prominent Twelver Harfush clan in Baalbek took part in a local
rebellion against the Ottomans in 1520, other members of the Harfush
family later served in the Ottoman military and remained important local
notables and even officials. In 1534 a member of the Harfush clan was
made governor of Baalbek, and his son "Ali al-Harfush succeeded him.
But "Ali was executed by the Ottomans late in the sixteenth century,
possibly because they suspected him of leaning toward the Safavids. The
family regained the office of governor and remained prominent until after
1625, when their regions came into the orbit of the Druze Manid
notables."

The Shi“ites in the Levant therefore had quite a different position than
those in what is now Irag. Twelver aliances with Druze magnates could
sometimes thwart Sunni pashas. The Ottomans counted the Twelvers in
Baalbek and Jabal “Amil as Muslims in their censuses without referring to
their legal rite. Shi'ites in Damascus, a small minority were said to
practice pious dissmulation (tagiyya), denying their Shi‘ite sympathies
because they felt their lives would otherwise be in danger because of
Ottoman intolerance. Only in rare cases did Istanbul persecute the
Twelvers in this region on ideological grounds, as when they crushed a
messianic movement begun by the Sufi Uways al-Qaramani (d. 1544) that
spread an expectation of the imminent advent of the Mahdi (Mudlim
messiah) among the area's Twelvers.'? In the Levant, clan rivalries and
alliances, and economic interchange, could generate a whole range of
relationships wherein sectarian identity played only a small part. Yet
disabilities remained for Imamis, and the dangers of a Twelver scholar or



20 SACRED SPACE AND HOLY WAR

notable becoming too prominent in Ottoman Syria are demonstrated by
the fate of the great Twelver jurist Shaykh Zayn a-Din a-"Amili (the
"Second Martyr"), whom, Shi'ite hagiographers charge, the Ottomans
executed for heresy."

Leaving aside the highly politicized Shi‘ism of the Qizilbash, then, at
the level of day-to-day administration it seems often not to have mattered
a great deal to Ottoman tax collectors what religion the tax-payers
followed, as long as receipts were good. In fact, therefore, the Ottomans
followed a policy toward most Twelver Arab peasants of continued
subjugation. Since the Ottomans declined to acknowledge the Ja'fari rite
of the Twelvers, however, their legal status remained problematic. All
non-Sunni Muslims in the Ottoman empire, not only the Twelvers but
also the Druze and “Alawis, suffered from their lack of recognition as
legitimate religious communities. Ironicaly, the Ottomans actually
favored Jews (though still as second-class subjects) and encouraged their
immigration into their empire during the sixteenth century, whereas they
often persecuted Shi‘ite Muslims."* In regard to the Twelver Qizilbash
sect the Ottomans pursued even more drastic policies such as population
transfer, execution, and even attempted extermination.

Twelvers spiritual, ritual and legal life nevertheless went on under the
Ottomans. Their ulama traveled from Ottoman Sidon to Ottoman Najaf
for studies. Indeed, such travel for study played so important arole in the
cross-fertilization of ideas that the Second Martyr's own sons from Jabal
"Amil learned much that they did not know from their father's old students
in Iraq.'® The network of students, teachers, and pilgrims crisscrossed
imperial borders as well as provincial ones, so that many Twelvers from
Jabal "Amil went to make their fortunes in newly Shi'ite Iran, where
"Amilis became almost a clerical caste, or in the Twelver-ruled state of
Golconda in southern India.'®

Because of the importance of foreign patronage to Twelver ulama and
notables, the fall of Safavid Iran to Sunni Afghan invaders toward the end
of this period, in 1722, and the decades-long disestablishment of Shi‘ism
as a state religion can only have had a dramatic impact on Twelver morale
in Jabal "Amil, Irag, and al-Hasa. The Iragi shrine cities, aready under
Sunni Ottoman rule, had at least looked to the Safavids for infusions of
wealth, gilding of shrines, and contributions to the ulama. Now the proud
Isfahani clerical families themselves crowded into Nagjaf and Karbala as
refugees, ironically seeking the protection of Ottoman law and order from
the Afghan Ghilzai marauders.

In the period 1500-1750, then, the Ottomans engaged in a rhetoric of
forced assimilation (or in the case of the "Qizilbash" even extermination)
toward the Twelvers, while in fact practicing in most Arab regions a
policy of simple subjugation. The consequences of this subjugation
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varied by social class. Twelver magnates and intermediate strata certainly
suffered by being denied opportunities of advancement and patronage
(intisap) in Istanbul, or even in provincial capitals like Damascus and
Baghdad, (though some, especially in the Levant, attained local power as
emirs and a subordinate feudal position in the Ottoman military). Social
segregation and constriction of opportunities therefore did follow from
Ottoman pregjudices.  Conflict, economic exploitation, reduction in
minority power and status deprivation all also characterized relations of
the Sunni majority with the Twelver minority before 1750.

Twelvers kept a strong sense of demotic identity, despite their
marginal condition, through severa rituals. First, they frequently
mourned the martyred Imams or scions of the Prophet's House, especially
Husayn. In Nabatiya, these rituals came to be especialy bloody,
involving public self-flagellation.'” Such rituals included not only the
self-affirmation of pledging featy to the Twelve Imams, but also the
cursing of the early Caliphs, whom they saw as usurpers. Sunnis felt that
the Twelvers, in insisting on such cursing, kept a dirty little secret. Their
ceremonies, in this view, had at their core a mysterious blasphemy. For
Twelvers, however, the ritual mourning of Imam Husayn carried with it a
dual message, of patient perseverance in the truth even unto martyrdom,
and of courageous battle with steel against tyranny. At various times,
either of these Janus heads might be emphasized.

Second, where the social conditions threatened believers with death,
Twelver jurists required pious dissimulation (tagiyya) or the denial that
they were Shi'ites. This verba self-negation was designed to substitute
for physical annihilation. Some Twelvers argued against holding
communal Friday prayers in the absence of the Imam, for fear it would
provoke violence among Sunnis. Others insisted on the prayers despite
their provocative nature. The sense of danger, the need to conced,
informed all religious observances performed by Twelver Shitites in
places where they formed a minority. For Sunnis, the Hijazi holy cities of
Mecca and Medina congtitute places where one may be a complete
Mudlim - indeed, where one never sees a non-Mudim. We learn,
however, that even great Twelver scholars from the Iragi shrine cities
dissmulated about their convictions when they went to Ottoman-ruled
Mecca. When the major Usuli scholar and later head of the Imami
establishment in the shrine cities of Iraq, Sayyid Mihdi Tabatabai (d.
circa 1797), left Karbala to go on pilgrimage in the 1770s he assiduously
dodged questions from Sunnis about his rite.'® The existential ambiguity
of such daily misrepresentation of one's innermost self cannot easily be
understood by outsiders. Third, Twelvers generally considered most
outsiders ritually impure, and favored endogamy, though exceptions
clearly occurred."®
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We can see here at the outset severa elements in the Twelver Arabs
ethnic survival.® Jabal “Amil, southern Irag, and eastern Arabia all
congtituted fairly compact and defensible territories that proved relatively
difficult of access for outsiders. Their highly organized clan lineages
threw up paramount chiefs who demanded respect from neighbors and
from the imperial center on the basis of their command of armed force.
When force failed, Twelvers could legitimately dissimulate to escape
persecution. Both a highly trained corps of clergy or ulama, and a
subaltern stratum of cantors of mourning poetry, helped preserve,
transmit, and spread knowledge of the texts and central beliefs and
practices of Twelver Shi‘ism among townsmen and peasants. A strong
belief in the ritual pollution of outsiders, much different from the attitude
among Sunnis, aso helped isolate the Twelver communities and
reinforced tendencies to endogamy.

The second period saw more autonomy for the Twelvers, and brought
up the question of whether they had sufficient resources to take advantage
of it. The Ottomans, increasingly preoccupied with eastern Europe and
the growing Russian threat, and suffering from the eroding effects of high
inflation in Anatolia, willy-nilly allowed greater autonomy to their Arab
provinces from the middle of the eighteenth century. Ottoman Save-
soldier (kullar) regimes became virtually autonomous in Egypt, the
Levant, and Irag. Even these rulers depended for provincial support on
local elites, and Albert Hourani characterized this period as one of "the
politics of the notables"®" It seems indisputable that Twelvers on the
whole benefited from this decentralization. The virtual eclipse of Twelver
Shi“ism during the previous century as a political force in Asia thus
proved a short-term phenomenon. At the same time as local notables
promoted rising Twelver power in the Ottoman Arab lands, the Zands and
then Qajars restored Twelver power in Iran, and Awadh or Oudh emerged
as asubstantial Shi'ite-ruled state in post-Mughal India.

Just aslocal Sunni notables, merchants and ulama played a more active
role in this period because of the weakness at the Ottoman center, so
Imami notables came to the fore in their regions. In Jabal "Amil Twelver
feudal bosses, and in Irag Twelver tribal leaders, urban-based date
plantation owners, Sayyids, and ulama in the shrine cities asserted at
times an unprecedented autonomy. Still, Sunni governors ruled over the
Iragi Imamis from 1750 to 1831, and even revered Twelver shrines like
that of Imam "Ali had Sunni caretakers appointed over them for most of
this period. Sunni officials in the shrine cities, however much they
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detested Shi‘ism, tolerated it and the pilgrimage trade associated with it
for the wealth it brought southern Irag.?

As will be discussed at greater length in Chapter Six below, in the
1820s the shrine city of Karbala began to evolve into a virtual city-state,
ruled by a coalition of local notables, urban gangs, and ulama with little
reference to the save-soldiers in Baghdad, much lessto Istanbul. Karbala
Twelvers began publicly saying Friday congregational prayers in their
own manner, whereas previoudy they had either said them only in private
or had refrained from gathering for them at al. Twelver ulama and
institutions received large amounts of money from believers in Iran, from
the Iranian government and its officials, and from the Twelver
government of Awadh in north India, wealth that also helped Imamis
assert their independence of the Baghdad governors, and, later,
Ottomans.®

The Ottomans lost their grip on the Levant even before they did so on
Irag, and Twelver Shi'ite feuda chieftains in Jabal “Amil, formerly co-
opted by the governing Druze Mans, asserted greater local control in the
middle of the eighteenth century. They benefited from the cotton-driven
commercial revival of southern Syria, especially after they acquired the
iltizam (fief-like land grant) of Tyre in 1759. Later in the century,
Twelver feudal bosses at first alied themselves with Ahmad Pasha al-
Jazzar, the potentate of "Akka, in his struggles with other local notablesin
Damascus and the Levantine coast. The Pasha later expanded into
Twelver territory itself, however, coming into conflict with powerful
Twelver clan chieftains. Al-Jazzar and his successor preferred to have
their own officials in charge of the Imami areas, but from the 1820s the
Twelver clan chiefs were given control once more over Jabal “Amil
provided they acted as tax farmers and vassals for "Akka® In this period
local elites and their shifting political alliances most directly affected the
lives of Twelvers, rather than the directives of the sultan and his religious
establishment in I stanbul.

Ironically, genuine Ottoman reassertion came decades later in the
Levant than in Irag, despite the former's greater proximity to Istanbul.
Sultan Mahmud's plans for increased centralization were at first delayed
by the Ottoman civil war of the 1830s, in which the insurgent Egyptians
(subjects of the sultan before and after this war) occupied Greater Syria
for dmost a decade. The Shihabis, a loca vassa dynasty who
collaborated with the Egyptians, had important allies among the Twelvers,
though rival Twelver leaders and disgruntled peasantry did at times
challenge Egyptian-Shihabi rule, especidly in the late 1830s® The
reestablishment of light Ottoman sovereignty over the Levant with
European help in 1840 actually initiated a generation of Twelver near-
autonomy in Jabal "Amil under Hamd Bey and "Ali a-As'ad. Imami
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authors have seen a cultural efflorescence in Jabal “"Amil in the first six
decades of the nineteenth century, partially fueled by the patronage of
Twelver magnates such as Hamd Bey.?’ In Baalbek during the 1840s and
1850s the Ottoman authorities were forced to appoint members of the
Twelver notable clan, the Harfush, as almost autonomous local governors,
though they sporadically attempted to weaken them by playing one family
off against another.”®

In the Persian Gulf, sedentary Twelver populations faced raiding and
domination by Sunni and Wahhabi pastoralists. Periodic Wahhabi
occupations of a-Hasa, and Sunni Utubi dominance of Bahrain, subjected
Shi’ites to various sorts of discrimination. In Iraq and the Levant the
shifting alliances of relatively weak local Sunni notables required a
willingness to play with al the pieces on the board and a consequent de-
emphasis on the Sunni triumphalist ideology of the old Ottoman variety,
leaving Twelvers wider interstices for cultural and political self-assertion.
In the Gulf, however, puritan Wahhabi ideology subjected traditional or
esoteric Twelvers to even harsher persecution than they had suffered
under the Ottomans, and the new tribal bases of power in the region left
their villagers and townsmen with few options other than political
submission or flight.

From 1750 to the middle of the nineteenth century, then, Twelversin
the decentralizing Ottoman empire rallied. Greater local power led to the
retention of more resources at home, and therefore to a mitigation of the
worst disabilities Twelvers normally suffered under Ottoman rule. With
the exceptions of a-Jazzar's rule in Palestine in the late eighteenth
century, and Sunni and Wahhabi tribal incursions in Eastern Arabia, less
conflict, economic exploitation, and detraction from minority power took
place at alocal level. Thisimprovement was owed, however, to Ottoman
weakness rather than to any change in Ottoman policy. In this phase,
ethnic identity among Twelvers came to the fore partially because of their
relative distance from Istanbul at a time of weakness in the imperia
center. They could under these circumstances bring more effectively into
play some of their natural advantages as an ethnic community: their
political clout in the Iragi shrine cities, their tribal control over trade
routes between Iran and Irag, and their often dominant position at the
Mediterranean port of Tyre.”®

The rest of the nineteenth century saw the strengthening of imperial
control over the provinces and the increasing impact of the capitalist
world market, centered in industrializing Europe, on the Ottoman empire.
The net result of these changes for most Twelvers was probably negative.
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They lost much of the semi-autonomy they had gained in southern Irag
and Jabal "Amil. One of the two Twelver states remaining in the world
(Awadh) was absorbed into the British Indian empire, and Twelvers were
on the whole badly placed to take advantage of the new commercia
opportunities opening up.

From the late eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth, the
Shi“ite shrine cities of Najaf, Karbala and later Samarra emerged as key
trainers of Shi'ite clergy for the whole world and as places where Iranian
and Indian dissidents could go into exile. Their ulama were successful,
from the eighteenth century, in proselytizing the Arab tribes of southern
Iraq, bringing many of them over to Shi‘ism. (This mass conversion may
have in part been a reproof from the tribespeople to their Sunni Ottoman
overlords, and a protest of their treatment by the latter). Ethnically
Iranian Shi'ites formed a substantial minority in Najaf, Karbala, and
Baghdad. Shi'ite clergymen from Iran such as Sayyid Murtada Ansari
were often prominent in the leadership of the religion from the shrine
cities, and helped train both Arabic-speaking speaking and Persian-
speaking students. Meir Litvak has argued that the Shi'ite clergy of
Ottoman Irag were most often in a weak position, disliked and even
despised by their Sunni rulers, and so they needed to curry favor with
both the British and the Qajar dynasty of Iran. This need for foreign
assistance led them to be relatively quietist with regard to Iranian politics,
with only a few major exceptions, throughout the nineteenth century. At
the same time, he feels that the shahs in Iran paid far more attention to
cultivating Iranian ulama in Qum, Isfahan, and elsewhere, because they
felt them more influential. The Qajars did bestow stipends on ulama in
Iraq, and donated funds to gild shrines.®

Sometimes the Iranians felt strongly about the treatment of Irag
Shi“ites, and there was pressure on Muhammad Shah to go to war with the
Ottomans when the latter invaded Karbala and massacred rebellious
Shi'ites in 1843 (see Chapter 6 below). It is worth noting, however, that
he did not succumb to this pressure. Perhaps it is precisely because
monies coming from the Indian Shi‘ite courts were so much less
politicized on the surface that the Ottomans allowed them in and the
Shi’ite clergy sought them. Too close an association with the shah of Iran
could make one look too much like a traitor to Istanbul. The violent
Ottoman occupation of Karbalain 1843, Yitzhak Nakash has argued, had
two major consequences. One was that most of the great Shi’ite scholars
moved instead to neighboring Najaf, which gained a preeminent position
as a Shi'ite center. The other was that the Iranian government, alarmed at
the violence in Karbala against Iranian subjects, succeeded in pressuring
the Ottomans to grant Iranian subjects certain immunities, giving them
thereafter a favorable position in Irag. Iranian officials dominated posts
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like the mayor of Ngjaf and the custodian of the shrine of Imam Husayn
in Karbalauntil 1917.'

Although an ideal has long been articulated in Twelver jurisprudence
of the dominant Usuli school that there should be one central Shi'ite
jurisprudent to whom all Shi’ites should look for guidance, this ideal was
seldom put into practice before the communications revolutions of the
twentieth century. Despite the prominence of Iranian cleric Murtada
Ansari in Irag during the 1850s, for instance, his mgjor institutional role
appears to have been to supervise the funds coming into the shrine cities
as religious taxes and donations. For the most part regiona Shi'ites put
their ultimate faith in the most prominent of their local clergymen. Even
in the twentieth century, the Arab Shi'ites often looked to the leading
jurisprudent in Iraqg for their guidance rather than to an Iranian.

As noted, from 1826 the Ottoman Sultan Mahmud Il began an
effective centralization of the empire. In 1831 direct Ottoman rule was
reestablished over Iraq and the dave-soldiers ousted. The sultan's
modernization of his armed forces, however, could not alone have rescued
him from the ambitious viceroy of Egypt, Muhammad "Ali, who made a
bid to take over the empire in the 1830s. Only European intervention
saved the sultan from losing this Ottoman civil war. After the 1840
Treaty of London, however, the process of centralization continued apace
outside Egypt. It met opposition from the Twelvers of southern Iraq,
who, especialy in their shrine cities, had attained a sort of autonomy.
When the city of Karbala unanimously refused to accept a Turkish
garrison, hard line Ottoman governor Najib Pasha ordered an invasion
that crushed the Imamis opposition in January of 1843 and left some five
thousand dead. The cruelty of Ottoman troops toward the civilian
population, which had wholeheartedly supported the rebellion, carried
with it the emotional baggage of Sunni hostility toward Twelvers. So too
did the Ottoman policy of making Imami shrines into barracks for rowdy
infantrymen. The Ottomans continued thereafter aggressively to face
down the Twelvers, whether in the shrine cities or in the hinterland where
tribespeople roamed, and once again to collect from them taxes and
tribute.®

Some disabilities of Twelvers in nineteenth century Ottoman Irag
derived more from their social position than their perceived heterodoxy.
Thus, the Twelver Khaza'il tribespeople often participated in revolts
against Baghdad's attempts to extract more money from them or to
manipulate their politics, and it would be difficult to prove that such
conflicts differed substantialy from those between the Ottomans and the
Sunni Kurdish clans. In the south, tribal coalitions formed easily across
sectarian lines in the face of imperial encroachments. The Ottomans
launched campaigns against the tribes and marsh Arabs and even went so
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far asto drain swamps in order to control them. As the century wore on,
the modernizing Ottomans increasingly gained the military advantage
over the Khaza'il and other Shi'ite tribes.®

Twelver peasants, tribespeople, and marsh Arabs in southern Iraq
suffered from the economic changes in the second half of the nineteenth
century, as well. Ottoman land-registration practices and enforced
sedentarization reduced many proud Twelver pastoraists to landless
peasants laboring for their chief, who became a large landlord. The
opening of the Suez canal in 1869 favored the cultivation of cash crops
and the Sunni urban brokers. The economic gap between urban Sunnis
and the Twelver marsh Arabs widened considerably.*

The rise of Ottoman reformism and the promotion of an ideology of
Ottoman nationalism that would offer al subjects of the sultan equal
rights should on the face of it have benefited the empire's Twelvers. But
even the application of greater rationalism in government can prove
invidious. The career of reformer Midhat Pasha provides several
anecdotes that demonstrate how differently the "reformers® might look to
a Shi‘ite. On becoming governor of Baghdad province in 1869, Midhat's
first task was to subdue the largely Twelver tribes to the south in order to
increase state revenues. He initiated the Ottoman reconquest of the
Twelver region of a-Hasa in 1871, with an eye both to military strategy
and to tax income (Twelvers in the Gulf may have preferred Ottoman rule
to that of the Wahhabis, but they did complain of mistreatment and over-
taxation at the hands of the Ottomans). Midhat then had the treasures and
offerings stored at Shi’ite shrines in Najaf appraised at TL 300,000, and
proposed an auction so that the proceeds could be used for public works
like a railway line. Midhat's son sadly reported that "this reasonable
proposal, however, was vetoed by the Persian Ulemas." In the 1890s the
government of Sultan Abdulhamid Il (r. 1876-1909) attempted to curb
Shi‘ism and to proselytize Twelvers, hoping to convert them to Sunnism.
The central government dared not go too far in this direction, however,
lest it provoke rebellion in the Iragi south.®

Later in the century urban Twelvers in Irag became involved in secret
societies, opposition to the tobacco monopoly granted by Iran's shah to a
Britisher, and the ferment that preceded the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution of 1905-1911. The involvement of Iragi Shiites with the call
for a congitution in Iran sensitized them aso to the increasing
dissatisfaction within the Ottoman empire with Abdulhamid IlI's
absolutism. With the Y oung Turk revolution of 1908 and the introduction
of parliamentary party politics, many of Irag's Twelvers showed renewed
interest in Ottoman public affairs. They, however, along with many other
Arab Ottomans, shared in the subsequent disillusionment produced by the
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Young Turks turn toward despotism and exaltation of Turkish ethnicity
within the empire.*®

As noted, the Ottoman recovery in the Levant came later than that in
Irag. By the 1850s and 1860s the rural feuding and peasant revolt that
disrupted Palestine, Mt. Lebanon and the Shouf mountains had raised the
real danger of European intervention, especially with the Christian-Druze
violence of 1859-60 in which some 10,000-15,000 Christians died.
Shi‘ite notables had long been clients of either Druze or Maronite
magnates, and were often caught in the middle. The Ottomans finally
reacted by garrisoning more troops and more actively ensuring order.
They aso accepted legal changes that gave more equality to non-Muslim
religious minorities and protected commerce. Just as Maronite and Druze
feudal bosses lost some autonomy through this Ottoman reassertion, so
too did the Imami landlords in Jabal "Amil. In 1864 "Ali Bey al-As ad
and another Twelver large landlord were imprisoned by the Ottoman
authorities, probably on charges of withholding tax monies from Istanbul.
Thereafter the center tightened administration and tax collecting in Jabal
"Amil. As of 1859, as well, the Twelver Harfush family was deprived of
its power in Baalbek, and the area came under direct Ottoman rule. On the
other hand, the new judicia regime established for the Mutasarrifate of
Mount Lebanon, a separate administrative unit with a Maronite Christian
majority, did extend an unusual recognition to the Twelver Shi'ites on the
part of the Ottomans. An administrative council was established in 1864
with 12 members from the various religious communities, and one of
them was to be a Shiite. The central court was aso directed to have six
official counsels, representing the major religious communities, including
one for the Shi‘ites.*’

Twelver peasants, lacking the Maronites' links to Europe, remained
largely uninvolved in the silk industry and other production for the world
market in the nineteenth century, thereby falling behind other
confessional communities in income and sophistication. The greatest
oppression of Twelvers in the Levant derived from the system of
subsistence peasant farming and quasi-feudal bosses and landlords, from
which they did not even begin to escape in the nineteenth century. The
abjectness of their economic niche affected the Twelvers political
position as well, relegating them to relative unimportance in the eyes of
Ottoman governors, whereas Maronites and Druze gained the virtual
partition of the vilayet of Beirut as it was gerrymandered to fit their
competing interests. If the reforms of 1856 and the establishment of a
Christian-dominated Mutasarrifate in Mount Lebanon challenged Sunni
and Druze elites by giving more equality to Christians, they virtually
pushed the Twelvers to the bottom of the Levantine social ladder.
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Twelvers in a-Hasa continued to suffer tribal rule, witnessing several
Wahhabi incursions and contests with mainly Sunni tribes, and direct
Saudi rule 1792-1818 and 1843-71. These contests were punctuated by
attempts of imperial centers to assert themselves, as with the Egyptian
expeditions of 1819 and 1839 and the Ottoman reconquest of 1871.
Shi’ites suffered from the opprobrium in which their branch of Islam was
held by "Utubis, Wahhabis or Ottomans. In the first Saudi state, the
Wahhabis made a concerted effort to assimilate the Twelvers forcibly to
Wahhabism. The second state was somewhat |ess oppressive religioudly,
partially because of its weakness.® Some Twelver ulama in the area so
resented the disestablishment that they attempted, unsuccessfully, to
intrigue at Nasir a-Din Shah's court for the Qajar annexation of Eastern
Arabia. The Ottoman reconquest of the areain 1871 made little difference
to the lives of local people, since the empire remained very weak in the
area, with only small garrisons. Complaints about excessive taxation
were lodged, though the Ottomans were certainly far more religiously
tolerant than had been the Wahhabis. **

In the Ottoman Empire, vigorous demotic Shi‘ite communities had
existed long before the advent of the Safavids in Iran, in Jabal “Amil, al-
Hasa, and some cities of Irag. As most of these came under Ottoman rule,
the political rivalries between Iran and the Ottomans made them suspect
as a fifth column in the eyes of Istanbul. These Arabic-speaking Shi'ites
had no local courts to receive gifts, favors or support from the Safavids
and their successors. Most of them could benefit from Shiite ascendency
in Iran only indirectly, by studying there or developing contacts with its
nobles.

From the mid-nineteenth century, Twelver minorities lost whatever
previous semi-autonomy they had gained during the age of the politics of
the notables. They were forced to submit once again to more direct
Ottoman rule in Irag, a-Hasa and the Levant. In the first phases of
Ottoman reassertion, rebellious Twelvers in Iraq were dealt with harshly
by their Sunni vanquishers, their institutions disrupted, shrines desecrated,
populations sometimes displaced, local leaders deposed. That is, after a
period during which Ottoman weakness had led to greater de facto
toleration of Shi'ites, the Tanzimat reforms involved a policy toward them
of renewed subjugation. The Ottomans subjugated the Levant with less
violence, whereas in Karbala, which was resisted, the Ottomans showed
themselves entirely capable of massacring the recalcitrant Shi'ites.
Especially from 1856, changes occurred in the ideology of the empire.
The Tanzimat decrees of equality for all Ottoman subjects marked a move
toward a magjority policy of pluralism, where cultural variability is
permitted as long as it does not threaten national unity and security. The
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new ideologies of Ottomanism and, later in the century, pan-Islam, did
seem to promise an improvement in the status of Shi’ite subjects of the
sultan. In the event, the Tanzimat reforms benefited the Christians more
than the Twelvers, and pan-Islam had strong Sunni commitments behind
the scenes.

Late in the nineteenth century Sultan Abdulhamid pursued two
contradictory policies toward the Shiites of Irag. On the one hand, he
sought to cultivate their support for his Pan-Islamic project, which aimed
to unite all Muslims against European colonialism. On the other, he
acceded to the requests of his strongly Sunni administrators to alow them
to attempt to missionize the Shi'ites on behalf of Sunnism. In fact, neither
Pan-Isdam nor Sunni missions to the Shi’ites had any observable success.
Constriction of Imami opportunities continued, however. Moreover, the
Imamis relative economic position deteriorated. Twelver peasants in
Jabal “Amil, and Twelver tribespeople, marsh Arabs and peasants in Irag,
continued to live a largely subsistence economy, and landlordism
increased as a socia phenomenon and problem in the Twelver Arab areas.
Whereas Maronite and Sunni merchants in Beirut, and Jewish and Sunni
brokers in Baghdad began to participate in the world economy, at least as
compradors, the Ottoman Shiites occupied the more backward sectors of
the empire's economy.
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Rival Empires of Trade and
Shi'ismin Eastern Arabia

The history of the Shi“ite Muslims in the isles of Bahrain and the oases of
Qatif and al-Hasa has been little studied despite the economic and
political importance lent them by the large petroleum deposits in their
region. The significance of this community has been further magnified by
the rise in the Gulf region of Shi'ite radicalism, as in the Iranian
Revolution of 1978-1979, the failed 1981 Shi'ite coup attempt in Bahrain,
and the continued struggle of some Bahraini Shi’ite oppositionists against
policies of the ruling emirs in the past few years. The study of Shi‘ismin
the Gulf has advanced so little that even a basic chronology and overview
of institutional developments are lacking for al but the most recent
decades. A full history of Twelver Shitism in the Gulf would require
archival research in Portuguese, Iranian, Ottoman, Dutch, French, and
British repositories, in addition to extensive manuscript work in eastern
Arabia itself. Until this daunting task is tackled in a thoroughgoing
manner, it may be useful to make a preliminary survey of Twelver Shi'ite
history in the Gulf in its formative pre-modern period of 1300-1800 on
the basis of more accessible sources, such as published travel accounts
and Twelver Shiite biographical dictionaries.

The following overview has the limited ambition of showing shift from
Ismaili Shi‘ism to the Usuli school of Twelver Shitism; and finaly to the
Akhbari school of Twelver Shi‘ism, as the mgjor ideological orientation
of Bahrain Twelvers. In addition to tracing institutional and ideological
developments, this study has several analytical concerns. These questions
include the relationship of dynastic, social, and economic changes to
Shi“ism, the shifting economic bases of religious institutions, and the
specific social origins of the Twelver clerical corps (ulama).

Eastern Arabia has been an arena of contention between Sunni
Mudlims, partisans of the orthodox caliphs, and Shi'is, partisans of the
Prophet's cousin and son-in-law, “Ali. We are concerned with two major
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branches of Shi‘ism here. The Ismailis follow one of severa still-existing
lines of “Ali's descendants through Ismaiil b. Jafar al-Sadig. The
Twelvers followed Isma’il's brother Kazim and his descendants, holding
that the later eleventh Imam had a small son who went into supernatural
occultation and would return in the future.

The geographical isolation and economic richness of eastern Arabia
help explain why it sometimes threw up regional states. But that wealth,
combined with its relatively small population, also accounts for the many
attempts that nearby great powers made to incorporate this region into
their territories. Its proximity to undersea pearl fields enriched its
merchants and notables while also attracting conquerors, divers and
peasants seldom shared much, however, in Bahrain's fabled prosperity.
The area benefited from the trade in spices between Asia and Europe,
some of which passed through the Gulf. The Baharina or indigenous Arab
Shi’ite inhabitants of eastern Arabia are till a majority on the isles of
Bahrain and once congtituted an even greater proportion of the
population.' Other areas of Shi'ite settlement include the port city and
oasis of Qatif, and the oases of al-Hasa, both now in Saudi Arabia’ Al-
Hasa consists of a group of oasesin a 180 sgq. km "L" shape southeast of
Qatif, which take their collective name from pools of water (hisy)
collecting above a stony substratum in sandy soil. The region has
traditionally produced dates, horses, and fine textiles.

The wealth of this region often gave it an autonomy from surrounding
powers expressed in a local ideology of Shi‘ism. The Shi'ite pastoralists,
peasants and pearl divers were dominated by their own elite of clan
elders, urban merchants, and landholders. But Sunni Bedouins and distant
naval powers often conquered the Shi'ite triangle. Eastern Arabia formed
part of the medieval Islamic empires. From the late ninth century AD,
however, a local branch of the Ismaili movement, the Carmathian
(Qarmati) sect, set up a polity there. A radical religious group
encompassing pastoralists, peasants and townsmen, it established a more
egdlitarian socia system than was norma in the 10th century Middle
East.® The Carmathian state controlled for a while the Arabian peninsula's
overland trade and pilgrimage routes, but from the middle of the 11th
century they lost political control to local Sunni tribes loyal to the Sunni
Saljugs. A succession of tribal dynasties and Gulf naval powers thereafter
exercised varying degrees of control. In 1330, the forces of Hurmuz, ruled
in the early 14th century by Quitb al-Din Tahamtam, conquered Bahrain.*

The Baharina gradually traded the radical, egalitarian Ismailism of the
ninth through 11th century Carmathian movement for a more quietist
version of Shi'ism the Twelver or Imami branch which Sunni rulers
considered less objectionable.” This change is now difficult to trace.
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Carmathian tribes remained politicaly important at least into the 15th
century. But from the 13th century Twelver biographical dictionaries
begin mentioning ulama from Bahrain and al-Hasa. For instance,
Maytham b. “Ali al-Bahrani (d. 1280 AD) wrote on Twelver doctrine,
affirming free will, the infallibility of prophets and imams, the appointed
imamate of “Ali, and the occultation of the Twelfth Imam.® By tracing the
history of Twelver Shi“ism through biographical dictionaries, we can gain
some picture of indigenous cultural and religious devel opments.

Jarwanid Bahrain and the Imami Ulama

Sunni rule in the Shiite regions of eastern Arabia remained tenuous,
and by the end of the 13th century had greatly declined, allowing Shi'ite
tribal forces to assert their autonomy. Among these Ismaili populations
some Twelver Shiites also existed, and Twelver clerical expertise proved
useful to the reigning Ismaili chiefs. Twelver experts in Shiite law
(mujtahids) trained in lraq were recruited to staff judicial and
administrative posts. Twelver and Ismaili law was similar enough to alow
this symbiosis, and the Ismaili tribespeople appear to have lacked the
seminaries and clerical traditions to produce enough of their own judges
and clerical administrators.

At the opening of the 14th century the local Carmathian chieftain,
Said b. Mughamis dominated eastern Arabia, probably as a vassal of the
Tibi merchant princes of the isle of Qays, tributaries of the II-Khanid
Mongols. In 1305-1306 AD (705 A.H.) Said the Carmathian was
defeated in Qatif by Bedouin forces led by Jarwan a-Maliki, of the
Quraysh tribe. The Banu Jarwan ruled "the lands of Bahrain" (Qatif, al-
Hasa, and the Bahrain isles) for nearly a century and a half, renewing
Shi'ite power there. Jarwan was followed by his son Nasir, then by his
grandson lbrahim (still aive in 1417). Al-Sakhawi called the Jarwanids
"remr;ants of the Carmathians," suggesting that they were an Ismaili
tribe.

From the 1330s the Banu Jarwan began paying tribute to the Sunni
kings of Hurmuz. Local Shi'ite rule gave a certain freedom to the Imami
ulama, though Imamis were probably still a minority. The North African
traveler 1bn Battuta visited Qatif around 1331, finding it inhabited by
Arab tribes whom he described as "extremist Shi'is' (rafidiyya ghulat).
This is how a Sunni would describe Ismailis. He noted that in Qatif the
mosques called to prayer in an openly Shi'ite manner, including phrases
about "Ali. Ibn Batutta described the great wealth of the area, writing that
the Jarwanid ruler took one fifth of the pearl revenues in taxes, and saying
that al-Hasa grew more dates than any place else in the world.?
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The major Imami Shi’ite figure in Bahrain during this era was Shaykh
Ahmad b. "Abd Allah Ibn a-Mutawwa] al-Bahrani called by one early
source "the leader of the Imamis in his time."® A mujtahid, his legal
rulings were renowned in the east and the west. Shaykh Ahmad Ibn a-
Mutawwaj studied in Irag at a-Hilla with "Allama Fakhr a-Din
Muhammad al-Hilli (d. 1369), the son of the celebrated Usuli innovator
“Allama al-Hilli, receiving diplomas from him and other Iragi scholars.
Shaykh Ahmad adopted the new Usuli school from his teacher, but he had
differences with some Usulis, debating Shams al-Din Muhammad b.
Makki, the Imami "First Martyr" (d. 1384), several times. In Bahrain, the
local Ismaili rulers, the Banu Jarwan, put Shaykh Ahmad Ibn al-
Mutawwa] in charge of policing market prices (hisba) and deciding legal
guestions.

As an Usuli, Shaykh Ahmad believed that legal rulings could be
derived from the Qur'an and the Imami oral sayings, not ssmply through
finding a scriptural source and interpreting it literally, but through the
independent exercise (ijtihad) of legal reasoning ("agl, based on Greek
rationalism). Here, as elsewhere, the willingness of Usuli clerics to
cooperate with and legitimate the state under which they lived,
performing judicial and administrative functions, made them more useful
to the state than were the conservative Akhbaris. Akhbaris insisted on a
literal interpretation of the Qur'an and oral reports, and often disallowed
the central functions of the Islamic state in the absence of the Twelfth
Imam.

The 1300s witnessed important advances in institutionalizing the
position of at least some Imami ulama, which would have helped men like
Shaykh Ahmad Ibn al-Mutawwag bring many into the Twelver branch.
Indeed, at least one member of the Banu Jarwan became a Twelver cleric
- Shaykh Jamal al-Din Hasan al-Matbu™ al-Jarwan of Al-Hasa.'® Another
Imami figure who attained high posts under the Jarwanids, Shaykh Nasir
al-Din lbrahim b. Nizar al-Ahsai, served as chief judge (gadi al-qudat)
and became an important teacher.!" Perhaps nowhere else in the Islamic
world of the 14th century did Imami Shi'ites have the kind of freedom
and institutional position they possessed in Jarwanid Bahrain and East
Arabia

During the 15th century east Arabian Shi‘ites maintained their strong
links with Iraq. The direction of the trade routes may have facilitated
travel from eastern Arabiato the Shi'ite shrine cities. Already in the 1420s
Venice was the destination for some spices brought by merchants from
further East through the Gulf and thence to Basra for transshipment via
Syria'? Twelver Shi‘ite merchant-ulama could combine study and
pilgrimage with trade, and some became teachers. Shaykh Nasir Ibn al-
Mutawwaj of Bahrain taught the Sufi Shi“ite Ahmad b. Fahd a-Hilli (d.



RIvAL EMPIRES OF TRADE AND SHI'ISM IN EASTERN ARABIA 35

1437), which indicates that the Shi‘ite scholars of Bahrain were
considered to have preserved Imami oral reports that made it worthwhile
to study with them. Ahmad b. Fahd a-Hilli in turn taught another Sufi
Shi'i, Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh (d. 1463), whose father was from
the Qatif region.'®  Nurbakhsh rose to become the leader of the
Kubrawiyya Sufi order in Iran, and claims were put forward that he was a
mahdi or messiah. His esoteric ideas may owe something to an
undercurrent of folk Shi‘ism in East Arabia that maintained Ismaili
traditions.

Ahmad b. Fahd a-Hilli trained more orthodox scholars as well, and
one of his students helped to promote Imami orthodoxy in Bahrain.
Shaykh Muflih b. Hasan came originally from near Basra but emigrated to
Bahrain, settling in Salmabad during Jarwanid times.'* He wrote a
commentary on “Allama a-Hilli's Shara’i” al-lsam and a work aimed at
Sunnis on “Ali'sright to the caliphate. In Bahrain, he excommunicated Ibn
Qarqur, a notable whom he accused of playing with the Law of Islam.
This anathema suggests the continued existence of heterodox ideas among
influential Shi“ites in Bahrain, and the role of Iragi-trained Imami ulama
in spreading more scripturalist Twelver notions. Shaykh Muflih's
commentary on the work of “Allama al-Hilli indicates that he was an
Usuli, apparently the mgjor Imami legal school under the Jarwanids. At
least, severa other 14th century scholars from the region wrote
commentaries on Usuli works.'®

The century and a half of local Ismaili rule by the Jarwanids as vassals
of the Sunni Hurmuz empire allowed the extensive development of
Twelver thought and institutions. Twelver clerics became court judges,
took control of the market police, and served as jurisconsults. They had to
make compromises with their Ismaili patrons. Y et they certainly enjoyed
more freedom, and, indeed, privilege, than Sunni rulers would have
granted.

Banu Jabr

The middle of the 15th century witnessed a revival of tribal and
dynastic struggles over markets in the region as the Banu Jabr, a Sunni
Bedouin tribe originally from Najd but settled in Al-Hasa, came into
conflict with Banu Jarwan. Sayf b. Zamil al-Jabri rose up against and
killed the last Jarwanid ruler, taking over his lands. With this economic
and territorial base, the Banu Jabr became a major force in east Arabia,
intermarrying with the ruling family of Hurmuz.'® A leader of the Banu
Jabr obtained the cession of Bahrain and Qatif from the king of Hurmuz,
the titular sovereign of those areas, except for some gardens the monarch
reserved to himself. But later Salghur Shah of Hurmuz changed his mind
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about this arrangement, which deprived him of the extensive pearl and
date revenues of Bahrain and Qatif, and he made war on Banu Jabr until
they, in 1485, agreed to pay him tribute after al. This agreement lasted
until 1507. Thereafter the Hurmuzis made several inconclusive attempts
to wrest Bahrain from the delinquent Banu Jabr."”

The 1460s marked the first time for a century and a half that east
Arabian Shi’ites labored for a prolonged period under a local Sunni
government, and this change produced traumatic readjustments. For two
centuries, the Shi‘ite Baharina were to endure the governance of non-
Shiites. The Jabrids appointed Maliki Sunni judges instead of Shi‘ite
ones, initiated Sunni Friday prayers, and greatly encouraged the
pilgrimage to Mecca. They forced some Shi'ite judges to become
Sunnis.'® Shiite ulama, though disadvantaged were not wholly quiescent.
Shaykh Muflih's son, Shaykh Husayn (d. 1526), continued to help spread
a concern with Imami law and theological orthodoxy in Bahrain.'® He
went on pilgrimage to Mecca or visitation to the shrine cities of Irag
nearly every year, which attests, not only to his piety, but aso to his
wesalth. The sources do not indicate the provenance of that wealth, but it
seems likely that these early Imami scholars were involved in the pearl
trade, just as were those of the 17th and 18th centuries. Even under the
Sunni Jabrids, some Shi ites became wealthy and prominent.

Banu Jabr ended the appointment of Shi'ite scholars to head the
judiciary and the market police, and persecuted Shi‘ism. But they clearly
did not extirpate it, and a few Shi'ite ulama, some of them local men of
substance, continued to study, teach, and write in the lands of Bahrain.
Jabrid hostility to Shi‘ism may have been one reason Shaykh Muhammad
Ibn Abi Jumhur al-Ahsai (b. 1434), one of the region's great minds in that
era, spent most of his intellectual life abroad.”® He had the misfortune to
complete his education just as the Jabrids came to power. He began his
studies in al-Hasa with his father, but went on to Najaf in Irag. The 1480s
and 1490s found him teaching in Irag and Iran, though he visited Al-Hasa
in 1488. His theological works were informed by illuminationism in the
school of Suhrawardi, Sufi metaphysics after 1bn “Arabi, and scholastic
metaphysics in the style of Avicenna. A profound knowledge of Avicenna
was common among Imami scholars of eastern Arabia, but the Sufi
emphases were rarer, because Sufi |eaders were seen as competitors of the
Imams. Scholastic metaphysics characterized the work of Maytham b.
“Ali, noted above, and Nasir a-Din Tusi, popularized it in the 13th
century. Ibn Abi Jumhur was not the first or only Imami Sufi. One earlier
Twelver with similar proclivities was the Iranian Sayyid Haydar Amuli
(b. 1320), an adherent of the school of 1bn “Arabi.?!

Ibn Abi Jumhur's interest in esoteric styles of thought might have
derived from currents in his homeland (Ismailism and Sufism were both
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present there in his youth). He sought to synthesize his Usuli beliefs with
other traditions, and this departure from narrow orthodoxy might have
been in part made possible by the fall of the Shi'ite establishment in
eastern Arabia. The Imami community in the late 1400s had few sanctions
or mechanisms of social control at its command.

Jabrid rule displaced Shi’ites from their positions of privilege under
Banu Jarwan, depriving ulama of judicia and other official posts and
sources of income. Some were even forced to embrace the Malik rite of
Sunnism. But the Shi’ite peasants, divers, and weavers had less reason to
desert their partisanship for "Ali, and those Imami ulama with
independent incomes as pearl traders could likewise weather the storm.

Religious changes were not the only ones they faced. The Shi'ites of
Bahrain, Qatif, and Al-Hasa dwelled along the renowned spice route from
South and East Asiato Europe. Their geographical position and their own
coveted economic resources, ensured that the rise of new globa empires
would have an immediate impact upon them.

RIVAL EMPIRESOF TRADE AND THE SHI'ITE TRIANGLE
The Portuguese and the Ottomans in the Gulf

The Gulf Shi'ites directly felt the changes brought about by Portuguese
mercantile expansion on the seas of the Old World and Sunni Ottoman
imperial conquest of the Arab lands of southwest Asia and North Africa.
Shaykh Hasan b. Muflih would have witnessed from Bahrain, no doubt
with horror, the rise of Portuguese power and the reduction of the island
kingdom of Hormuz to a proxy for the Europeans. The Portuguese, having
discovered the route to the Indian Ocean from the Atlantic by the Cape of
Good Hope, swiftly began setting up a maritime empire based at Goa in
India, into which they integrated the Persian Gulf entrepot port of
Hurmuz, along with its political and economic dependencies, such as
Bahrain.

Portuguese commander Albuguerque quickly realized the riches to be
had by controlling the Hurmuz spice trade and the Bahrain pear! fisheries.
The Portuguese finally took Hurmuz in 1515, after fighting a fierce naval
battle against the island's navy. The Europeans, having made the Hurmuz
shahs of the Qutb al-Din dynasty their vassals, wished to penetrate further
into the Gulf itself. They faced the obstacle of the politically powerful
Banu Jabr, led by three brothers who controlled Oman, the Persian Gulf
coast west of Oman, and the Bahrain-Qatif area. Mugrin, the Jabrid ruler
of Bahrain, refused to render tribute to the Portuguese-Hurmuzi
condominium. In 1521 a joint Portuguese-Hurmuzi force undertook an
expedition against Bahrain which subdued it and left Portuguese
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garrisons. Thus began three quarters of a century of European rule over
the Shi'ites of Bahrain, though these Europeans exercised their authority
over the idands through Hurmuzi governors, sometimes of doubtful
loyalty.?

The Ottomans extended their empire into Syria (1516) and Egypt
(1517), then marched on Iraq (1534). Their armies, backed by artillery,
took the southern Iragi port of Basra in 1536. They proceeded down the
southern littoral of the Gulf, reaching al-Hasa in 1550, from which the
Portuguese attempted, and failed, to dislodge them by sacking Qatif in
1552. Although the Portuguese could not expel the Ottomans from Al-
Hasa and Basra, neither could the Turks push the Europeans out of the
southern Gulf in their counterattacks on Hurmuz and Musgat later in
1552. Thereafter, the Portuguese decimated the Ottoman Basra fleet as it
attempted to move to the Red Sea. In their contest with the Sunni
Ottomans, the Portuguese looked to another new power in the region, the
Twelver Shi‘ite Safavids of Iran, as dlies, guaranteeing the Iranians
passage over the Gulf to Bahrain and Qatif (the starting point of the inner-
Arabian trade route to Mecca and the Red Sea).”®

Portuguese Bahrain suffered economically from high Portuguese
duties and tribute, from the disruption of trade routes by naval battles, and
from Portuguese economic policies. These policies included their attempt
to divert the spice trade away from the Gulf-Mediterranean route to the
Atlantic and shipping Bahrain pearls to Portugal on their own vessels.
Formerly, Bahrain's merchants had traded the pearls themselves to
Hurmuz and India®*

Ottoman rule also had unfortunate effects on the Shi’ites of Qatif and
Al-Hasa. Many local Shiite landlords, whom the Ottomans saw as
Iranians (acem) likely to support their Safavid enemies, had their land
expropriated. The Ottomans closed off the trans-Arabian trade and
pilgrimage route from Qatif to Mecca from the 1550s until at least 1591,
which hurt local merchants who used to trade to Mecca in Indian goods.
Istanbul feared that al-Hasa Shi ites might spread Safavid propaganda in
the Hijaz, and even when they reopened the route they barred Shiites
fromusing it.”®

Some positive economic developments did occur in the second half of
the 16th century that may have benefited some Baharina. The Ottomans
promoted a revival of the pepper trade from the Indian Ocean over their
Arab possessions and thence to Europe. The Portuguese ceased their
attempt to divert all of that trade to the Atlantic, and the spice route did
indeed revive in what Braude! called the "Mediterranean revenge."

Gulf Shi‘ites suffered many vicissitudes during the Portuguese-
Ottoman rivalry of the 16th century. They felt harsh European rule and
watched their cities looted. In the first half of the century Portuguese
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economic policies caused some decline in the trans-Fertile Crescent trade
with Europe. The Shi'is, under the local rule of Sunni vassals of the
Portuguese and Ottomans, suffered religious disadvantages. The second
half of the century saw an economic upturn, as the spice route revived and
military encounters between the Ottomans and Portuguese grew less
frequent. A status quo emerged, with the Ottomans in control of the
mainland from Basra to al-Hasa and of the overland spice route to the
Mediterranean, while the Portuguese, with their naval superiority,
dominated the southern Gulf from Bahrain to Hurmuz, as well as the
Indian Ocean trade.

Safavid Shi‘ism and Portuguese Bahrain

Religious developments in the Iranian north had cultural implications
for the Shi’ites of Bahrain as great as the hegemony of the Portuguese and
the Ottomans. With the rise of a Shi'ite state in Iran, the eastern Arabian
Shi“ites had an ideological aly in the region for the first time since the
pro-Shi“ite Buyids last ruled Irag in the middle of the 11th century. Still,
Portuguese rule in the Gulf prevented its Arab Shi'ites from feeling the
full impact of Safavid religious developments for another century.

In 1501, Shah Isma’il, leader of the militant Safavi Shi'ite Sufi order,
became Shah of Iran with the help of Turkoman Shi'ite tribesmen from
Anatolia. The new state imposed Shi“ism on Iran, ritualy cursing Sunni
holy figures, burning mosques, and expropriating the land of Sunnis. But
the Safavids preoccupation with their Ottoman foes in the northwest and
in Irag left them no opportunity to conquer the Persian Gulf. The Safavids
in any case lacked a navy. Thus, they first accepted the nomina
allegiance of the Sunni Hurmuzi dynasty, which at least in theory ruled
most of the Gulf, then after 1514 accepted the Portuguese Hurmuzi
condominium.

Under the Safavids, Imami Shi‘ism in Iran changed greatly, with
Usulism coming to the fore as a formal religious establishment and state
religion. Especially in the reign of Shah Tahmasp (1533-1576), a corps of
Shi‘ite ulama attracted from Jabal "Amil and Irag began making vast
changes in the way Twelver Shi‘ism was practiced. Prominent among
these innovators was Shaykh “Ali b. "Abd a-"Ali a-Karaki (d. 1534),
from what is now southern Lebanon?” In the first year of Shah
Tahmasp's reign a-Karaki ordered that in every town a Shi'ite prayer
leader be appointed. Since many Shi’ite ulama held Friday congregational
prayers invalid in the Occultation, this move dismayed conservatives,
especially Arab Shitites till under Sunni rule. But a-Karaki clearly
intended to build up an ulama structure under his own authority and to
make himself useful to the new regime by having his prayer leaders
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pronounce blessings on the Safavids in the Friday afternoon sermon. He
allowed the collection of land tax (kharaj) in the Occultation, another
controversial opinion, and wrote rules for Safavid tax collectors. He
ordered that Shi’ites cease practicing pious dissimulation (tagiyya) out of
fear of Sunnis, since they now had Safavid protection, and instituted the
public cursing of the first two Sunni Caliphs.

By alowing the central functions of the state to be undertaken by
someone other than a divinely appointed Imam, al-Karaki and his cohorts
from Jabal "Amil made themselves genera proxies for the Hidden Imam
and legitimized the Shi'ite Safavid regime. They also began creating a
Shi'ite religious hierarchy, staffed lin part by Arabs, based mostly on the
newly created offices of Shi'ite prayer leader and Shaykh al-lIdam.
Safavid Usulism emerged as the ideology of Arab immigrant ulama
within Iran, who sought upward mobility and the implementation of a
new vision of Shi‘ism through their alliance with the Safavid state. These
innovations provoked opposition from two quarters. First, as Arjomand
has shown, in Iran the old indigenous families in charge of religious
institutions such as judgeships and pious endowment supervision, many
of whom now embraced Shi‘ism, resented the upstart Lebanese.”®
Second, many Shi'ites of the Arab world found al-Karaki's innovations
inappropriate to their own situation, given their status as minorities under
Sunni rule.

Arab Shi‘ite ulama living in Mecca wrote to the immigrant Arab
prayer leaders of Isfahan, complaining that their policy of publicly cursing
the first caliphs revered by the Sunnis was causing a Sunni backlash
against Shi‘ites outside Iran®® An Arab figure from eastern Arabia,
Ibrahim al-Qatifi, helped combat al-Karaki's establishmentarian form of
Usuli Shi‘ism.* Although he studied with al-Karaki when he first arrived
in the shrine cities from Qatif in 1507, he later developed a bitter personal
enmity for him. Al-Qatifi cautioudy accepted the necessity of
independent legal reasoning, and so could be categorized as an Usuli.*'
But, deriving from Sunni-ruled Jabrid Qatif, he advocated a conservative
Usulism that would not exacerbate Sunni persecution of Shi’ites. Clinging
to the conservative political culture of minority Shiism, he rejected the
legitimacy of holding Friday prayers during the Occultation, of collecting
khargj land taxes, and of associating with rulers.

Al-Qatifi, based in Iraqg, refused to take money offered him by Shah
Tahmasp, for which al-Karaki publicly rebuked him. Shaykh “Ali invoked
the example of Imam Hasan, who took a stipend from the Umayyad ruler
Mu awiya, pointing out acerbically that Shah Tahmasp was not as bad as
Mu'awiya, nor was a-Qatifi better than Hasan. Al-Qatifi's reply to this
argument was that taking money from an unjust (zalim, i.e., not divinely
appointed) ruler was reprehensible, citing Shams al-Din Muhammad b.
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Makki the First Martyr's argument that Hasan, as Imam, had a legal right
to the money from Mu awiya. Ulama, the argument implies, have no such
right. Al-Qatifi resented al-Karaki's rise to the top of the Shi'ite
establishment in Iran from 1533, saying he claimed to have a monopoly
on learning and he intrigued against Shaykh “Ali with one of the latter's
former students. Al-Qatifi lived to see the Ottoman conquest of Iraq in the
1530s, after which, aside from a hiatus during the reign of Shah "Abbas
the Great, Iragi Shi’ites labored under Sunni rule. Perhaps for this reason,
the shrine cities remained centers of a more cautious, conservative type of
Shiism than the liberal, establishmentarian Usulism of a-Karaki and his
like.

In Safavid Iran, particularly in the capital, al-Karaki’s version of
Usulism became well entrenched. The major opposition to this school
came from Akhbari jurisprudence. Akhbarism rejected the legitimacy of
independent legal reasoning and denied the need of the laity to emulate
mujtahids or professiona jurisprudents. A major intellectua figure in the
revival of this strict constructionist approach to Shi‘ism, Muhammad
Amin Astarabadi (d. 1624), attacked the mujtahids from Mecca, in the
Arab world.** Astarabadi's restatement of conservative Shi'ite thinking
found great acclaim in the shrine cities of Iraq, and, Arjomand has argued,
in Iran among Iranian religious officials in competition with the "Amili
mujtahids.®

Although the ulama based in Bahrain and eastern Arabia were under
European rule while the Safavids were elaborating a new form of Twelver
Shi“ism, they were not wholly isolated from these developments. Several
Shi‘ite ulama from Bahrain studied with a-Karaki, so that his activist
Usuli ideas were known on the islands. But the domination of the Sunni
Banu Jabr and then of the Portuguese made a more forma Shi'ite
establishment on the Safavid model impossible to develop on Bahrain.
The scholars living in Bahrain under the Portuguese in the 1500s are
given for the most part short notices in the biographical dictionaries. The
times were unpropitious for great Shi‘ite scholarship. The Shaykh al-
Idam of Safavid Isfahan, Muhammad Bagir Majlis (d. 1699), wrote a
century later that the Portuguese appointed Sunni governors of Bahrain
who attempted with some brutality to convert the populace from Shi‘ism
to Sunnism.*

Some Shi’ite scholars of Bahrain are mentioned in the sources for this
period. Sayyid Husayn b. Hasan a-Ghurayfi a-Bahrani (d. 1593), an
Akhbari from avillage in the south of the main island of Bahrain, wrote a
work forbidding the emulation of mujtahids (al-Ghunya fi muhimmat al-
din “an taglid al-mujtahidin).® But rationalist approaches to thought also
continued to exist. Shaykh Daud b. Abu Shafiz, a theologian, litterateur,
philosopher, and polymath, wrote on logic in the school of al-Farabi. Also
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a great but humble debater, he often took on al-Ghurayfi. Likewise, when
the father of the important 17th century Safavid thinker Baha a-Din
*Amili passed through in Bahrain, Shaykh Daud debated him.*

Usuli thought penetrated the island. Shaykh Husayn b. “Ali of the Abu
Sirdal clan aso studied with Shaykh “Ali al-Karaki.** Shaykh "Abd
Allah, the grandson of Muflih mentioned above, received a diploma
(ijaza) in 1548 that said his grandfather was instructed by the mujtahids,
who in turn went back to the Imams, and thence to the Prophet himself.
Thus, the old link some Bahraini clans had with the Usuli family of the
“Allamain Hillawas a source of price to these local Usulis.

Twelver Shi™ ism in Portuguese Bahrain continued to show intellectual
vigor, with both strict constructionists of an Akhbari orientation and
rationalists of the Safavid Usuli variety represented on the island. Therise
of Imami Iran under the Safavids may have lent that branch more prestige
and perhaps led some in Bahrain till clinging to Ismailism to become
Twelvers. Portuguese domination interfered with easy travel to Iran and
prevented Bahraini Imami scholars from helping spread Shi‘ism in
Safavid Iran, arole left to the clerics of Jabal "Amil and the urban centers
of Irag. In Bahrain, the Shi'ites remained a persecuted group under local
Sunni Arab rule with no major religious institutions or offices under their
control. In Al-Hasa the Shi'ites fell under Sunni Ottoman control, as did
their brethren in Iraq and Jabal “Amil, though in fact the Ahsdis remained
largely under the domination of local Arab Sunni tribesmen owing loose
fedlty to the Ottomans.

Safavid Bahrain, 1602-1717

The 17th century witnessed the Safavid conquest of Bahrain and the
growth of Bahraini religious ingtitutions in a manner similar to that in Iran
the previous century. Usuli Shi“ism, with its posts of Friday prayer leaders
and muijtahid-judges and its syllabus in formal seminaries, became the
reigning orthodoxy. Shi'ite scholars from Bahrain trekked to Isfahan for
studies with Usuli luminaries like Baha a-Din "Amili and some of them
settled in the capital and in southwestern Iran, cross-fertilizing Iranian
religious culture with ideas from the Arab Gulf. The economic and
political integration of Bahrain into the Safavid empire facilitated
emigration from Bahrain to Iran on alarger scale than in the past.

In 1602, the Safavid military occupied Bahrain.® Teixera described
the iles around 1610 as inhabited by Arabs with an Iranian minister and
garrison. He estimated the official value of the yearly pearl trade of
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Bahrain at 500,000 ducats, with another 100,000 smuggled on the black
market. The tax-farm of the idands itself was worth 4,000 ducats
annually. The governors sent from Iran appear from their names mostly to
have been Qizilbash notables and al-Nabhan wrote that one was removed
by the shah after the Baharina complained of extortion.*

With the rise of Dutch and British mercantile and naval power in the
first decades of the 17th century, the Safavids saw an opportunity to
dislodge the Portuguese from the Gulf altogether. The Portuguese
protection system, requiring that Asian merchants pay high tariffs and
bribes to Portuguese officials in return for safety from Portuguese attacks,
had grown so onerous to Indian merchants that they began reviving the
overland route to Iran from Lahore through Qandahar. At the same time,
new Dutch naval technology and trade routes allowed the Dutch to bypass
the Portuguese factories. Gulf trade probably fell in the first decades of
the 17th century which weakened the Portuguese at Hurmuz. In a joint
1622 Anglo-lranian campaign against Hurmuz, the Iranians expelled the
Portuguese, who retired to Goa.”’

With Hurmuz now an lIranian dependency, the Safavids briefly
reverted to the practice of administering Bahrain from that island. Later,
Bahrain fell under the administrative jurisdiction of the Beglarbegi of
Kuhgilu centered at Bihbahan in southern Iran. But the governor of
Bahrain always exercised a great deal of autonomy. With Iranian
dominance of Bahrain, the marketing entrepot for its pearls shifted to the
Iraniﬁln Persian Gulf port of Congoun near the administrative center of
Lar.

The Dutch and British East India Companies, new economic
institutions that by their control of the sea, their lower protection costs,
and their knowledge of world prices represented an advance on the
protection racket that constituted the Portuguese empire, began carrying
Iranian and Indian merchants for a transport fee. The Companies traded
with the local merchants, as well as competing with them, setting up a
system of European-staffed Asian trade alongside their trade to Europe.
The 17th century witnessed Dutch supremacy, as well as a gradual shift
after 1650 from pepper to cotton textiles as the major European import
from the East though pepper imports did not decline in absolute terms.
The Gulf trade overland to the Levant continued, despite the decline of
Venice, to remain important along with the Red Sea route, especially for
the French. The Gulf also witnessed expanded commerce between the
East and Iran and Irag. The Dutch, for instance, brought Indonesian
pepper and Bengal sugar into the Gulf.*

Ulama and Religious Institutions in Safavid Bahrain
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In the 16th century, Portuguese-Hurmuzi rule had restricted Imami
Shi’ites in Bahrain and denied their scholars the patronage and positions
that would promote scholarship. In the 17th century Safavid financia and
administrative support in the islands allowed a great increase in the
number of trained ulama and the sophistication of their work. The nature
of the transformation of religious life among Twelver Baharina under the
Safavids has never been sketched. We have not had a picture of how the
Safavids founded institutions such as Friday prayers or how they built up
an ulama corps. The social origins of the ulama, their relations with the
secular notables and with the laboring orders, and their interna disputes
al merit discussion. Such an inquiry bears, not only on the history of
eastern Arabia, but on that of Iran as well, given the great immigration of
ulama from Bahrain to that country late in the Safavid period and their
wide intellectual influence.

At this point, discussion of the Shi'ites will narrow to the islands of
Bahrain. In contrast to the many illustrious scholars on the islands, few
ulama are noted in the biographical dictionaries for this period from
Ottoman Al-Hasa and Qatif, and they often emigrated to Bahrain or Iran.
The 1670 expulsion of the Ottomans from Al-Hasa by the Banu Khalid
tribe may have shifted the local balance against the sedentary population,
and without an Ottoman garrison the sort of local order may not have
existed that would have encouraged a flourishing urban intellectual life.
On Bahrain, new religious ingtitutions evolved. The Safavids faced the
problem of ruling a relatively distant island, bordering the Ottomans, and
warding off Portuguese attacks. As they did within 16th century Iran, they
met this strategic and logistical problem, in part, with an ideological
solution. By favoring the Imami Shi'ite ulama and firmly implanting
Shi“ism, they hoped to secure the islands of Bahrain, with their centrality
to trade routes and their fabulous pearl wealth.

The 1602 incorporation of Bahrain into the Shi‘ite Safavid empire
opened its Arab Shiites to Iranian religious influences, as well as making
it easier for its ulama to emigrate to Iran. Sayyid Majid a-Sadiqi al-Jidd-
Hafs of Bahrain (d. 1619), for instance, gained the reputation of
spreading the study of Imami oral traditions in Shiraz, holding salons for
its ulama and giving Friday afternoon sermons in Shiraz. He met the
Imam-Jum’a of Isfahan, Baha a-Din "Amili and in Shiraz wrote the
endowment deed for Fars Governor Imam Quli Khan's seminary.”

From this point on, many Bahrani ulama are mentioned as emigrating
to Iran, where they often held high religious posts. For instance, Majid Al-
Abu Shabana al-Bahrani served as religious court judge in Shiraz and
Isfahan.* Likewise, later in the century Shah Sulayman made Shaykh
Sdih al-Karzakani religious court judge in Shiraz.*®  Al-Karzakani's
friend Shaykh Ja'far b. Kama al-Din (d. 1677) left Bahrain with him
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because they fell upon hard times, but went on to Hyderabad in Shiite-
ruled Golconda, South India. He and al-Karzakani had made a pact that
whichever of them first struck it rich through patronage abroad would
help the other.”® The old Gulf connection with South India thus did not
die out, though emigration to Iran became far more frequent. As noted,
ulama from Ottoman Al-Hasa and Qatif also traveled to Iran. Shaykh
Jafar of Qatif (d. 1619) was forced to leave his village of a-Tuba
because of heavy debts, going to Bahrain and then accompanying Sayyid
Magjid al-Sadigi to Iran. He studied religious sciences, receiving a diploma
from Baha' a-Din al-"Amili in 1607, but he primarily became known as a
poet.*” The flow of scholars from Bahrain to Iran grew steadily
throughout the 17th century. In his study of Safavid ulama, Arjomand
found "a shift from the clear predominance of Jabal "Amil over the other
Arab regions in the first 140 years of our period to an equally clear
predominance of Bahrain in the last fifty."*

In Bahrain itself, the Safavids promoted religious ingtitutions, firmly
establishing Imami Shi“ism as the dominant orthodoxy. They arranged for
Friday prayers to be said in the name of the Safavid shah and offered
patronage to ulama and mosgues. The status group of the Imami ulama
became more differentiated from notable literati and took on the aspect of
a profession. As aways in the formation of a profession, the question of
its members social origins and control of resources arises. In Safavid
Bahrain the ulama were drawn from a range of backgrounds among the
propertied classes.

The Safavids created a set of religious institutions in Bahrain, both
from pious and from ideological motives. One of the first was Friday
congregationa prayers, first led in the early 1600s by Shaykh Muhammad
al-Ruwaysi.*® He believed such prayers to be an absolute obligation
(wujub “ayni), a stance taken also by most high Safavid religious officials,
but disputed by many 16th century conservatives and Akhbaris. At the
end of the Friday prayers the religious officials pronounced blessings on
Safavid rule, and the Safavids were eager to institute them. Early Imami
opinion tended against the validity of these prayersin the Occultation, and
only with the rise of the Safavids and the development of a new sort of
Usulism did they become widespread. Under Banu Jabr and Hurmuz, of
course, such Shi'ite institutions had in any case been forbidden.

The second important institution created by the Safavids was an Imami
chief religious judgeship. Al-Ruwaysi, an unrivaled expert in the law and
in Imami oral reports, assumed this post as well. His successor as chief
religious official, Sayyid "Abd a-Rauf a-Musawi (1604-1650), was
appointed to the post of Shaykh al-Islam through Hurmuz. “Ali al-Bahrani
glosses "Shaykh a-ldam” as chief judge, suggesting that in Bahrain this
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post primarily involved supervison of the judicial system.® The
succession of Safavid Shaykh al-Islam in Bahrainisseenin Figure 1.

The quite considerable wealth of the Shi'ite learned men in Safavid
Bahrain derived both from public and from private sources. The
government generously funded the new religious institutions it created. In
addition, most high ulama had been born into notable families or entered
the ranks of the wealthy through trade. We have one European witness to
the mechanisms of government funding for Imami ulama. The French
traveler Jean de Thévenot wrote from Basra in 1665 of Bahrain's pearl-
derived riches. Basing himself on reports from a Portuguese official,
Manuel Mendez Henriquez, who had firsthand experience with Safavid
Bahrain, Thévenot put the number of pearling boats based on the isand at
two to three thousand, each of which paid a toll to the governor for
permission to go pearling. In addition, they paid a yearly tax. Thévenot
goes on to make the remarkable assertion that the shah of Iran never
touched most of this revenue, because it belonged to the mosgues, and the
monarch owned only the heavier pearls® In interpreting this passage, it
is hard for the historian not to conclude that the vast extension in Shi'ite
religious institutions, the building of mosques and training of a Safavid-
style ulama corps, was subvented by religious taxes on pearl wealth. A
doctrinal basis may lie behind this governmental munificence. According
to Usuli doctrine, believers must pay one fifth (al-khums) of certain kinds
of revenues, including wealth gained on treasures from the sea, to the
mujtahids, to be used for religious institutions and for philanthropy to the
poor. If Thévenot's informant is to be believed, the Safavids actually ear-
marked the khums on pearls for the ulama. Of course, many rich wealthy
private individuals also donated money on similar grounds to the ulama.>
Other funds came into the hands of the ulama as perquisites of office. Al-
Musawi, for instance, controlled pious endowments (wilayat al-awqaf)
and oversaw the market police. Supervision of newly founded Twelver
pious endowments, also proved an increasingly important source of
wealth for the clericsin Iran during this period.>

Immense riches were given into the control of the ulama for public
purposes, but most high ulama were also personally wealthy. It would be
anachronistic to suppose that any great distinction between private and
public monies was consistently maintained. Not all high ulamain Bahrain
were born with wealth and status. but most were. Sayyid "Abd al-Ra uf
al-Musawi derived from a notable clan called Banan, who said they went
back to the seventh Imam through the renowned al-Radi family. Shaykh
Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Magabi (d. 1674), on the other hand, rose
from a relatively indigent background > He began studying with Shaykh
“Ali b. Sulayman al-Qadami, the chief religious dignitary in Bilad, and
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Shi“ite Shaykh al-l1damsin Safavid Bahrain

Muhammad ar-Ruwaysi

Sayyid "Abd al-Ra’ uf al-Musawi
(1604-1650)

“Ali b. Sulayman al-Qadami
(d. 1654)

Salah al-Din al-Qadami

Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Magabi
(d. 1674)

“Ali b. Ja'far al-Qadami (deposed)
(d. 1719)
Sulayman b. Salih a-Dirazi

Muhammad b. Mgjid al-Mahuzi
(d. 1693)

Sayyid Hashim al-Tubli
(d. Ca. 1695)

Sulayman b. “Abdullah al-Mahuzi
(1664-1709)

Ahmad b. *Abdullah al-Biladi
(d. 1725)

entered the pearl trade as a wholesaler. He later became Friday prayer
leader at a mosque in the village of his mentor, al-Qadam.

During the pearling season when the ships from al-Qadam came back
from diving, al-Magabi went down and bought their entire catch of pearls
and the cloth in which they had traded. Then pearl retailers from al over
Bahrain would come to his house to buy. The people of the village had
made an agreement to sell only to him, forcing retailers to buy from a
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single dealer. Al-Magabi, in turn, gave advances on profits (murabiha) to
the villagers and shared out money among them such that, his biographer
says, no one went away disappointed. Y usuf al-Bahrani gives an idealized
picture of the relationship between the mujtahid-wholesalers and their
village congregation of divers. He tells the story that once a man from the
village of Bani Jamra near Diraz came to al-Magabi with a large pearl of
unknown quality. Al-Magabi bought it for a small price, then gave it to a
jeweler who worked it into a fine gem, so that it sold for 50 tumans. The
next time al-Magabi saw the diver, he explained to him that the pearl had
turned out to be worth far more than he originally paid for it, and the
Shaykh wanted to share some of the subsequent huge profits with the
diver. The man refused, saying he had sold it fairly, and that had the pearl
proven defective a-Magabi would have taken the loss. Al-Magabi
insisted, and finally they found a mediator who apportioned the profits
between them.

Village families seeking wealth through pearling did not always have
such happy endings, as one of a-Magabi's students found. Shaykh
Sulayman b. Salih al-Dirazi came from a family involved in pearl diving
and trading. He was in the house of his older brother Ahmad, who
maintained pearling ships. When Ahmad sent young Sulayman out to dive
for pearls, the younger brother was struck with an illness. Sulayman felt
sorry for him and took him out of pearling work, leaving him in the house
with instructions to study. He hired a-Magabi to tutor him, and Shaykh
Sulayman eventually rose to become chief source of emulation in Diraz.

Safavid donations to religious institutions helped assure ulama support
for the government. The differences in the values of the ulama and those
of the notables, however, did on occasion lead to friction between the
religious institution and the state. When the Shah caled Sdih al-
Karzakani, to Shiraz as court judge, he invested him with a robe of honor.
Al-Karzakani was at first inclined to decline it, out of Imami reluctance to
be associated with imperfect rulers, but friends and notables successfully
implored him not to incur the Shah's wrath. In distant Bahrain, relations
between the ulama and local notables took on great importance, since
these magnates and the Qizilbash governors often had influence in the
court at Isfahan.

Shaykh “Ali b. Ja'far al-Qadami (d. 1719) ran into trouble with the
authorities. The Imami ulama of Bahrain had so quickly built up their
ingtitutions that they began to compete for certain kinds of influence on
society with government officials. Shaykh "Ali b. Ja'far haughtily refused
to flatter the Safavid governor and provoked the hostility of many in the
notable class in the capital city of Bilad a-Qadim. They sent reports to
Shah Sulayman (1667-1694) accusing him of improprieties and the Shah
had him arrested and brought in chains from Bahrain to Iran. In Kazirun,
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near Shiraz, Shaykh “Ali made contacts with notables that could influence
the court. They cleared his name with the Shah, and he settled in Kazirun
as a Friday prayer leader.®® On the other hand, the local notables lobbied
the Shah to put Shaykh Muhammad al-Magabi in charge of the market
police and religious courts. The power of local notables was such that
their discontent even led to the dismissa of one of the Qizilbash
governors. Still, the more scrupulous ulama would stand up to them when
a matter of principle was at stake. The mujtahid Shaykh Muhammad b.
Majid al-Mahuzi (d. 1693) had ambivalent relations with the local deputy
governor Muhammad Al-Mgjid al-Biladi, who helped rule on behalf of
the Safavids. Once he intervened for Sunni pearl merchants from Qatar
from whom a-Biladi had bought pearls without ever paying and
employed verse to prick his conscience.”

The main lines of ulamaideology in Safavid Bahrain can be discerned
from the biographical dictionaries. A majority clearly supported the
legitimacy of Friday prayers even during the occultation and it likewise
upheld the permissibility of taking employment with a secular
government. Usuli ideas were certainly important and even seem to have
been dominant during the 17th century. Shaykh "Ali b. Sulayman al-
Qadami (d. 1654), religious head of the Shi'ites in Bahrain, received a
diploma from the Usuli Baha &a-Din a-"Amili in Isfahan. He wrote a
book alowing the emulation of mujtahids, an Usuli position, and
considered Friday congregational prayers an individual obligation (the
strongest possible stance on the issue). He aso promoted the transmitted
sciences, that is, spreading the lore of Imami ora reports in Bahrain.
Y usuf al-Bahrani says he removed the "numerous heresies' (bida’ “adida)
that had darkened Bahrain which implies the imposition of Imami
scripturalist orthodoxy on the folk religion of the Baharina.®

Shaykh Sulayman b. "Abd Allah a-Mahuzi (1664-1709), another
Shi“ite religious head, likewise wrote many works on the principles of
jurisprudence from an Usuli point of view though Y usuf al-Bahrani wrote
that one later work seemed to indicate that he moved toward Akhbarism.
He compiled a book of Imami oral reports for Shah Sultan Husayn Safavi
(r. 1693-1722), for which he received 2,000 ashrafis. He therefore
associated with rulers and took money from them. He wrote a book on the
duty of performing Friday congregational prayer (refuting contemporaries
who forbade it), and accepted rational sciences, including metaphysics.
Most Akhbaris, on the other hand, forbade the study of rationalist
theology and philosophy. The last Safavid Shaykh al-Ilam, Ahmad b.
"Abd Allah a-Biladi (d. 1725), kept aive the tradition of rational
sciences.™ This rationalist, Usuli tenor to Safavid Bahrain's intellectual
life comes as a surprise in view of the islands later reputation as an
Akhbari stronghold. But even the 18th century Akhbari revivalist, Y usuf
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al-Bahrani, was brought up in a traditionally Usuli family, as will be seen
below.

The Safavid Shaykh al-Islam in Bahrain possessed great religious
authority. If a newly appointed Shaykh al-lslam normally lived outside
the capita city of Bilad al-Qadim, he was called upon to take up residence
in this seat of government and center for merchants and ulama upon
accepting the post. The chief religious dignitary often attempted to
continue his teaching activities which created a large circle of students
and influencing the capital's vigorous intellectual culture.

The islands were hardly free of doctrinal dispute. Even the Shaykh al-
Islams sometimes took unusual positions. Sayyid Hashim al-Tubli, chief
religious dignitary 1693-95 and known for his compilation approach to
studies of the oral reports from the Imams, wrote a treatise demonstrating
the excellence of the Twelve Imams over any of the prophets save
Muhammad. Such a stance is redolent of Ismaili influence.*® Nor had all
Twelvers, even al Usulis, accepted the transformation of Bahraini
religion into a Safavid-style religious establishment. The mujtahid Shaykh
Sulayman a-Isba’i (d. 1690), settled in the provincial town of Shakhura,
wrote against the holding of congregational prayers in the Occultation.®!
Despite his conservatism, he also attacked the Akhbaris.

A dispute occurred during "Ali a-Qadami's brief tenure as clerical
head of Bahrain that sheds light on the nature and handling of religious
conflicts among the growing clerical class. He appointed Shaykh Ahmad
b. Muhammad al-Isba’i, an Usuli jurisprudent, religious court judge for
Bahrain. Al-Isba’i, from the village of Abu Isba’, became known for
taking unusual stances in law. For instance, he held it an obligation upon
the non-clerical notable class (al-a'yan) to practice independent legal
judgment (ijtihad) in Islamic law and denied the validity of acting
according to ora reports (khabar al-ahad) from the Imams that had only
been transmitted by one individual in each early Islamic generation. Al-
Isba’i's stance on ijtihad may have made some sense in a small Shi'ite
community of only a few tens of thousands like Bahrain, given that the
tiny literate notable class of landowners and big merchants also produced
most of the ulama. But it threatened clerical privileges and cannot have
made him popular among his colleagues. In the case of a woman who
remarried during her husband's absence, al-Isha’i ruled she belonged to
the first husband. Shaykh "Ali b. Sulayman, as Shaykh al-Islam, called the
decision into question. They submitted the dispute to the judges of Shiraz
and Isfahan, who upheld al-Isba’i. The incident caused al-Qadami to feel
enmity for al-Isba’i, whom he eventually dismissed.®”

Yusuf a-Bahrani's biographical dictionary illuminates a great deal
about Shi‘ism in Bahrain during the 17th century. One notes the strong
Usuli influence in the capital, Bilad al-Qadim, as well as among many
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chief religious dignitaries appointed by the Safavids. Safavid notables and
ulama cooperated in promulgating Friday congregational prayers, not only
in the capital but in the provincial towns to the south and west, with their
latent functions of legitimating the Safavid state and providing clerics
with away of influencing the public. They founded seminaries (madrasas)
to train ulama. Clerics received ultimate control over Islamic courts and
over policing prices in the market. The chief religious dignitary (ra'is)
appointed by the state presided over al of these activities from Bilad, so
that some degree of centralization existed in the islands. Ulama
suppressed religious ideas conflicting with those of Safavid Shitism. In
return for their services to the state, the ulama received benefices, and, if
Thévenot is to be believed, the profits of a good deal of the pearl revenue.
In promoting Imami Shi’ite ideology through the religious ingtitution, the
Safavids helped make their rule in this distant island outpost more secure.

This program of institution-building and religious socialization, which
coincided with the perceived welfare both of the state and of the rising
clerical elite, met some opposition. Y usuf al-Bahrani wrote nothing about
the fate of the Sunnis, though many must have resisted, fled, or become
Shi'ites. Even Usuli ulama of provincial towns like Abu Isba adhered to
beliefs such as extending the privilege of ijtihad to non-ulama notables, or
the illegitimacy of Friday congregational prayers, which brought them
into conflict with the new religious hierarchy. Akhbarism remained a
minority school of jurisprudence, though Shaykh Y usuf knew little about
its history; few of his chains of transmission led through 18th century
Akhbaris, since his father and teachers were Usulis. Over the century,
tensions developed between the notables ruling Bahrain for the Iranians
and the ulama corps. Notables sought power and authority through their
connection with the Safavid court, whereas the high ulama made their
own play for authority on the basis of their scriptural values and styles of
life. These tensions erupted in the case of Shaykh “Ali b. Ja'far al-Qadami
whom the local notables had deposed by manipulating their contacts at the
Shah's court which demonstrated that the power of the notables remained
more effective than the authority of the ulama.

The ulama came from the landed and merchant classes, as humerous
remarks in the biographical dictionaries show, and many of them derived
from old notable families. Some, however, originated in poorer families
of less status. Shaykh Sulayman b. Salih al-Dirazi labored as a common
pearl diver in his youth, though his family did own ships rather than being
propertyless workers. Shaykh Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Magabi
parlayed his religious prestige as Friday prayer leader in a-Qadam into a
monopoly in wholesaling local pearls and imported cloth that earned him
a fortune. The divers and small ship owners no doubt agreed to such an
arrangement to avoid underbidding one another and driving down prices
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on an open market. Still, the ulama-merchants profited by skimming off a
substantial surplus as middlemen in the pearl trade. In Safavid Bahrain,
pear| trading, landholding, and religious office often went hand in hand.

Although earned as well as inherited wealth could serve as a passport
into the ulama elite, achieving the highest religious posts and the
confidence of the notables who influenced those appointments required
both learning and wealth. Often a thin line demarcated notables from their
clerical cousins, since many appear to have gained some seminary
training and writing religious poetry about the Imams was a national
pastime. Public recitation of religious poetry probably served, along with
congregational prayers, to link the ruling class vertically with the Shiite
divers and peasants whose labor the ruling class exploited. Unfortunately,
the Shi“ite folk culture of this period remainsinaccessible.

The Eighteenth Century

In 1717, Bahrain and Qatif fell to invading Omanis of the “lbadite
branch of Islam. The Safavids failed to recoup, and met their own end five
years later in 1722 with the Afghan invasion; the 1730s witnessed the rise
in Iran of Nadir Shah, with his Sunni-Shi‘ite ecumenism. The political
and socioeconomic events of the age also caused changes in culture.
Powerful challenges, in which ulama from Bahrain and Al-Hasa played
major roles, grew up in the 18th century to Safavid-style Usulism. These
included the Akhbari revival after 1722 in Bahrain, the shrine cities of
Irag, and the small towns of southwestern Iran (all of which had continued
to have important Akhbari populations even in Safavid times). Also
important was the esoteric Shaykhi movement of Shaykh Ahmad b. Zayn
a-Din a-Ahsai (1753-1826), so unlike anything in mainstream Imami
Iran or the shrine cities that it probably reflected underground religious
currents still running among ordinary Shi’ites and others in eastern Arabia
and southern Irag.

The Omani invasions of Qatif and Bahrain, conducted with the help of
some Sunni tribes in the area, disrupted the institutional life of Shi’ites.
The Omani rulers imposed high taxes on the merchant-ulama which
caused many to flee to southwestern Iran or to Ngjaf and Karbala in Irag.
The European Hamilton wrote that extensive desertion of the islands by
Arab Shiite pearl fishers made Bahrain unprofitable for the Omanis. The
invasion began a long period of political insecurity in the Gulf, as “Utubi
Sunni tribes wrestled for supremacy over its islands and littoral with the
Omanis and then with the Iranians under Nadir Shah and Karim Khan
Zand. Carsten Niebuhr found in 1763 that Bahrain's 360 towns and
villages had, through warfare and economic distress, been reduced to only
60. Though Bahrain till yielded 300,000 French livresin duties on pearls
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and dates every year, little of it went any longer to Shiite ulama.
Meanwhile, the British East India Company gradually established
commercial hegemony over the Gulf. Toward the end of the 18th century
a new contender for domination appeared in the form of the Saudi-
Wahhabi aliance based in Najd, which conquered regions along the Gulf
in the name of their tribal Islamic reformism.*

A generational shift from Usulism to Akhbarism among some families
can be witnessed in the available biographies. Shaykh “Abd Allah a-
Samahiji (1675-1723), was born in a village on a small island next to
Awal and raised in the town of Abu Isba on the larger island. His father, a
pure Usuli who detested Akhbaris, trained him as a mujtahid. Shaykh
"Abd Allah fled the Omani invasion for Isfahan, where he pleaded with
Shah Sultan Husayn and the Shaykh al-Islam to repulse the attackers, but
was refused help. Al-Samahiji then settled in the southwestern Iranian
town of Bihbahan. Becoming an Akhbari, he wrote a treatise denying the
validity of independent legal reasoning (ijtihad) on the grounds that it did
not exist in the time of the Imams. Still, Shaykh "Abd Allah affirmed the
validity of Friday congregational prayers during the Imam's Occultation.
The neo-Akhbaris of his generation were not as conservative as the
Akhbaris of the 15th century had been.® Al-Samahiji was joined in
Bihbahan by Sayyid "Abd Allah a-Biladi (d. 1767), who likewise fled the
Omani conquest of Bahrain and studied with the old man, deserting his
ancestral Usulism for Akhbarism. Al-Biladi rose to become the leader of
Friday congregational prayersin Bihbahan.*®

Younger members of the Al-"Asfur family of Diraz likewise adopted
Akhbarism, even though this clan of pearl merchants and ulama had been
staunch Usulis during the Safavid period. The most famous neo-Akhbari
of this family, Shaykh Yusuf al-Bahrani (1695-1722), forsook Bahrain
because the Oman, invaders exactions bankrupted his pearl business.
Attempting to begin life again in Shiraz, he suffered through the 1724
Afghan siege and sack of that city, finally settling in Karbala in Ottoman
Irag. 'Ié(tnere he became his generation's major exponent of the neo-Akhbari
creed.

Al-Bahrani's neo-Akhbarism accepted only two sources for Imami
jurisprudence, the Qur'an and the oral reports from the Imams. He did not,
however, go so far as to say that no verse in the Qur'an could be
understood without the interpretation of the Imams, a position held by the
Safavid-era Akhbari  revivalist Astarabadi  which  Shaykh  Yusuf
denounced as extremist. He regjected the Usuli principles of consensus
(ijma’) and independent reasoning ("aql, ijtihad). Indeed, he questioned
rationalist approaches to religion in general, quoting with approval a
condemnation of reading philosophy and theosophy. But Shaykh Y usuf
accepted the validity of Friday prayers in the Occultation and did not
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completely reject Usuli positions on other issues. His Bahrani neo-
Akhbarism sought to be an intermediate path between extremist Usulism
and extremist Akhbarism.®’

Y et the trend to Akhbarism was not followed by al in Bahrain. Some,
especialy in the old Safavid provincial capital of Bilad, clung to Usulism.
Shaykh Muhammad b. “Ali al-Magabi who flourished in the middle of the
18th century, became prayer leader and chief of the ulama in Bilad,
writing works on jurisprudence in which he expounded the classical Usuli
stance of a-Shahid a-Thani.® Indeed, most inhabitants of Bilad
remained Usulis through the 18th century and opposed the Akhbari
leaders of the rival city of Diraz. In the late 18th century, Shaykh “Abd
Allah a-Biladi, a mujtahid, engaged in a rivalry with the Akhbari leader
Shaykh Husayn Al-"Asfur (d. 1802) of Diraz. Shaykh Husayn's Akhbari
followers considered him a spiritual renewer (mujaddid) such as many
Muslims believe appear at the beginning of every Islamic century.®®

Aside from the renewed Usuli-Akhbari struggle, a new movement was
introduced into the area by Shaykh Ahmad b. Zayn a-Din a-Ahsai.
Although his fame spread and a new school of Imami Shi‘ism became
attached to his name only after his 1806 emigration to Iran, he spent the
first 50 years of his life in a-Hasa, Bahrain, and southern Irag. New
scholarship has been produced on this Shaykh Ahmad concentrating on
his later career in Iran. A full understanding of this visionary and
enigmatic figure, however, must eventually come to terms with his
eastern Arabian heritage and context.”

He came of a branch of the Sunni Mahashir tribe that severa
generations previously had settled in the town of al-Mutayrafi in Al-Hasa,
adopting Twelver Shiism. He described mid-18th century al-Hasa as a
provincial land of villages wherein the rural inhabitants practiced a folk
Islam at variance with urban, Sharia-based codes. As a youth, he enjoyed
the tribal festivals they held, with music, drums, and singing. But a strong
meditative sense led him to study Arabic grammar, religious sciences, and
poetry. His account of his early years in Al-Hasa makes clear the
importance of visions of the Imams for his adolescent religious
development, and even for his mature development as a scholar. His brief
autobiography suggests that the political instability of his times
encouraged him as a young man to see the things of this world as
ephemeral and to concentrate his energies on otherworldly meditation.
Like many contemporary Akhbaris in the area, he said his ideas opposed
those of the philosophers and theologians but agreed with the oral reports
of the Imams. He also disagreed with Sufism and attacked the doctrine of
existential monism (wahdat al-wujud). Unlike the Akhbaris, however,
who criticized philosophers and theologians from a literalist, scripturalist
stance, al-Ahsali criticized them from a theosophical and esoteric point of
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view. Indeed, in his qualified approval of reason ("agl) and in his defense
of the jurisprudential principle of consensus, he came closer to the Usuli
position than to the Akhbari.”!

Shaykh Ahmad studied with Shaykh Husayn Al-"Asfur, nephew of
Shaykh Yusuf al-Bahrani, an Akhbari who had many students in Bahrain
despite the turbulence of the era, and received a diploma from Shaykh
Ahmad b. Hasan a-Dumastani. Shaykh Ahmad engaged in a long debate
with Sayyid "Abd al-Samad al-Zinji alanded cleric in Bahrain, and copied
out books produced by 18th century Bahraini scholars.” Only in the
1790s, in the wake of the Wahhabhi attack, did he leave al-Hasa again and
succeed in studying with the great Usuli teachers in the Iragi shrine cities.
His later doctrines included the importance of mystical illumination
(ishraq) for Shiite thinkers and jurisprudents, and the positing of ethereal
bodies (made up of elements from Hurgalya, a realm between the physical
and the divine) which all men possess. His application of his theory of
ethereal bodies to the Muslim doctrines of the Prophet's ascension to
heaven from Jerusalem and the bodily resurrection of the dead at the
judgment day infuriated many literalist ulama. Both his visions of the
Imams as a basis for his scholarly knowledge and his doctrine of
Hurgalya derived from his local context. In the 17th century Sayyid
Hashim al-Ahsai got in touch with early hadith sources through visions;
Sayyid Hashim a-Tubli thought the Imams superior to most prophets; and
Shaykh Ahmad's doctrine of Hurgalya derived from his contact in
southern Iraq with Mandaeans. Moreover, Shaykh Ahmad received some
of his esoteric ideas from the 15th century mystic Ibn Abi Jumhur al-
Ahsai (whom he cites) and possibly from folk Shi‘ism still influenced by
Ismaili esotericism.” Shaykh Ahmad's structural position resembled that
of Ibn Abi Jumhur, in that he wrote at a time when Sunni tribal invasions
had crippled the Shitite establishment which alowed individua
speculation to flourish. His doctrines took root especially in Hufuf and al-
Mubarraz in al-Hasa.

The main trend in 18th century Bahrain, however, was toward
Akhbarism. Three immediate factors in the frequent adoption of
Akhbarism are suggested by the biographical accounts available. The first
is political; Akhbarism seems to have been embraced by many after the
fal of Bahrain and of the Safavids to Sunni invaders. After 1717, with
only short intervals, non-Shiites ruled Bahrain locally, even though some
Sunni tribal chiefs owed fealty to Iran for a while. This pattern suggests,
here as elsewhere, a link between Usulism and the Shi'ite state.
Akhbarism as an ideology suited most out-of-power Imamis better, as it
required aless activist role and fewer ulama links with the Establishment.

Second, a generational gap seems apparent. Sons both around the turn
of the century into strict Usuli families, disappointed by the failure of the
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Shi’ite establishment to meet the Omani and Afghan challenges, rebelled
against their upbringing and adopted Akhbarism. Many Shi’ites from
Bahrain were displaced by the Omani invasion to southwestern Iran and
to the shrine cities of Irag, centers of more conservative jurisprudence.
There, as refugees, they tended to adopt the Akhbarism of their hosts.

Third, within Bahrain geographical divisions emerged. The eminence
of Shaykh Yusuf a-Bahrani in Karbala helped swing his brothers and
cousins of Al-"Asfur to Akhbarism, and ultimately the whole town of
Diraz. The old Safavid Usuli center of al-Bilad clung to the rationalist
school much longer, its mujtahids remembering a time when the Safavids
appointed them to head the entire Shi'ite religious establishment in
Bahrain and to administer as a religious tax a portion of the islands' rich
pearl revenues. Qatif also remained an Usuli stronghold.

Conclusion

The rich interplay of local social structures and economic conditions
with regiona dynastic rhythms and the rise of European mercantile
empires made a dramatic impact on Shi‘ism in Bahrain from the 14th
through the 18th centuries. A trend toward the adoption of Twelver
Shi‘ism began after the defeat of the Carmathians, since the Twelver
branch was considered less radical and less objectionable by Sunni
leaders. From 1300, local Carmathian tribal chiefs allowed scope for the
growth of early Imami institutions and of the Usuli school. This relative
freedom for Imamis ended with the rise of Banu Jabr and the conquest by
the Portuguese-Hurmuzi condominium. The post-1501 Twelver Shi'ite
state in formerly Sunni Iran under the Safavids had little immediate
impact on Shi'ites in Bahrain and Eastern Arabia, though some scholars
from that region did study with Safavid Usulisin Iran.

The 1602 incorporation of the Bahrain islands into Shah “Abbass
Iranian empire, along with Dutch and British mercantile but not political
hegemony, gave Bahrain prosperity and allowed local Twelver Shiites to
dominate the political and religious life of their islands. Subvented by
huge pearl revenues, the ulama set up a whole range of ingtitutions to
administer and spread Imami Shi“ism, including seminaries, Friday prayer
leaderships, religious judgeships, and market police. Informal salons also
played a major role in helping spread Shi’ite culture among the elite.
Shi“ite ulama, drawn from notable landholding and merchant families,
had a paternalistic attitude toward their peasants and divers and attempted
to eradicate what they saw as extremist folk beliefs. The relationship of
the ulama with laymen, always complex, was further complicated when
the clergy also acted as wholesalers for pearls brought them by diversin
their congregations. Given the trust laymen often reposed in them, the
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ulama in this situation could be accused of conflict of interest and
exploiting their position for gain.

The Omani invasion of 1717 and the fall of the Safavids five years
later dealt a lethal blow to the Usuli religious establishment on Bahrain.
Many disillusioned scholars of the younger generation adopted the
conservative Akhbari school, with its disallowa of many functions of the
state during the Occultation of the Imam. No Shi'ite state, after al,
existed from 1722 to 1763 when the Zands consolidated their power.
Akhbarism, although it had long existed on the idands, came to dominate
them. The political and institutional chaos of the 18th century aso
allowed some Shi’ite thinkers to express individualist views, and such as
those of Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsai. Shi‘ite ulama, formerly rich, often
declined into poverty or found themselves forced to emigrate to Iran or
Irag. Shiite culture continued on the islands, however, even in the face of
repeated Sunni tribal invasions, and the peasants and divers retained their
partisanship for the family of the Prophet. Even in the 1860s, out of a
population of 70,000, all the subsistence peasants, and five sixths of the
inhabitants of Manama, were Shi‘ites.”* Dynasties and clerical wealth
from the pearl or spice trade sometimes created Shi‘ite religious
establishments, but the often exploited common folk kept alive faith in the
Imamsin times of Sunni domination.



4

Jurisprudence: The
Akhbari-Usuli Struggle

It has long been held that the eighteenth century was pivotal in the history
of Imami Shi'ite thought and jurisprudence in Irag and Iran. At the
beginning of this era, it is said, the previously dominant Usuli School
declined, and the conservative Akhbari school came to the fore. This
intellectual revolution coincided with the fall of the Safavid dynasty in
Iran and the disestablishment of Shi‘ism under the Afghans and then
Nadir Shah. Standard accounts would have us believe that Akhbarism
became dominant. Then late in the century, as the Qajars came to power,
the Usuli School staged a comeback in the shrine cities of Irag and
subsequently in Iran.!

This version of events, deriving from published nineteenth-century
Usuli works, contains elements of truth. But an examination of
manuscript sources from the period and of later biographical dictionaries
suggests that the standard view needs revision. In particular, the
periodization needs to be made more precise and the biographies of the
major intellectual leaders need to be rewritten with more detail and
greater accuracy.

Moreover, most treatments of the period adopt an approach depicting
the struggle between conflicting schools of thought in terms of great men
and of abstract ideas. A more fruitful approach would treat the corps of
religious scholars, or ulama, as a group in society, influenced by social
and economic developments as well as political ones. Schools of thought
should be seen as ideologies supporting the position or aspirations of
differing groups of ulama. Family histories written in the eighteenth
century are an essential but as yet unused resource in this endeavor of
revision.

Several critical questions need to he asked about the period: Is there
good evidence that Akhbari religious and legal doctrines dominated the
religious establishment in Iran during the eighteenth century? What do we



JURISPRUDENCE: THE AKHBARI-USULI STRUGGLE 59

really know about intellectual currents in Iran's mgjor cities at that time,
or for that matter about the less populous but still important small towns
(gasabihs)? Did Akhbarism really only come to the fore in the Iragi shrine
cities in the eighteenth century, or had it been dominant there earlier?
When exactly did the Usuli revival take placein Irag? Wasiit as late asthe
Qgjar period? The following examination of manuscript sources and
re-examination of some printed ones seek to clarify the history of Shi‘ism
inthiscrucia century.

During the eighteenth century in Iran and Iraq the established central
political ingtitutions of the preceding two centuries were weakened or
destroyed, with magjor demographic and cultural shifts taking place. It
began with nearly a quarter century of Shah Sultan Husayn Safavi's weak
rule (1694-1722) in lran and Ottoman Governor Hasan Pashas firmer
administration (1702-1724) in Irag. There followed in Iran 25 years of
more or less Sunni rule, beginning with the conquest of Isfahan by
Ghalzai Afghans, followed by the Islamic ecumenist Nadir Shah
(1736-47), who employed the Sunni Afghan tribes as allies in his bid to
create an empire.

After a long interregnum in which political chaos dominated the
center, the Shiraz-based Shi'ite ruler Karim Khan Zand (1763-79)
consolidated his position, emerging as the major force in Iran west of
Khurasan. Upon his death, the Qajar tribe gained political pre-eminence,
creating a new Shi'ite state that ruled throughout the nineteenth century
and into the twentieth. In Ottoman Irag, which suffered Iranian incursions
under Nadir Shah during Ahmad Pashas governorship Sulayman Abu
Layla Pasha (1750-62) created a new, regionally-based slave-soldier state
that continued under his successors until the reassertion of direct Ottoman
rulein 1831.2

These political trends made a major impact upon the Shi‘ite ulama.®
Under Shah Sultan Husayn and his predecessor, Shah Sulayman, the high
ulama in Iran won great influence, position, and wealth. Arjomand has
shown that in so doing the foreign religious scholars from Syria, Bahrain,
and Iraq displaced, to some extent, the indigenous "clerical estate" of
landed notables who had held officia religious office® The Safavid
capital, Isfahan, became the cynosure of the Shi'ite clerisy, a center of
learning with 48 colleges and 162 mosgues, and a place where important
career contacts could be made.® The clergy waxed so powerful that some
openly preached the necessity for the ruler to be, not only a Sayyid, but a
mujtahid or senior jurisprudent trained in Jafari law This disputed the
claim of the Safavis, who, though they asserted their descent from the
Prophet, were laymen given often to loose morals. The dominant view
supported the legitimacy of Safavid rule against clerical pretenders.® Not
everyone trusted the ulama, as a seventeenth-century folk saying from
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Isfahan tegtifies "Keep a wary eye in front of you for a woman, behind
you for a mule, and from every direction for a mullah."’ Most of the
clergy were neither independently wealthy nor too proud to associate with
the government, as they held this was permissible whenever they would
otherwise fear for their lives or whenever they felt they could thereby help
the Shiite community.®

The Afghan conquest of Isfahan in 1722 displaced hundreds of
scholarly families and delivered a mortal blow to the dynasty that had
assured their fortunes. The Sunni Ghalzais and Nadir Shah expropriated
the endowments supporting the clergy, leading to a relative
impoverishment and a decline in the influence of this group. During the
second quarter of the eighteenth century great numbers of Shi'ite
clergymen and merchants fled Iran for the shrine cities of Ottoman Irag,
adding a new ethnic component to the Arab quarters of these cities.
Under the Safavids the high ulama establishment in the center had favored
the Usuli School of jurisprudence, which legitimated an activist role for
the clergy as legal scholars in society. The Iragi shrine cities, laboring
under Sunni Ottoman rule, had remained centers of the more conservative
Akhbari School. With the collapse of Shi‘ite rule in Iran and the
anticlericalism of the new rulers, the ulama in any case lost much of their
previous opportunity for an active socia role. The congregation of
hundreds of Iranian clerical families in the Akhbari strongholds brought
them under the conservative influence of that school. Isfahan itself, while
weakened, remained a center of rationalism, mysticism, and Usulism
throughout this period, exercising a countervailing influence in those
areas. Other Iranian centers of Usulism also remained. The rise of
Akhbarism in the eighteenth century largely occurred in the consciousness
of Isfahani immigrantsto Irag.

The Majlisi Family

One way to determine the import of the eighteenth century for the
Imami clergy is to examine the fate of prominent families. We are
fortunate in having a family history from the pen of Aga Ahmad
Bihbahani, scion of two ulama dynasties, the Magjlisis of Isfahan and the
Bihbahanis of Karbala® Mulla Muhammad Tagi Majlisi (d. 1656), from
a Syrian family that emigrated to Iran during early Safavid rule, led
Friday congregational prayers in Isfahan, the capital. An extremely
significant figure with Sufi and Akhbari leanings, his works wielded great
influence for centuries, while his position in Isfahan lent him religious
and political power.'® Mulla Muhammad Tagi had three sons and four
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daughters. All three sons became ulama and the daughters married cler-
gymen as well. One son, Mulla “Aziz Allah, renowned as an author on
religious sciences and belles-lettres composition, grew so wealthy that he
rivaled the very rich merchant Mirza Muhammad Tagi “Abbasabadi. The
second son, Mulla “Abd Allah, emigrated to India. A network of Iranian
and Indian long-distance merchants carried information on the overseas
job n]?rket to Isfahan, whose intellectuals were prized at the Mughal
court.

The youngest brother, Muhammad Bagir Majlis (d. 1699), had no
reason to emigrate. He succeeded his father as prayer leader
(Imam-Jum’a) for the capital, and under Shah Sultan Husayn rose to the
rank of Shaykh a-ldam. As a representative of the increasingly
influential ulama class, Mulla Muhammad Bagir waged a deadly
campaign against its competitors for state patronage, such as the Sufis. He
further initiated a short-sighted persecution of Sunnis, as well as of the
20,000 Hindu merchants and money-lenders in Isfahan who competed
successfully with local concerns.'? He adopted a strong commitment to
the practice of independent legal reasoning (ijtihad), in contrast to his
father.'®> His high social position alowed him to marry into the notable
class, one of his three wives being the sister of Abu Talib Khan
Nihavandi.

Of Mulla Muhammad Tagi Majlisi's four sons-in-law, two were from
Mazandaran, one from Shirvan north of Azerbaijan, and one was a Fasali
from Fars province in the south. Of the last, Aga Ahmad Bihbahani knew
nothing. Mulla Muhammad Salih Mazandarani (d. 1670) came to Isfahan
as a youth to escape poverty in his home province, eking out aliving as a
student on a stipend in the capital. His brilliance so impressed Majlisi |
that he gave him his daughter Amina Begum in marriage. The girl, highly
literate and trained in the religious sciences, gained a reputation as a
mujtahida, or legal scholar, in her own right."* Despite having married
well, Mazandarani never became wealthy, living out his days in Isfahan as
amujtahid or religious jurisprudent.

Among the second generation of Majlisi's descendants one can count
at least nine who became or married mullas, links being established with
prestigious Sayyid families. Muhammad Bagir Majlisi's daughters
married mullas, some cousins. One of his sons married into the Sayyids of
Ardistan. A daughter wedded a Sayyid clergyman, Amir Muhammad
Salih Khatunabadi.'® He succeeded his father-in-law as official prayer
leader in Isfahan at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the post
eventually becoming hereditary in his line. That this branch of the family
remained in Isfahan throughout the period of that city's tribulations,
retaining an important clerical post, further suggests that even after 1722
it did not entirely decline as a center for the ulama. It indicates, moreover,
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that clerica elites maintained continuity in spite of turbulence at the
center, just as central and provincial administrators often retained posts
even when the regime changed.'®

Of Muhammad Salih Mazandarani's sons, two emigrated to
Awrangzib's India. Aga Muhammad Said Mazandarani emerged as a
favored court poet in Delhi, with the pen name "Ashraf."'” His brother,
Aga Hasan "Ali, followed in his footsteps. For sons of Shiite ulama to
succeed socialy in the strongly Sunni atmosphere of the Mughal court it
was necessary for them to concentrate on literary or medical pursuits,
which they did With some success. In Iran, Muhammad Salih's daughter
married into a clerical Sayyid family, wedding the Shaykh a-Islam Mir
Abu a-Ma'ali, a union that produced several leading ulama based in the
shrine cities in the middle of the eighteenth century.

Many members of the third generation lived through the terrible siege
and sack of Isfahan, some of them scattering elsewhere. Among those
who remained, two important ulama emerged at this point. In 1714 Mir
Muhammad Salih Khatunabadi, the prayer leader, passed away and was
succeeded by his son, Mir Muhammad Husayn. He held the post through
the Afghan period and until his death in 1738 in Nadir Shah's base of
operations, Mashhad. During the Nadir Shah era the position of
Imam-Jum'a was held by Mir Muhammad Husayn's distant cousin and
aunt's husband, Muhammad Tagi Almasi (d. 1746)."® He was forced to
adopt the shah's Sunni-Shi‘ite ecumenism. After one successor from
outside the family, the post of Imam-Jum'a thereafter reverted to the
Khatunabadis on a permanent basis early in the Qajar period.

The third generation intermarried with other clerical €lites in
Najafabad (near Isfahan), Mashhad, and Isfahan itself. There was some
settlement in Ngjaf and Karbala. Although Bihbahani appears deliberately
to have included in his family history only those lines that remained
ulama, even some of their daughters began marrying artisans. This may
have been simply a natural effect, downward mobility being the fate of
most descendants of any wealthy family. Given the prior exclusion of so
many from the genealogy, however, it might reflect the impoverishment
even of the ulama. A grandson of Muhammad Salih Mazandarani
continued a family tradition in following his father to India. Unlike
Muhammad Ashraf, however, Muhammad "Ali "Daman" settled in
Murshidabad, Bengal, rather than in Delhi. In the first half of the
eighteenth century the Mughal court underwent serious decline, leading
poets to seek patronage elsewhere.

The two rising Shi'ite-ruled provinces of Bengal and Awadh might
have offered particularly congenia settings for Shiite scholars from Iran.
It was only in the last quarter of the century, however, that the nawabs of
Awadh settled down to a provincial court of their own, being until then
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based largely in declining Delhi. Thus, Shi'ite-ruled Bengal began to at-
tract the Majlisis who wanted to peddie their literary talents in India. As
the nawab's capita after 1704, flourishing Murshidabad, a major
commercial center and producer of silk goods, offered immigrants great
opportunities.'® Moreover, in the |ate seventeenth- and early-eighteenth
centuries the Bengal port of Hughli had become an important trading
center for Iranian long-distance merchants. Indeed, they amassed more
capital than any other group in the city. Such a congregation of Iranians
ensured the growth of Shi'ite institutions and patronage for Shi'ite
scholars.?® The existence of a convenient transportation network based on
trade between the ports of Iran and Hughli also may have encouraged
scholars to land there rather than risk the increasingly insecure land route
through Afghanistan and the Punjab to Delhi.

The fourth generation continued to produce scholars in Isfahan such as
Tagi Almasi's son Mirza“Aziz Allah (d. 1750/1163), a historian aswell as
atheologian. The turbulence of the timesisindicated in the death of some
while traveling to Mashhad, and the passing away of others far from home
in Najaf. Of those who stayed in Isfahan several deserted the pulpit for
the bazaar, producing a dyer (sabbagh), a fuller (gadhar), and daughters
that married a hat maker (kulah-duz) and a copper smelter (rikhtihgar).

In the Mazandarani line, one sees ulama tying themselves to the richer
classes of the bazaar, seeking new forms of economic security when their
links to the courts were so disrupted from 1722 to the rise of the Zands.
Their bazaar links and the relative political independence this fostered
were to prove crucia to the growth of ulama power in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.?’ Of Mulla Muhammad Akmal's two wives, one was
a granddaughter of Muhammad Salih Mazandarani. The children of the
other wife did not become mullas, working in Isfahan and Tehran as
money changers (sarraf) or in Zand Shiraz as money coiners (zarrabi).
The children of the Majlisi wife, however, did become mullas, among
them Aga Muhammad Bagjir Bihbahani.

Aga Muhammad Bagir first married the daughter of Aga Sayyid
Muhammad Tabatabali, congregational prayer leader for the small town of
Buryjird in Luristan, whom he met in Karbala after the Afghan invasion.
Aga Muhammad Bagir later settled in the small Iranian town of Bihbahan,
which in this period served as the stronghold of the Kuhgilu tribe. There
he married the daughter of a merchant, Hajji Sharafa. Bihbahan was
increasingly integrated into Fars province, serving as a hinterland town to
the Persian Gulf port of Bandar Rig, which in 1750 was so prosperous as
to rival Bushehr.”? Like his father, then, Bihbahani developed marital
links both with high status ulama families and with wealthy bazaaris, a
step even more necessary for him as he had the tragedy to come of age
just as the Safavid dynasty fell and Iran was thrown into political turmoil.
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Likewise, afemale cousin in Ngjafabad married a jeweler whose relatives
monopolized high religious postsin their town.

Another Mazandarani line in the fourth generation did not take up
religious occupations at all. Mulla Muhammad Salih (named for his
grandfather) had a daughter who married a merchant, Mirza Amin Tgjir,
and a son who emigrated to Bengal as a civil servant for Viceroy
“Ali-Vardi Khan Mahabat Jang (1740-56).2 “Ali-Vardi Khan's brother
had come to Iraq and Iran as part of his visitation of the Imams in Najaf
and Karbala. In Isfahan he struck up a friendship with Mulla Muhammad
Salih, then returned to the court in Delhi. When, in 1740, his brother was
appointed viceroy of Bengal, he wrote to Mulla Muhammad Salih
informing him that he needed good men to staff his upper bureaucracy.
The latter dispatched his son, "Ala a-Din Muhammad, from Isfahan
forthwith. As this ruling family was Shi'ite and Iranian, they favored the
importation of other Iranians for such posts. The networks of pilgrimage
and visitation in which the ulama were involved enabled them to make
contacts crucial for career changes and at that point steamy but rich
Bengal might have looked more appealing than Isfahan, with its decaying
mosques. Sometimes the change of career and life style was very great.
The descendants of the Majlis court poets Ashraf and Daman in
Murshidabad were so debauched that Aga Ahmad Bihbahani refused to
include their names in his genealogy.

On the other hand, the Sayyid descendants of Mazandarani through
Mir Abu a-Madli, a Shaykh al-Islam, determinedly remained mullas.
They established links with high status Sayyid families in small centers
like Burujird, and Aga Muhammad Bagir was able to take advantage of
these bonds. The descendants of daughters who had married into a
mujtahid family in Mashhad became notables (addressed as nawabs) in
Y azd, where they lived in palaces. Their children in turn attained the high
religious offices of Sadr and Shaykh a-ldamin Y azd.

The fifth generation, many of whom were born under Nadir's rule and
lived to see the advent of the Qagjars, continued to establish bazaar ties.
Imam-Jum’a Muhammad Tagi Almasi's grandson, “Allama Mirza Haydar
“Ali became a mullah. But his sister married a polisher of precious stones
(hakkak) whose grandsons congregated in the Qajar capital of Tehran.
The family produced other mullas and married into the Khatunabadis.
Almasi's grand-niece married twice, first Mirza Muhammad Mihdi Tajir-i
"Abbasabadi, of a prominent Isfahani commercial dynasty, and then a
Sayyid whose descendants became mullas and merchants. This generation
produced more skilled artisans in Isfahan, a silk weaver (tikmih-duz) and a
confectioner (gannad), and a good number of extended family members
lived in the shrine cities of Irag, not all of them as mullas (they included a
copper smelter).
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Among the heirs of Muhammad Salih Mazandarani one finds a weaver
of fine cloth (nassaj), and a druggist in Kazimayn. But most members of
the family were either mullahs or Bengali civil servants. Some, like Hajji
Muhammad Isma’il, had one wife in Murshidabad and another in Karbala,
where he retired. A sister of the wealthy Bengali branch of the family
married into the Bihbihani mujtahid dynasty in Karbala. Among the
family's mullas, especialy in the Bihbahani and Tabatabai lines, one
notes in this period a resurgence of power and patronage. The Zands,
while not as generous to the ulama as the Safavids had been, did provide
some sinecures. In the shrine cities themselves huge amounts of money
were placed in the hands of the leading ulama by Nawab Asaf al-Dawla of
Awadh and other patrons in India and Iran. The slave-soldier government
in Irag continued to allow Karbala and Najaf a good deal of autonomy.

Aga Ahmad provides little information on the sixth generation, many
of whom lived into the nineteenth century. Numbers perished in the Iragi
plague of 1773-74 or the Wahhabi invasion of Karbala in 1801, the
devastation wrought by these events encouraging many survivors to
emigrate. In 1801, for instance, a man moved to Murshidahad and two
brothers in the Mazandarani line to Faizabad in Awadh. A new wave of
Iranian emigration to India from 1790 aso coincided with a significant
expansion of trade, particularly the Iranian import of Indian cotton
goods.?*

From 1764 Bengal was decisively under British control, while Awadh
continued to flourish under Shi'ite rule in the north. Murshidabad was no
longer an administrative center, and its silk and other industries were dealt
a blow by the famine of 1769-70, from which the city never recovered. In
the early 1800s Aga Ahmad found the area's Muslim notables and learned
tradition impoverished, the British in control, and whatever wealth till
existed in the hands of Hindus.”® In addition, the Iranian-dominated port
of Hughli rapidly declined in favor of British Calcutta. In the latter part of
the eighteenth century scholarly families emigrating from Iran and the
shrine cities began to settle in the flourishing cities of Awadh. One
Murshidabadi branch of the Majlis clan moved to Lucknow and
intermarried with the family of Asaf al-Dawlah's chief minister in the
1790s, Raja Jhao Lal, a convert to Shi'ite Islam.?? Aga Ahmad Bihbahani
himself left Kermanshah for India because of financia difficulties,
settling in Patna as the congregational prayer leader after failing to find
patronage in Awadh.

The prestigious clerical dynasty of the Magjlisis adopted varying
strategies to deal with the problems they faced in the eighteenth century.
These included emigration to the Iragi shrine cities where a constant
stream of pilgrims and long-distance merchants provided them with a
livelihood as legal advisers and supervisors of charitable contributions
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and pious endowments. Some managed to retain religious office in a
declining Isfahan, while others intermarried with rich merchants or
well-off artisans, when possible. With the decline of court patronage for
scholars and the expropriation of endowments, more were probably
forced into low status trades - cotton or silk weavers, smiths, dyers,
bleachers, and hat makers - than would normally have been the case.
Many settled in Iran's small towns and large villages, where local tribal
leaders came into prominence with the decline of central government. The
smaller centers were less likely to attract marauding invaders, prospering
as local trade depots, even as some large cities declined. Members of the
Magjlisi family colonized high religious office in Naafabad, Ardistan,
Kazirun, Bihbahan, and Yazd. Finaly, numbers sought employment in
Indiaas literary men, civil servants, and physicians.

Neo-Akhbari Dominance 1722-1763 in Iraqg

Against this backdrop of geographical and class dislocation, the ulama of
the eighteenth century fought out a decisive battle on the interpretation of
Shitism.#’ The conflict between strict constructionist Akhbari and ration-
aliss Usuli jurisprudents centered on two sets of issues. The first
concerned the sources of law, with the Akhbaris restricting them to the
Qur'an and the oral reports of the Prophet and the Imams. The rationalists
insisted that the consensus of the jurisprudents could also serve as a
source of legal judgment, as could the independent reasoning (ijtihad) of
the jurist. The Usulis Shi'ites divided all Shi'ites into formally trained
jurisprudents (mujtahids) and laymen, stipulating that the ordinary
believers must emulate the mujtahids in matters of subsidiary religious
laws.

The rationalists asserted that the mujtahids, as general representatives
of the Hidden Imam, could substitute for him in performing such tasks as
rendering legal judgments, implementing rulings, collecting and distribut-
ing ams (zakat and khums), mandating defensive holy war and leading
Friday congregational prayers. While Akhbaris accepted that the relater
(muhaddith) of oral reports from the Imams could perform the functions
of judges, they often disallowed some or al of the othersin the absence of
an infalible Imam. Akhbaris further rejected any division of believers
into laymen and mujtahid-exemplars, holding that all Shiites must
emulate the Twelve Imams. In practice, Akhbaris also made
interpretations.

During the Safavid period the Usuli school, associated with the ruling
establishment, gained in influence. From the time of Shaykh Abd al-"Ali
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al-Karaki (d. 1533), Isfahan's Imam-Jum’as were for the most part Usulis.
Late in the period, Muhammad Bagir Mgjlisi exemplified the Usuli ethos.
The situation outside Isfahan in the late seventeenth century is harder to
gauge. In some provincial centers Akhbaris remained influential. The
Imam-Jum'a and Shaykh a-lsam of Qum under Sulayman Shah
(1667-94), Muhammad Tahir, a bigoted Akhbari brought up in Najaf,
caused a row with the court by censuring the monarch's morals.?®
Al-Hurr a-"Amili (d. 1708 or 1709) immigrated to Mashhad from Syria,
becoming Shaykh a-ldlam. A staunch Akhbari, he disallowed the use of
reason and wrote against rationalist theology.? The family of the Akhbari
Ni'mat Allah Jazairi (d. 1701) settled in the small Iranian town of
Shushtar, in Khuzistan, as Akhbari prayer leaders® As noted, the
Akhbari school had found favor with some of the ulama in the shrine
cities of Irag, aswell.

Shaykh Yusuf al-Bahrani (1695-1772), a key figure in the intellectual
development of Shi‘ism in Karbala, grew up in the village of Diraz on the
isle of Bahrain® His grandfather, a pearl merchant, helped bring him up.
His father, Shaykh Ahmad, a student of Shaykh Sulayman al-Mahuzi in
Bahrain, adhered to the Usuli School, detesting Akhbaris. Usuli
jurisprudence was an important current in Safavid-ruled Bahrain. In 1717
al-Bahrani's family fled an invasion from Masgat, settling on the
mainland at Qatif for awhile® After his father's death Y usuf commuted
to Bahrain to keep up the family pearl business, pursuing his studiesin his
spare time. Financial difficulties, partly owing to the high taxes charged
by the invaders, led him to emigrate to Iran soon after the Afghan
conquest of 1722. He lived in Kerman, then moved to Shiraz where he
gained the patronage of the governor. He invested in agriculture, which
his patron allowed him to pursue tax-free, and he began his famed work
on law, al-Hada'iq al-nadira. He fled the city after the Afghan army had
reduced it in 1724 by mass slaughter and looting, and settled in Karbalain
Irag. There hisfinancial situation improved, perhaps through trade.

Al-Bahrani adopted the Akhbari school, rejecting his early schooling
in Bahrain. As a refugee from Iran in Karbala, he may well have been
dependent on the largesse of Akhbari religious dignitaries. Moreover, the
same political instability that propelled him from his homeland and
deposed the Safavids apparently made an establishment-oriented school
of jurisprudence like Usulism less appealing. As time went on, al-Bahrani
moved away from a strict Akhbarism to a neo-Akhbari position which had
Usuli elements. Nevertheless, he rejected Usuli principles of legal
reasoning, the syllogistic logic Usulis allowed in interpreting the law, and
the legitimacy of holy war during the occultation of the Imam.®

When the influx of Iranians came into Karbala from Isfahan and other
Iranian cities, especially during the interregnums of 1722-36 and 1747-63,
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the Akhbari teachers in the shrine cities had the opportunity to expose
many young lranians to their ideas. Al-Bahrani's many students included
not only other Arabs but in later years such Iranian scholars as Sayyid
Muhammad Mihdi Tabatabai of Burujird, Mirza Muhammad Mihdi
Shahristani, and Mulla Muhammad Mihdi Niragi.>*

The trend to Akhbarism after 1722 may be witnessed in another major
eighteenth-century figure, Aga Muhammad Bagir b. Muhammad Akmal
(1705-90), born in Isfahan and descended on his mother's side from
Muhammad Tagi Majlisi. Since the chronology of his career has remained
confused, a reinterpretation is offered here. Aga Muhammad Bagir
departed from his home town for Ngjaf after the death of his father and
the 1722 Afghan invasion. In Iraq he studied the rational sciences with
Sayyid Muhammad Tabatabai of Burujird and the ora reports of the
Imams with Sayyid Sadr a-Din Qummi.*®  The latter had trained in
Isfahan, returning to Qum as a teacher. He was forced to flee the Afghans,
first to Hamadan and Kermanshah, and finally to Nagjaf. Under the influ-
ence of Qummi, an Akhbari, the young Aga Muhammad Bagir likewise
came to adhere to this school.*® While in Najaf in the late 1720s Aga
Muhammad Bagir married the daughter of his teacher, Sayyid
Muhammad Tabatabali (other marriage alliances existed between the two
families). In 1732 (1144) his first son, Muhammad "Ali, was born in
Karbala

In 1732-33 Nadir invaded Iraq, his troops occupying the Shi'ite holy
places of Samarra, Hilla, Ngjaf, and Karbala, over which he appointed
Iranian governors. Ottoman reinforcements soon arrived, forcing Nadir to
make a peace treaty and withdraw after he visited the shrine cities.*’
These military engagements created insecurity even in the holy cities of
Irag, and there may at this time have been some exodus of anxious
refugees to still more secure sites.

Whatever the reasons, Aga Muhammad Bagir traveled early in the
1730s to Bihbahan on the border of the Iranian provinces of Khuzistan
and Fars. Many Isfahani scholarly families scattered to such small towns
(gasabih) in southern Iran, which were relatively near to the shrine cities
and offered greater security in this period than large cities; moreover, Aga
Muhammad Bagijir had a cousin there teaching in the local seminary.® At
that point the town served as a stronghold for the semi-autonomous
Kuhgilu tribe and the headquarters of its Beglarbegi. The latter had allied
himself with Nadir Shah against Muhammad Khan Baluch in a bid to
maintain his local control over the area® In the 1730s the town, lying on
anorth-south trade route from the port of Daylam, wasin decline.*°

Aga Muhammad Baqir found the religious institutions dominated by
Akhbaris from Bahrain.*' Although he may at first have gotten along with
them, at some point he reverted to his Isfahani Usulism, engaging in bitter
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polemics with the Akhbaris. His son, Aga Muhammad “Ali, boasted that
he never emulated any jurisprudent, being already a mujtahid when he
came of age at 15 (in 1747).* This statement suggests that his father was
an Usuli again by the late 1730s. Aga Muhammad Bagir established firm
links to the elite in Bihbahan and its suburb of Qanavat, marrying the
daughter of the headman in the latter and the daughter of Hajji Sharafa the
merchant in Bihbahan.*®* He emerged as a popular prayer leader and
teacher, remaining for 30 years.

Sunni-Shi’ite Ecumenismin Iran 1736-1751

While Aga Muhammad Bagir found refuge in Bihbahan, the ulamain
most parts of Iran suffered the assaults of Nadir Afshar. In 1736 he gave
up the fiction of being merely the agent of the young Safavid heir, having
himself declared shah upon the plain of Mughan and abolishing the
Safavid state altogether. He made it one of the cornerstones of his policy
that Iranians should renounce the Shi’ite practice of cursing the first two
caliphs of Sunni Islam and tried to have Shi‘ism incorporated into
Sunnism as a fifth legal rite. Much of Shi‘ite law was based on the
precepts of the sixth Imam, Jafar al-Sadiq, whom Nadir proposed to
place on par with the founders of Sunni legal rites such as Abu Hanifa and
ash-Shafi'i. Nadir attempted to negotiate with the Sunni Ottomans an
acceptance of this theological compromise, but never proved successful.
More important, the policy did allow him to keep the loyalty of both his
Afghan troops and his Qizilbash cavalry, the former fierce Sunnis and the
latter extremist Shi'ites. Nadir Shah forced the Shi'ite ulama to agree to
this compromise, executing one cleric for opposing him.* Wherever they
felt it necessary they went along, but the assent of many surely
represented no more than pious dissmulation (tagiyya), as Nadir's
proposal contradicted their most cherished dogmas.

Still, many clerical officials were incorporated into Nadir's state and
had to represent his policies. For instance, Mirza Ibrahim, gadi of Isfahan,
became Nadir's military judge (cadi-"askar).” The shah sent Abu al-
Qasim Kashani, the Shaykh a-I1slam, and Mulla "Ali Akbar, Mullabashi,
to Istanbul to negotiate with the Ottoman ulama. In addition, Nadir sought
to weaken the clergy, and to guard against any potential clerical
opposition to his palicies, he confiscated the rich endowments that had
supported the seminaries and mosques of |sfahan.*®

On his return from India, Nadir Shah once again prepared for conflict
with the Ottomans in Irag. He coordinated a two-pronged attack, through
Kirkuk and Shahrizur in the north and from Arabistan to Basra in the
south, dispatching troops to occupy, once more, the Shi'ite shrine citiesin
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the summer of 1743. In November, 1743, Nadir Shah convened a
congress of ulama from Iran, Afghanistan, and Transoxiana, as well as
from the shrine cities, in order finaly to resolve the differences between
Sunni and Shi’ite. He attempted to propitiate the Shiite ulama of Najaf by
ordering the gilding of Imam "Ali's shrine.

The conference, after much debate and haggling, produced a document
that rejected the past Shi'ite practice of cursing the first two caliphs,
stipulating that Shi‘ites should abandon it on pain of death; that
recognized the legitimacy of the rule of the first three Sunni caliphs; and
that granted the Iranians the right to follow the legal rite of Imam Ja'far
a-Sadiqg and yet remain within the Muslim community. The list of
participants reveals that most of the Iranian ulama were Imam-Jumas and
gadis of Iran's chief cities. No mention appears in the biographical
dictionaries of the role the Akhbari establishment at the shrine cities
played in these negotiations, nor did al-Suwaydi refer to them, but they
were almost certainly involved. The Iranians took the lead in the
negotiations on the Shi'ite side, particularly Nadir Shah's compliant
Mulla-Bashi. The Ottomans rejected the document that emerged.*” Some
Shi“ite officials genuinely committed themselves to Nadir's ecumenical
stance. The Imam-Jum’a of Isfahan from 1746 to 1787, Shaykh Zayn al-
Din "Ali, wrote a refutation of a treatise by Mulla Haydar “Ali in 1751,
who opposed the policy. Haydar "Ali had insisted that all sects other than
the Imami were ritually impure and outside Islam. Shaykh Zayn al-Din
replied that Sunnis were also Muslims.*®

One long-lasting effect of Nadir Shah's Iraq campaign of the 1740s
was the provisions in the peace treaty he finally concluded with the
Ottomans that concerned Iranian pilgrims to the Iragi shrine cities. While
the shah ceded these cities once more to the Turks in September 1746, he
stipulated that Iranian pilgrims be able to visit the shrines and that "so
long as these pilgrims carried no merchandise, the Governor and officials
of Baghdad were not to levy any tax upon them."* The unimpeded access
for Iranians to Karbala and Najaf guaranteed by the Treaty of Kurdan
meant prosperity for merchants, shopkeepers, and clerics who lived off
the pilgrim trade. Moreover, in the eighteenth century the shrine cities
paid no tribute to the government in Bagdad.™

The Usuli Revival in the Zand Period

In Bihbahan, Aga Muhammad Bagir escaped from what the communalist
Imami ulama perceived to be the indignities of Nadir's ecumenism, and
for some time remained unaffected by the turbulent twelve-year
interregnum in central government that Iran experienced in the wake of
the Afsharid's bloody demise. But the growing power of the Zands
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disturbed the tranquility of Bihbahan in 1757-58, when Karim Khan first
attempted to subdue the tribespeople in its vicinity. In July of 1757 the
Zands took Bihbahan, imprisoning the old beglarbegi and replacing him
with one of their supporters, and levied an annua tribute of 7,000 tumans.
The Zands decisively pacified the areain 1765.>' It may have been these
military campaigns and the disruptions they brought to local power and
patronage structures that encouraged Aga Muhammad Bagir to return to
Irag sometimein the early 1760s.

Bihbahani, as he was now known, found the shrine cities an extremely
hostile environment for an Usuli. Shaykh Yusuf a- Bahrani, in his late
60s and ten years senior to the newcomer, presided over the religious es-
tablishment in Karbala as the prestigious dean of Shi'ite scholarship.
Al-Bahrani's neo-Akhbaris considered Usulis to be ritually impure,
touching Usuli works with handkerchiefs to shield their fingers from any
polluting effects.® More serious, anyone walking in the street with Usuli
literature beneath his arm risked violent assault.®* The power structure in
the shrine cities consisted of an Arab landholding elite, a number of
mafia-type gangs, and the leading clerics. Most important figures among
the ulama probably had had to make alliances with the Sayyid landholders
and with the chief gangsters who ran protection rackets in the bazaars. At
this point, the Akhbaris appear to have had the important gangster or Iuti
contacts, and could employ these to intimidate Usuli rivals.

Bihbahani at first faced so many difficulties in Karbala that he seriously
considered returning to Iran. His eldest son, Aga Muhammad "Ali, had
even greater difficulties adjusting to the new intellectual milieu. He joined
Yusuf a-Bahrani's classes, receiving a diploma (ijaza) from him. But he
did not pursue further studies with him because he kept wishing to
contradict the old man's neo-Akhbari teachings, which would have been
highly improper (and perhaps even dangerous). Aga Muhammad “Ali
therefore went on pilgrimage to Mecca, settling in Kazimayn until 1772.%

Aga Muhammad Bagir began teaching Usuli texts secretly in his
basement to a select and trusted number of students, many of them former
pupils of al-Bahrani. These included his young grand- nephew on his first
wife's side of the family, Sayyid Muhammad Mihdi Tabatabali (1742-96),
who had settled in Ngjaf in 1755 but now returned to study with his
great-uncle™ Also involved was Bihbahani's sister's son, Sayyid “Ali
Tabatabali (1748-1801), a mere teenager at the time. When the Iranians
had originally come to the shrine cities in the 1720s, many of them penni-
less refugees, they had been integrated into the Akhbari ideology of their
Arab hosts and benefactors. Forty years later, the founding of an Usuli
cell in Karbala led by members of the Majlisi aristocracy may well have
signaled the increasing financial and social independence of the ethnically
Iranian quarters in the shrine cities.® While the Iranian scholarly families
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originally depended heavily on government land grants and emoluments
in Iran, which many of them lost after 1722, the history of the Majlisi
family sketched above suggests that they increasingly forged links with
merchants and skilled artisans in the bazaars, giving them a new financial
base. Though falen from their semi-feudal notable status and
dispossessed of their lands around Isfahan, many Iranian expatriates could
increasingly compete with the wealth of merchant-ulama, like al-Bahrani,
on his own terms. The partial upturn in ulama fortunes in the Zand period,
moreover, coincided with the economic rebound of the artisan and
merchant classes with whom they were intricately linked.>’

Aga Muhammad Baqgir had strong merchant contacts through his
in-laws in Bihbahan and his half-brothers in Isfahan and Shiraz, important
insofar as they might encourage merchants who came through Karbala to
put charitable contributions in his hands and seek his rulings on
commercial disputes. It is also possible that his sister-in-law's brothers in
Bengal might have channeled charitable contributions from Indian
notables to the shrine cities through him. Wealth was essential to the
success of a great teacher, as he attracted students by providing them with
stipends to live on. It was aso indispensable in insuring that the gangster
bosses were on his side.

At some point Bihbahani began to feel that he had enough students,
monetary support, and security to challenge al-Bahrani openly, an event
that led to the polarization of the scholarly community in Karbala during
the 1760s. In 1772, when al-Bahrani died, Bihbahani had attained such a
prestigious position that he read the funeral prayers for his late nemesis.
Shaykh Y usuf's demise removed the most vigorous Akhbari leader from
the field, allowing Aga Muhammad Bagir, then 67, to spend his last clear-
minded decade in consolidating his position. In this he was aided not only
by his nephews, the young Tabatabalis, but by a number of other former
students of a Bahrani who now adopted the Usuli jurisprudent as their
leader, including the Iranians Muhammad Mihdi Niragi and Mirza
Muhammad Mihdi Shahristani and the Arabs Shaykh Ja'far al-Ngjafi and
Sayyid Muhsin Baghdadi.® These in turn helped their aging mentor to
train a whole new generation of youthful mujtahids who came from Iran
to the shrine cities in the last years of Zand dominance and the opening
years of Qgjar rule.

The Usuli revival in Iraq began to exert influence on Iran, where Usuli
currents had always run strong, with a wave of ulama reimmigration from
the shrine cities in the 1770s. Political tensions between Iraq and Iran
arose in the early 1770s, when the slave-soldier ruler “Umar Pasha levied
a frontier toll on Iranian pilgrims in contravention of the 1746 Treaty of
Kurdan.® The new policy adversely affected the economy of the
pilgrim-dependent shrine towns. In 1772, the same year that Shaykh
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Yusuf passed away, a catastrophic plague epidemic raced through Iraq,
claiming hundreds of thousands of lives, perhaps a quarter of amillion in
Baghdad alone.®® The existence of the shrines of the Imams as pilgrimage
sites contributed to frequent epidemics in Irag, especially as Shi'ites often
transported corpses to them for reburial.’’  Towns that became
depopulated immediately attracted Bedouin raids and further destruction.
"Umar Pasha therefore attempted to keep people in the cities during the
plague, which lasted for some eighteen months.*

How to respond to the epidemic became an issue among the Shi’ite
clergy as well, since many of them were morally and financially attached
to their shrines and convinced of the divine protection they offered.
Bihbahani and his chief disciples did their utmost to clear people from the
festering urban centers, in defiance of 'Umar Pasha. Aga Muhammad
Baqir strictly enjoined his son Aga Muhammad “Ali to flee Kazimayn for
Iran. The latter only reluctantly complied, settling for the rest of hislifein
Kermanshah, near the Iragi border.® Sayyid “Ali Tabatabali supported his
mentor's stance with the hadith report, "Greet not oblivion with your own
hands."® Sayyid Muhammad Mihdi Tabatabai took his family out of
Najaf through Isfahan to Mashhad during the plague, teaching and giving
diplomasin Isfahan and K hurasan until his returnin 1779.°

This firm commitment to fleeing the plague preserved the lives of
many in Bihbahani's circle, and it had the secondary effect of spreading
his ideas to urban centers in Iran as his relatives and students scattered
there. The loss of life in Irag in 1772-73 was monumental. The Sunni
cleric a-Suwaydi taught a class of a thousand students at a mosgue in
Basra before the plague reached there, then fled to Kuwait. On hisreturn a
few months later, when the epidemic had subsided, he found that
everyone who had attended his class was dead. The toll in the shrine cities
was equally high.®® The Akhbari Arab natives of Karbala and Najaf could
not easily escape the writ of “"Umar Pasha forbidding them to leave the
cities, since unlike the Iranian Usulis they did not necessarily have family
or second homes in Iran. They may well therefore have been exposed to
heavier casualties from the disease. Moreover, the former social order of
the shrine cities could not help but be disrupted by so immense a
catastrophe, allowing Bihbahani's young Usuli cadres to move into the
power and culture vacuum upon their return.

The impact Bihbahani's movement had in Iran in the Zand period may
be witnessed in the careers of such clerics as Mulla Muhammad Mihdi
Niragi and Mulla Muhammad Reza Tabrizi. Niragi (d. 1794) was born
near Kashan and studied in Isfahan with the theologian Isma’il Khaju'i (d.
1759). He then went to Karbala, probably during the governmental
interregnum of the 1750s, studying with Shaykh Y usuf al-Bahrani. When
Bihbahani returned to Karbala Niragi began studying with the Usuli
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teacher. He then settled in Kashan, where he was writing on commercial
law for merchants and in defense of Usuli jurisprudence in the years
1766-72.%

Tabrizi (d. 1793) also stayed for a long while in Irag, studying with
Muhammad Mihdi al-Fatuni and Aga Muhammad Bagir Hizarjaribi. He,
like so many others, attached himself to Bihbahani in the 1760s. He
thereafter returned to Tabriz, where he led prayers and gave sermons.
After avidit to the shrine at Mashhad, he made his way to the Zand capital
of Shiraz in the south. He became close to Karim Khan Zand, who
appointed him military judge (gadi- askar). The ruling Zand dynasty,
though ungenerous to the lower ranks of clerics and religious mendicants,
was open-handed with the high ulama, for whom it built mosgques and
living quarters in Shiraz.®® When the Zand state declined after 1779
Tabrizi returned to Iraq.®® In Kermanshah during the Zand period
Bihbahani's son Aga Muhammad “Ali - another product of the Usuli
revival - became extremely influential, intermarrying with the notable
class there.™

The new mood in the shrine cities was epitomized by Bihbahani's
student Shaykh Ja'far b. Khidr al-Ngjafi (d. 1812), who later authored the
Kashf al-ghita’ in refutation of Akhbarism:

The hair of his head and beard was already white in his youth. He was a
big man of high aspirations and sublime courage, with great strength of
intellect and insight. He had a strong appetite for licit sex (al-ankihah)
and food, and for establishing links with kings and rulers for the sake of
the religious benefits he believed to lie therein.”!

The Usuli revival was, in Iranian terms, a largely Zand-period
phenomenon which the Qajars came to support later on. In the shrine
cities themselves the Usuli victory coincided with the rise of local Shi'ite
power and the decline of central Ottoman control, such that Usuli
principles like the holding of Shi‘ite congregational prayers could be
implemented, something the Ottomans had not tolerated when their hand
in Iraq was firmer.

The First North Indian Usuli Disciples

The degree to which the Usuli school dominated the shrine cities at the
end of the 1770s is demonstrated by the memoirs of an Indian student and
pilgrim, Sayyid Dildar "Ali Nasirabadi (1753-1820). Nasirabadi brought
with him from the Shi‘iteruled nawabate of Awadh a copy of
Muhammad Amin Astarabadi's al-Fawa'id al-madaniyya, a work hugely
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popular among Shi'ite thinkers in North India. Written nearly two
centuries earlier, this major statement of the Akhbari creed attacked such
classical Usuli writers as Hasan ibn a-Mutahhar a-Hilli.

Sayyid Dildar "Ali and his companion landed at plague and
war-devastated Basra, proceeding up the Euphrates by boat.”” During this
long boat journey Nasirabadi made friends with an Arab Shi'ite, also en
route to Ngjaf, where he had just begun his studies with Shaykh Ja'far al-
Najafi. Their discussions came around to the principles of jurisprudence.
Nasirabadi supported the Akhbari position, while his Arab friend took the
side of the Usulis. The Indian criticized Usuli acceptance of consensus
among scholars as an independent source of Shi'ite law, asking why
something should be true smply because large numbers of persons
believed it. He also attacked Usulis for believing in the exercise of
independent judgment (ra'y) by the jurisprudent. In this discussion Sayyid
Dildar “Ali first encountered the now largely Usuli atmosphere of the
shrine cities, finding it disturbing.”

After performing visitation to the shrine of Imam “Ali, Sayyid Dildar
"Ali met with the scholar Sayyid Muhsin Baghdadi (d. 1810s/1230s), who
wrote on the principles of jurisprudence and became the prayer leader in
Kazimayn.” Nasirabadi remarked on the fact that most North Indian
Shi'ite ulama, including himself, were Akhbaris. The Iraqi replied that
this was owing to their unfamiliarity with Usuli works. He then gave him
a refutation of Astarabadi's opus. Sayyid Dildar “Ali read it, but the book
left his doubts unresolved. He next met with Shaykh Ja'far a-Nagjafi,
discussing whether scholarly consensus can constitute a proof in
jurisprudence. Nasirabadi left dissatisfied. Later, he again brought up this
matter with Baghdadi, who upheld the Usuli view that consensus does
indeed congtitute a source of law. Sayyid Dildar "Ali listened and grew
quiet, deciding that if he insisted on arguing these points with his teachers
it would he impossible to learn anything. The important scholarsin Irag at
that time were apparently Usulis, and he had little choice hut to attempt to
benefit from them.

Nasirabadi shifted north to Karbala, studying the oral reports from the
Imams with Aga Muhammad Bagir Bihbahani, then 75, and law with
Sayyid “Ali Tabatabai and Mirza Mihdi Shahristani (the latter having
himself been to India). In spite of his silence on the issue, his reputation
as an Akhbari followed him to Karbala, where Sayyid "Ali once em-
barrassed him in front of an Indian nobleman by stressing his debt to the
mujtahids. Sayyid Dildar "Ali determined to throw himself into an
intensive study of Usuli works, since they were the ones difficult to find
in India. He began survey reading on the issue of the validity of those oral
reports that were related by only a single transmitter in each early
generation (khabar al-ahad).” After much study of the classical writers
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Sayyid Dildar "Ali began to feel that Astarabadi's position on this issue
was indefensible. Within a few months of his arrival in Irag, he adopted
the Usuli school, one factor surely being that this ideology was in vogue
at the prestigious centers of Shi‘ite scholarship. He later attributed his
change of views to his proximity at that point to the holy tombs of the
Imams.”

When Sayyid Muhammad Mihdi Tabatabai returned to Iraq,
Nasirabadi, who had heard him praised as virtually sinless (ma'sum),
sought him out and studied with him briefly. He pointed out to his teacher
that in the Usuli system a believer must either be a mujtahid himself, or he
must emulate a living mujtahid. But, he continued, the Shi'ites of India
were deprived of any opportunity for either, so that they might land in
perdition. Tabatabali replied that this was not at al the case. The Shi'ites
in India, he maintained, must simply practice caution (ihtiyat), following
the dtrictest of the maor positions on any matter of law. Nasirabadi
riposted that Majlisi | once said that the most cautious position was not
always the correct one. Sayyid Muhammad Mihdi answered that such
instances were rare.”” Sayyid Dildar “Ali's dissatisfaction with the practice
of caution as a solution to the dilemma of Indian Usulis suggests that even
then he saw the need for religious leadership that would result from the
spread of Usulism in Awadh.

Nasirabadi had great difficulty being taken seriously as a scholar
because of his Indian background, some Iranian students insisting that
there simply were no ulama in India. They found the very thought of an
Indian mujtahid absurd, given that only three scholars at the shrine cities
were recognized exemplars.

After about a year and a half, Sayyid Dildar "Ali returned to India
overland via Kazimayn, Tehran, and Mashhad, wintering in Khurasan and
studying with Mirza Muhammad Mihdi Mashhadi. On arriving in
Lucknow he met with Awadh First Minister Hasan Riza Khan and had an
interview with Nawab Asaf al-Dawla. In 1781 he began teaching and
writing in Lucknow, producing a wide-ranging attack on Akhbari ideas
and beginning the task of training a new generation of Shi’ite scholars in
Usuli sciences.

Sayyid Dildar “Ali's experiences demonstrate that in 1779 Usuli
jurisprudence aready dominated most intellectual circles in Irag. His
adoption of that school and his transmission of it to North India paralleled
a similar process among other Shi'ite pilgrim-students from Iran, Af-
ghanistan, and elsewhere in Irag. By virtue of their centrality to Shi'ite
pilgrimage and higher education, the shrine cities exercised extraordinary
influence on intellectual currents elsewhere in the Shi“ite world.
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The questions asked at the beginning of this chapter can now be
answered, if not with complete satisfaction, then at least provisionaly.
The evidence does not support the belief that Akhbari religious and legal
doctrines dominated the religious establishment in Iran during the
eighteenth century; they certainly did not prevail in major centers like
Isfahan. Akhbarism, or at least conservative jurisprudence based closely
on the Imami oral reports, was popular in the Iragi shrine cities long be-
fore the eighteenth century. Iranian immigrants to Irag during the
turbulent period 1722-1763, adhering to Usulism, may have come to
resent this situation more than had previously been the case. But the real
change was not a sudden Akhbari dominance in Iraqg; rather, it was an
influx of Usuli-inclined Iranians into the shrine cities. These Iranians
temporarily adopted the Akhbarism of their Iragi hosts, but reverted to
Usulism in the 1760s. The Usuli dominance of the shrine cities came, not
at the end of the century with the rise of the Qgjars, but in the 1760s and
1770s during the Zand eraiin Iran.

Given Usuli dominance in Iran, the fall of the shrine cities of Irag to
this clerical ideology meant the elimination of one of Akhbarism's last
strongholds. From the shrine cities, with their complex network of
pilgrimage and study that linked them to the rest of the Shi‘ite world,
Usuli ideas then spread to distant areas like North India.

Usulism emerged as the favored ideology of the shrine cities at atime
when the central Ottoman empire had declined and even the local vassal
state grew extremely weak and little able to control the Shi'ite cities
firmly. Local elites came to prominence in these city-states, composed of
Arab landowners, Arab and Iranian ulama, and gangster bosses. Usulism,
with its emphasis on the leading role of the religious scholars in generally
representing the absent Imam and serving as exemplars for lay believers,
resonated with the increasing local power possessed by the Imami ulama
in the shrine cities.

These developments appear also to be related to state formation in
Qgjar Iran and in Nawabi Awadh: the ruling classes in both regimes
favored Usulism. Usulism, with its doctrine that the ulama can legitimate
Friday prayers (said, in fact, in the name of the secular ruler) and its
position on state-related functions such as defensive holy war, proved
more amenable to the needs of the rising rulers in Iran and North India.
Conservative Akhbarism, in which most state-related functions of Islamic
government were considered lapsed in the absence of the Imam, could not
fulfill state needs for legitimation nearly as well. In the nineteenth
century, Akhbarism virtually disappeared as a mgjor school of Shi‘ism,
and only Usulis were left to write the history of what had happened.



5

“Indian Money' and the Shi 'ite
Srine Cities

As we have seen, adherents of the Shi’ite branch of Islam held the cities
of Nagaf, Karbala and Kazimayn holy, making them theological and
pilgrimage centers. The towns grew up around the tombs of Imams, early
Islamic figures who Imami Shiites believed should have been the
political and spiritual heads of the Islamic community. In this chapter, |
wish to examine issues having to do with their political economy. The
economic position of Shi’ite clerics at the shrine cities was clearly an
element in their great power. Much remains to be discovered, however,
about the precise roots of that economic position and the impact of
phenomena such as the rise of modern capitalism.! Below, | explore the
economic importance for the leading Iragi clerics of funds donated by the
Shi“ite rulers of Awadh in North India, in order to illuminate the influence
on clerical ingtitutions of foreign donations and projects.

Even during early Islamic times, the shrine cities in what is now Irag
were important Shi'ite centers. As noted above, for most of the Safavid
period (1501-1722), the shrine cities in Iraq remained under the rule of the
Sunni Ottoman Empire, and Shi’ites in Iraq remained a minority. Still, the
existence of a neighboring Shi'ite state greatly changed the position of the
shrine cities. The Safavid kings bestowed great patronage on the shrines
and religious scholarsin Irag. Pilgrims went from Iran to the shrines when
political and other considerations alowed, and they often combined
pilgrimage with trade, so that the shrine cities began to serve as desert
ports. Nagaf and Karbala, despite the occasional attention given them by
rulers, suffered from inadequate and irregular water supply. Cana works
could give them life, as with the Husayniyya canal built for Karbala by
Ottoman Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent in the sixteenth century. These
canals tended to silt up over time, however, causing the towns to decline
for long stretches of time. In the eighteenth century Karbaa rose to
prominence on the strength of dam work and road building carried out by
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Baghdad governor Hasan Pasha. In the nineteenth century Karbala was
eclipsed by Najaf, in part because of the Hindiyya canal, the story of
which | tell below.? Given the expensive gifts proffered by newly Shi‘ite
Iranian notables, the pilgrim traffic, and increased commerce, cities like
Najaf and Karbala could in some eras become centers of wealth aswell as
of law and theology. They also grew in political importance. Iranian
clerics critical of the Iranian state could flee to the shrine cities, where
they could subsist in a Shi'ite atmosphere and yet escape the wrath of
their rulers. The sixteenth century also witnessed the establishment of
Shi‘iteruled states in South India, the rulers of which often sent
contributions to the shrine cities. Indeed, even Sunni rulers in the
subcontinent, who had a specia regard for the prophet's grandson Imam
Husayn, sent substantial giftsto his shrine at Karbala

In the course of the eighteenth-century, a slave-soldier dynasty arosein
Irag, owing only loose fealty to the Istanbul-based Ottoman Empire.® The
Sunni dave-soldiers ruled the shrine cities with a light hand, allowing
local urban notables to come to the fore. These included Sayyid Arab
landholders, city-based mafiosi who practiced extortion on shopkeepers
and pilgrims, and the religious scholars, with their control of shrines,
pious endowments, and lands. The relative autonomy of the shrine cities
gave the Shi'ite clerics a power that could be better justified by the
activist Usuli than by the conservative Akhbari school.

In the late eighteenth century two new Shi’ite states emerged. One, the
Qajar (1785-1925), subdued Iran.* The other, the Nishapuri, presided over
a post-Mughal successor state in North India called Awadh, 1722-1856.°
In both Qgjar Iran and nawabi Awadh the Usuli school came to be the
dominant approach to jurisprudence. In Awadh, there is good reason to
think this was because local Akhbaris, then the majority, opposed Friday
congregational prayers, while Usulis alowed them. The Nishapuri
nawabs, involved in a process of state formation, needed Friday prayers
and ghe Friday prayer mosgue as legitimating symbols of their Shi'ite
rule.

One channel of Usuli influence into North India was pilgrimage to
Irag. As we have seen, the young Shiite scholar Sayyid Dildar "Ali
Nasirabadi set out from the Awadh capital of Lucknow in 1779 for atwo-
year trip to the shrine cities during the time of Nawab Asaf al-Dawla (r.
1774-97) and his Chief Minister Hasan Riza Khan. Initially an Akhbari,
he found the atmosphere of Najaf and Karbala to be overwhelmingly
Usuli at that time. He pursued a brief course of studies with Aga
Muhammad Bagir Bihbahani and his leading disciples. After much
struggle and study he embraced Usulism before returning to Lucknow. On
his return he became the Friday prayer leader and served as a conduit for
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Usuli ideas in the region.” He also spread respect for Bihbahani and the
Usuli mujtahids among Awadh's growing class of Shi'ite high notables.

This Indian connection proved highly lucrative for the Usuli clericsin
the shrine cities. In the late [780s Awadh Chief Minister Hasan Riza Khan
remitted Rs. 500,000 to Najaf through the Iranian firm of Hajji Karbalai
Muhammad Tihrani for the construction of a cana in the middle
Euphrates that would bring water to perpetually dry Najaf. The project,
aimed at sparing inhabitants and pilgrims inconvenience, was completed
in 1793. It became known as the Asafiyya or Hindiyya canal, after its
patron. The Awadh government also had a Shi'ite mosque at Kufa rebuilt
in 1786 and endowed a hostel for Indian pilgrims and a library in Najaf
with 700 autograph manuscripts. Later Nawab Asaf al-Dawla sent another
Rs.200,000 to the mujtahids in Iraq. Nakash sees the Hindiyya canal
works, which were renewed in the 1840s, as among the factors that helped
establish Najaf as the preeminent Shi'ite city of pilgrimage and learning
in the nineteenth century.® The nawab's channeling of such large sums to
the chief Usuli ulama in the shrine cities, on the advice of Sayyid Dildar
“Ali, strengthened them and further contributed to Usuli dominance. Nor
was Najaf the only beneficiary of Awadh largesse. While he was chief
minister 1795-98, Tafazzul Husayn Khan Kashmiri remitted a great deal
of money to Bihbahani's successor Aga Sayyid "Ali Tabatabai for the
poor and the ulamain Karbala.®

The financia intermediaries for these transactions were Shi'ite long-
distance trading houses with outlets in Lucknow and in the shrine cities.
However, their willingness to transfer and loan funds to notables engaged
in ostensibly pious projects left them exposed to great risks. An example
was the case of Mirza Riza, the son of Hgjji Karbalai Muhammad
Tihrani, versus the heirs of Hasan Riza Khan, the former chief minister of
Awadh. In the late 1780s Hgjji Karbalai lent Chief Minister Hasan Riza
Khan Rs.228,436 as part of the Rs.700,000 Awadh government donation
for the building of the canal to Ngjaf

Mirza Riza presented letters in court appearing to be from the chief
minister promising to repay the loan in November of 1792. On 8
September 1798 he allegedly again undertook to settle his account,
writing to his creditor, 'The accounts of the stoppage of your mercantile
concerns, the importunity of the schroffs and others, and your pecuniary
embarrassments have, God is my witness, distressed me . . .'"° Both
debtor and creditor died before any further transaction could take place,
so Mirza Riza attempted to recoup the loss from the late chief minister's
estate through the government courts of Nawab Sa’adat "Ali Khan (r.
1798-1814) in 1806. He asked the Iranian ruler Fath-Ali Shah to intervene
with Awadh's nawab on his behalf, and the Qajar monarch wrote to his
fellow Shi'ite ruler supporting Mirza Riza's claims."'
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In India, Nawab Sa’adat “Ali Khan turned the case over to the mufti of
the religious court, probably the Sunni Mawlavi Zuhur Allah (d. 1840).'?
Mirza Riza claimed the principal of Rs.228, 436, plus Rs. 150,010
interest. The mufti of the court rejected the claim on several grounds.
First, he said, the dates of the copies of the letters and the replies
presented as evidence were confused and therefore they were of suspect
authenticity. Second, the precise kind of money loaned was not specified
in the suit, making it difficult to appraise the value of any damages. Third,
the taking of interest on loans was prohibited according to Islamic law."

The episode demonstrates the importance at this point of Iranian long
distance merchants in the transfer of huge sums from Awadh to Iraq. That
they were able to handle the transmission of several hundred thousand
rupees with no apparent difficulty, and even to sustain substantial losses
of principal, attests to the mercantile importance of these Shi’ite Iranian
mediators between India and Mesopotamia. That the firm of Hajji
Karbala'i even considered suing in a Muslim court for interest and interest
penalties speaks clearly of Iranian business practice of the time."*

The other philanthropic concerns of Awadh's rulers continued to make
the Indian connection important to the Usuli mujtahids in Irag. Nawab
Sa'adat "Ali Khan sent large sums to the shrine cities after Karbala was
sacked in 1801 by Arabian tribesmen of the fundamentalist Sunni
Wahhabi sect, fierce enemies of the Shitites.'® He also had a silver and
velvet canopy for the shrine of Imam Husayn at Karbala made in
Lucknow and sent via Bombay to Irag under British auspices. To the
dismay of the outraged British, ulama in Karbala demanded a Rs. 8,000
offering in cash before they would agree to accept the canopy.'® This sort
of demand demonstrates one source of clerical wealth. The pious rich
could not deposit gifts in the form of immovable wealth at the shrines
unless they also contributed some liquid wealth to the clericsin control of
the shrines.

In addition to strengthening the position of the Usuli mujtahids against
remaining Akhbari rivals by putting huge sums of money in their hands
for patronage, the Asafiyya canal at first had a dramatic effect on the
tribal power balance within Irag, since it unexpectedly caused the Shatt-
al-Hilla to dry up, hurting the Khaza'il tribe and its dependencies. The
area near Ngjaf grew more productive agriculturally, attracting new tribes
that clashed with the cultivators already established there.'”

The new canal was not properly kept in repair, gradually silting up, so
that from 1816 the Nawab Ghazi a-Din Haydar of Awadh considered
attempting to have it dug out. But Daud Pasha, by now aware of the
possible political and ecological effects of the undertaking, attached too
many conditions. Dalud Pasha was willing to have the cana revived only
if it could be so routed as to benefit groups other than Shi'ites. This
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demand aroused the suspicions of the Awadh nawab, who was primarily
concerned with succoring the Shiites. Another difficulty facing the
project was that neither Awadh nor the British could arrange for the
continued upkeep of the canal, something that the Baghdad pashas would
have to undertake. Ghazi a-Din Haydar envisaged endowing lands for
this purpose in Irag, but the Iragi government was unlikely to alow large
amounts of land to be alienated in a foreign endowment.'®

Capitalism and Religious Donationsto Iraq

The remission of substantial sums of money to the shrine cities of
Karbala by the rulers and notables of Awadh established a long-term tie
between them and the leading Shi“ite ulama in Irag. The brokers in this
relationship, Awadh's own clerics, often went to Irag on visitation and
grew personaly acquainted with the chief mujtahids of Karbala and
Najaf. Because Sayyid Dildar "Ali Nasirabadi had studied briefly under
Bihbahani and his major disciples a specia tie of sentiment existed
between the clergy of Awadh and the Usuli heirs of Bihbahani in Irag.
While between 1786 and 1815 very large sums flowed from Awadh to the
Iragi shrine cities, thereafter the amounts declined, partly because of the
pressure huge loans to the British East India Company [EIC] placed on
the Lucknow treasury.

In December, 1815, Ghazi a-Din Haydar sent Rs. 100,000 to Najaf
and Karbala through the British government. The increasingly powerful
EIC supplanted the Iranian long-distance merchants as the banker of
choice in such transactions.'® Nawab Ghazi a-Din's grandmother, Bahu
Begam, left Rs.90,000 in her British-guaranteed will to the shrinesin Iraq,
specifying that the EIC transmit the sum to Sayyid Muhammad, the son of
Sayyid "Ali, and to Mirza Muhammad Husayn Shahristani, the son of
Muhammad Mihdi Shahristani, both of Karbala® Mirza Muhammad
Mihdi had visited India himself and Sayyid Dildar “Ali held a diploma
from him gained in Karbala 1779-80, so that the Shahristani family had
strong ties with the pious Shiites of Awadh.

Grants from Awadh not only demonstrated a recognition of the
position of leadership attained by the individual named, it further
strengthened that leadership by putting enormous sums at his disposal.
While Ghazi al-Din Haydar's hopes for rebuilding the Asafiyya cana to
Najaf never materialized, and his son Nasir a-Din Haydar put the money
into alocal hospital instead, some wealth, in the form of contributions and
lapsed stipends, continued to be sent to the shrine cities in the 1820s and
1830s.

In the period 1815-30 developments occurred among the landed
Shi‘ites in Awadh that impelled them to accept interest on loans to
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Europeans. These developments were also to structure Awadh
contributions to the Shiite clerics of Irag. The changes in the relationship
between the British economy and that of India brought about by the
Industrial Revolution, creating a world-dominating textile industry,
strengthened the hand of the EIC. The Company, formerly merely a
government-backed enterprise of circulating merchant capital, evolved
into an instrument in the expansion of industrial imperialism. The terms
of the game radically changed. Awadh's landed classes, sensitive to this
evolution, began to perceive the insecurity of their traditional landholding
forms of wealth in the new environment.

At the same time, the EIC began its costly war in Nepal, 1814-16. The
Nawab Ghazi a-Din Haydar succeeded his father, Sa’adat “Ali,
acquiescing in November of the same year to the Company's request for a
loan of ten million rupees to help defray the expenses of the war. Ten
individuals or families, mostly relations of the nawab, received the
Rs.600,000 in interest payments each year. Four months later Ghazi a-
Din Haydar agreed to a second loan of ten million rupees, on similar
terms. In 1825 the same ruler responded favorably to the governor-
general's request for yet another loan of ten million rupees at the low rate
of five per cent interest, again payable by the resident to notables and
relatives of the court.?

These arrangements began the creation of a class of rentiers depending
on payments from interest to supplement the income from their less stable
landed wealth (which took the form of land grants or jagirs that could be
expropriated at will by later Awadh rulers). The British government
guaranteed the stipends to the recipients and their descendants. The
creditors hardly demonstrated much business sense by the low, fixed
interest rates they charged. The recipients, transformed into a strange
mixture of Mughal-style nobility and new bourgeoisie, passively subsisted
on the periphery of the growing world market.

While Ghazi a-Din Haydar earlier showed no scruples about making
the loans, when his treasury got low he suddenly evinced pangs of
conscience. In May 1826, Lord Amherst informed the resident in
Lucknow that yet another five million rupees would be needed to wind up
the Nepal war. Rickett's talks proved successful, but Amherst felt he was
doing the nawab a favor in any case.”? Ricketts wrote on 25 July, “Y our
remark that the money has been drawn from unproductive coffers is
strictly correct, and so far His Mgjesty in point of fact is a gainer by the
transaction; but the Sacrifice of his Religious tenets, which forbid interest
being recgived, throws this advantage completely into the Shade in His
eyes...”

Both the move of the Awadh ruling class into the role of banker for the
EIC and the involvement of some notables in the British-ruled Ceded
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Provinces in capitalist agriculture created a new economic atmosphere,
presenting difficulties for the Shi‘ite ulama who served these classes in
transition. Sayyid Dildar "Ali, writing before most of these developments,
had cautioned against taking interest on loans to Europeans.®

But in the early 1830s his son Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi, the chief
mujtahid in Lucknow, resolved the issue by reversing his father's ruling.
Asked if interest might be taken from Jews, Christians, Hindus and Sufi
Muslims, Sayyid Muhammad replied that interest could be taken from
polytheists by consensus and that Sufis could be considered ritually
polluted and polytheists. As to Jews and Christians, he added, there were
differences of opinion, but the clearest view in his opinion was that they
could be charged interest.”® Since most Sunnis were Sufis in Awadh,
according to this ruling wealthy Shi’ites could loan on interest to almost
the entire population of the country, excluding only a small minority of
other Shi'ites. Like Christianity in Europe's own age of commercial
expansion, Imami Shi‘ism demonstrated an ability to adapt itself to
modern capitalism. As the patrons of the jurisprudents became more
bourgeois, so too did the socia ideology proclaimed by the clerical
establishment.?®

These developments directly affected the Indian finances of the Iraqi
Shi“ite mujtahids. The deeds bestowing guaranteed stipends on Ghazi al-
Din Haydar's dependents often provided funds for Najaf and Karbala
where the recipient died without heirs. The deed of 17 August 1825 for
one of the king's wives, Mubarak Mahall, gave her an allowance of Rs.
120,000 per year from interest on the loan to the EIC.%" It stipulated that
upon her demise one-third of the allowance would be paid to whomever
she appointed in her will, the remaining two-thirds being split between the
chief mujtahids in Najaf and Karbala. In case of intestacy, the mujtahids
in Iraq received the whole stipend of Rs. 120,000 per year.

As Awadh's guaranteed pensioners began dying off, such stipends
began to provide high incomes for the two chief mujtahids in the pre-
eminent holy cities, becoming known in Iraq as a prize worth contending
for by the rivals for religious authority. Ironically, leading Shi'ite clerics
were receiving funds gained from loaning on interest, involving them
directly in an important overseas institution in the growth of British
capitalism. Even before the “Oudh Bequest” began paying out on the
death of the two wives of Ghazi al-Din Haydar in 1849, other major
funding was bestowed on the shrine cities by the Awadh court. All such
funds became known as the “Indian money” (pul-i Hindi).

One example of rivalry involving the “Indian Money” concerned the
leaders of the Usuli and Shaykhi schools in Karbala. Although Usulism
had generally won out against Akhbarism in the early nineteenth century,
another Shi'ite school had appeared. Founded by Shaykh Ahmad al-
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Ahsai (1753-1826), who studied with the Usuli greats at the shrine cities
in the late eighteenth century, Shaykhism emphasized the importance of
esoteric, intuitive knowledge and denied the resurrection of the physical
body.

Al-Ahsali's chief disciple, Sayyid Kazim Rashti (d. 1844), succeeded
him in Karbala upon his death, and developed his teacher's doctrines into
a new school of Imami Shi‘ism that differed somewhat from Usulism.
Usulis began virulently attacking Shaykhism. In 1828 Sayyid Kazim
Rashti met twice with a group of Usulis who attempted to clarify Shaykhi
doctrine and to force Rashti to renounce some of his teachings. Shi'itesin
Karbala became polarized between the minority Shaykhis and the
majority Usulis (led by Sayyid lbrahim Qazvini.) In the 1830s severa
attempts were made on Sayyid Kazim's life, but the school and its leader
doggedly survived.®

Because of the links of pilgrimage and study that bound the shrine
cities to the rest of the Shi’ite world, Shaykhism had an impact on North
India as well. The most vigorous advocate of Shaykhism in Awadh, Mirza
Hasan “Azimabadi (d. 1844), came of a Delhi family settled in Patna®® He
pursued his study of Shi'ite sciences as a young man with one of Sayyid
Dildar "Ali's eminent sons, Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi, in Lucknow.

Mirza Hasan went on pilgrimage to Mecca and then on visitation to the
shrine cities of Irag. He elected to reside in Karbala, where he gradually
became a close follower of Sayyid Kazim Rashti. In 1836 "Azimabadi
returned to Lucknow, where he worked as a preacher, promulgating the
doctrines of Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsai and Sayyid Kazim Rashti. He
translated one of al-Ahsali's doctrinal works from Arabic into Persian and
wrote an original composition on Shaykhi theology. When "Azimabadi
succeeded in gathering a sizable following, his former teacher Sayyid
Husayn Nasirabadi felt compelled to refute him and to attack his
positions.

In the 1830s Sayyid Kazim Rashti, the Shaykhi leader, was in charge
of the Indian money for a while® But after his student, Hasan
"Azimabadi, came into conflict with Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi in
Lucknow it began being given to Rashti's nemesis Sayyid Ibrahim
Qazvini. The Shaykhis loss of this resource, which the Usulis instead
captured, injured the Shaykhi cause. At that time the other possible source
of royal patronage, the Iranian monarch Muhammad Shah Qgjar (1834-
48), was bestowing his largesse on Sufis rather than mujtahids. The
wedth pouring in from Awadh may have taken on exaggerated
importance.
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Public Worksin Irag

With the accession in Lucknow of Muhammad “Ali Shah, who took a
keen interest in religious public works, the treasury of Awadh once again
began providing substantial funds to the mujtahids in Ngjaf and Karbala.
In aletter dated 1839 (1255) the North Indian clerics informed the ulama
in Iraq that the new Awadh monarch, having a great love for the holy
shrines and all who dwelt in their vicinity, had heard that the Asafiyya
canal was dry and wished to have it repaired. He ordered that Rs. 150,000
be sent to each of the two cities through the British resident via the
Political Agent in Turkish Arabia. The letter instructed the ulama to let
Lucknow know the money arrived and to ensure it they spent it for the
purpose stipulated.'

British records show that in June 1839, the Awadh government
remitted Rs. 30,000 to Iraq for the repairs to the canal, and the following
summer sent another Rs.250,000 to complete the work. In November
1841, the king of Awadh sent Rs.26,000 to Karbala for religious purposes,
the total coming to just over Rs.300,000 split two ways.* The ulama grew
so comfortable in using the British diplomatic pouches to communicate
between Lucknow and the shrine cities that they began sending religious
manuscripts and letters by British post. This process was facilitated, not
only by EIC power in India, but by the growing power and influence of
the British political agent in Irag in the 1830s and 1840s.*

In the summer of 1841 Sayyid lbrahim Qazvini, the leading Usuli
mujtahid of Karbala, wrote to Muhammad "Ali Shah, signing himself the
agent (vakil) of the “just king” (al-sultan al-"adil) and mentioning that Rs.
150,000 had arrived through the British agent in Baghdad. The phrase
“just king” meant the Twelfth Imam in Shi’ite law books but in political
discourse the ulama often used it for temporal monarchs. Noting that
work had already begun, Qazvini said that the water was badly needed, as
the gardens and fields where pilgrims pitched their tents were entirely
desiccated. He boldly suggested further projects to the Awadh ruler,
writing that the tombs of Imam Husayn and of “Abbas needed Rs.50,000
worth of gilding.**

The project to bring more water to the Shiite shrine cities was not
without its opponents in the Ottoman government. In 1831 the Ottomans
had reasserted direct rule over Irag, and Ali Riza Pasha, the new governor
who supplanted the slave-soldiers, had already once come into conflict
with the semi-autonomous Shi'ite city-states. The new governor was not
as conscious as had been the old that more water for irrigation would
strengthen the peasant cultivators and Shi’ite tribesmen in the vicinity of
the rebellious holy cities, but there were those around him who worried
about these things. Ali Riza Pasha also faced great pressure from the
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British, who wished to maintain themselves as the sole means for the
Awadh government to communicate with the outside world. British Agent
Robert Taylor reported from Baghdad early in 1842;

| also found it necessary to request his [the Pashas] permission to
complete two canals to the holy towns of Kerbalah and Najaf, now under
repair and improvement for the purpose of conducting the water of the
Euphrates to those places, the expences of which were borne by the King
of Oude, and the Ameer Naseer Khan of Sind, to which reguest he has
assented, though under considerable opposition from interested persons
about him.*

On 17 May 1842 Muhammad “Ali Shah died and was succeeded by his
more pro-clerical son Amjad “Ali. Sayyid Ibrahim Qazvini sent his
condolences, stating he needed more money for the canal and other
projects and wanted to know if, with the change of administration, he still
had a mandate for his work. He said Kazimayn needed a dam and Rs.
5,000 was required for the shrine of Salman Farsi near Baghdad. As for
work already commissioned, the canal had been sufficiently dug out in the
Karbala vicinity that water was plentiful for both farmers and pilgrims. In
addition, he was undertaking repairs to the tomb of “Abbas and gilding the
ante-room of Imam Husayn's shrine.*®

The Lucknow mujtahids informed the chief cleric in Imam “Ali's
shrine city, Shaykh Muhammad Hasan a-Ngjafi, that Amjad "Ali Shah
had mounted the throne, praying God would render his sovereignty
eternal.*” They explained that the new king was much less generous than
his father, and that the ulama in Iraq should account more conscientiously
for sums remitted. The Nasirabadis' secretary, Sayyid Muhammad “Abbas
Shushtari, admonished Shaykh Muhammad Hasan at one point, saying he
had sent Rs. 100,000 for Najaf through the British agent (al-balyuz al-
kabir), but no receipt had been returned. Finally a receipt for only Rs.
46,000 arrived from al-Ngjafi. He wondered if the Iragi was being
cautious, pondering whether to accept the donation. The young secretary
added sharply, “but it is hoped of you (al-ma mul minkum) that you will
make haste in informing us of its receipt in full, insofar as we assumed
you had decided to proceed.”*® The imperious tone, bracketed with
flowery expressions of admiration, reveals something of the superiority
the Lucknow mujtahids felt as the paymasters of their more prestigious
colleaguesin Irag.

From October 1842 to January 1843, Karbala was under siege by
Ottoman forces at the command of the new, hard-line governor, Najib
Pasha, who was determined to reduce the defiant city. In January 1843,
Ottoman troops entered the town in a bloody occupation that left at least
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5,000 persons dead and wrought extensive damage to buildings and
shrines®  The new political climate brought the Awadh-sponsored
building works to a grinding halt. Al-Nagjafi wrote to Lucknow, explained
that the Ottoman military maneuvers had delayed repairs to the canal but
that he was now preparing to resume work.* Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi
replied with sympathy for the victims of the Karbala disaster but
grumbled that he still had no receipt for the Rs. 150,000 he had remitted
to Najaf, and he wanted a detailed report on the progress of work on the
Asafiyya canal !

Shaykh Muhammad Hasan replied that he had received the entire
amount for the canal repairs and had prepared the groundwork, but that
the Ottoman military action in the canal vicinity had resulted in a
postponement (apparently Shi’ite laborers living near the canal had fled).
He said that three farsakhs needed to be dug out, but that the sum received
allowed completion of only half the project since the Ottoman rulers were
now charging imposts that drove the cost up to Rs. 100,000 per farsakh.
In view of the mujtahids statements that Amjad "Ali Shah declined to
send more funds, he had not thought it wise to embark on a project that
might be impossible of accomplishment.

He optimistically suggested that if any money were left over when the
cana was finished, there were many mosques and shrines that needed to
be repaired, to which it could profitably be applied. Al-Ngjafi clearly did
not believe that the money had dried up and attempted to force more
remittances by claiming the job could not be done with the amount
aready sent. He also reminded Nasirabadi of the multitudes of poor and
refugees from devastated Karbala thronging Najaf, seeking the succor of
the ulama.*?

Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi posted a letter to a-Ngjafi stating that he
was pleased at the state of the various construction projects, but that
Amjad "Ali refused to send another Rs. 5,000 to complete the building of
the shrine of Muslim. He did, however, remit that amount for the relief of
the poor and stricken who survived the Karbala ordeal.”® Shaykh
Muhammad Hasan later corresponded again with Lucknow, addressing
Sayyids Muhammad and Husayn Nasirabadi with their court titles of
Sultan al-'Ulama and Sayyid a-"Ulama. He said their last missive
mentioned that the Just King was now inclined to provide funds for the
completion of the canal but noted that no money had yet arrived. He
admonished them to fulfill their pledge, informing them that he had
placed his son, Shaykh “Abd al-Husayn; in charge of the project, as he
was his heir apparent in expounding the Law of |slam.**
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Charitable Contributions to Iraq and Charges of Corruption

The river of Indian rupees flooding into the Iragi shrine cities included
a smal but steady branching stream fed by direct philanthropy.
Muhammad “Ali Shah in 1841 assigned promissory notes worth Rs.
300,000 as an endowment originally separate from local building funds,
dedicating the interest of Rs. 12,000 per year to the support of 200
indigent Indian Shi‘ites in Irag a Rs.5 per month each.”®  As with the
other Awadh monies, the charity was paid out to the two leading
mujtahids, of Karbala and Nagaf, by the British Political Agent in
Baghdad.®®

In amissive to Sayyid Ibrahim Qazvini probably written in the middie
of 1843 the Awadh clerics noted that although the king had put aside a
certain amount of the money sent for food for the poor, Qazvini was his
general agent and it all depended on his judgment. They nevertheless
suggested that the money should be divided three ways, one-third for the
poor, one-third for disaster relief, and one-third for needy ulama and
studentsin the shrine cities.*’

While the “Oudh bequest” later became a political tool in the hands of
British administrators in the quest to influence the ulama, in the 1830s and
1840s they seemed more interested in proving they could be honest
brokers. Sometimes they were more scrupulous than the Shi'ites
themselves. Mirza Khalil, the Iranian ambassador to Bombay killed in an
affray in 1832, had asked the British government to donate Rs. 10,000 per
year to the mujtahids and poor of Karbala. When his heirs claimed the
stipend for themselves the British government insisted on giving it to the
shrines in accordance with the dead man's will.*®

In the 1840s the British role in the remission of charities to the shrine
cities became an embarrassment for them. Rawlinson wrote to the
governor-general in 1844 to express his growing concern:

| have been repeatedly solicited by the heads of the Sheeah population of
this Pashalic to bring to the notice of the right Hon'ble the Govr. Gen'l of
India, with a view to its being communicated to H.M. the King of Oude,
through the British Envoy at his Court, the gross misapplication to which
are subjected his Magjesty's munificent donations to the Holy Shrines in
the vicinity of Bagdad. Nearly four lakhs of Rupees have been remitted by
H.M. through the Bagdad treasury within the last few years, with a view
of providing for the comfort and security of the Sheeah pilgrims at Nejjef,
Kerbela & Samarra, but it is stated and generally believed, that owing to
the total want of surveillance in the distribution of the funds, but a very
small portion only of the bequest has been appropriated to the purposes of
charity.
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In the event therefore of His Maesty making any similar donation in
future, it would seem almost indispensable, in order to give effect to his
wishes, that a trustworthy agent should be deputed by him from India to
superintend the disbursements in the country. It may indeed, | think, be
guestionable whether, if this precaution be neglected the sums should be
remitted through a British Treasury; for | perceive that, so notorious has
been the peculation the part of the Chief Priests of Kerbelah & Nejjeff in
whose favour the money has been remitted from India that our own credit
has suffered from having been in any way connected with the
transaction.”

The governor-general acted upon Rawlinson's advice, incurring the
subsequent displeasure of the Court of Directors, who instructed him to
abstain from entering into any communication with the Awadh ruler on
such matters. The political agent in Baghdad remained anxious, protesting
in 1846 that a bill arrived for Rs. 18,000 endorsed by an Awadh
government official in favor of Sayyid Ibrahim Qazvini rather than the
Political Agent, which he said was irregular and might subject him to
embarrassment.®® Qazvini's behavior as the agent for Awadh
philanthropies in Karbala grew so unsatisfactory that he was finally
replaced. A decade after the 1856 British annexation of Awadh, Igbal al-
Dawla, a member of the Nishapuri former ruling family with extensive
contacts in London, endeavoured to have the funds put in the hands of a
resident Indian mujtahid in 1866-67. But the British government balked
because the wording of the bequest excluded this step.”!

Letters from the ulama in Lucknow give some credence to British
complaints, in that the Iragi mujtahids were suspiciously slow in returning
receipts for the hundreds of thousands of rupees received, they reported
cost overruns of 100 per cent in three years, and Indian pilgrims had
difficulty sharing in the Awadh cornucopia. On one occasion Sayyid
Muhammad Nasirabadi sent Rs. 4,211 to Shaykh Muhammad Hasan al-
Najafi for distribution to the believers and Sayyids, noting that he had
heard from several sources, including Mirza Hasan “Azimabadi, that
Sayyid Musa Hindi was not getting any relief funds® That some
information on the maldistribution of funds by Usuli mujtahids at the
shrine cities derived from Shaykhi sources points to the way factional
disputes hel ped unearth such practices.

Even had the high ulama spent the funds from Lucknow in an entirely
efficient and upright manner, the very delivery into their hands of
Rs.400,000 from 1839 to 1844 would have greatly strengthened their
local political position. They could use the money to mobilize major
urban social groups, endowment supervisors, merchants, builders guilds,
and gangsters providing protection, behind programs of urban renewal
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that vastly extended the range of their patronage. Large numbers of
stipends could be offered as scholarships to students, creating a huge
foIIowéQg and helping undermine support for rivals like the Shaykhis and
Babis.

Rel ationships among the Mgjor Players

The major actors in the gargantuan philanthropic donations of the
1840s, the Awadh notables and their clergy, the British, the Ottomans and
the Shi’ite ulama of the shrine cities were linked by the transactions in a
network of relationships. Often the letters from that period reveal with
startling frankness the attitudes of the clergy to the other actors.

The clerics held conflicting and contradictory views of their patrons
among the Shi’ite nobles. We have seen that the ulama often referred to
the Awadh monarch as a just king, implicitly accepting the legitimacy of
his government. Both Sayyid Ibrahim Qazvini and Sayyid Husayn
Nasirabadi referred to Amjad "Ali Shah as the “helper of the ulama.” The
Indian scholars were more given to flattering the monarchs, however, and
strove constantly to persuade their counterparts in Irag to write in flowery
Persian thanking the kings in Lucknow and their notables for the
contributions. The mujtahids in Irag, however, tended to write in
incomprehensible Arabic in a straightforward manner that offended
Indian protocol.®® The 1840s, a decade of power and wealth for the
Shi’ite ulama, ended with ominous signs of declining court patronage for
them. Amjad "Ali Shah died in 1847, and while his son Vajid “Ali
continued many clericalist policies for a while he was far less generous.
Shushtari lamented in 1848, “gone are the grandees who donated
philanthropy, and the kings who aided the ulama and the Sayyids.”*®

The respect that the clerics offered to their noble and notable patrons
was often tinged with an unspoken contempt. Shi'ite status groups
(clerics, Sayyids, notables and nobles) engaged in alively competition for
honor. Clerics saw themselves as the true, principled Shi’ites, and their
ambivalence toward the worldly, wine-bibbing nobles surfaced during
stressful times. Sayyid "Ali Nagi Tabatabali (1809-81), a grandson of
Bahr a-"Ulum, wrote aletter to Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi about the 1843
Ottoman sack of Karbala (discussed at length in the next chapter).”’
Sayyid Husayn in reply expressed grief over the happenings in Karbala.
He did not blame the incident on the Sunnis as one might have expected,
but remarked that one seldom found notables (umara’) or magnates
(‘ama’id) with hearing ears.® Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi saw the Karbala
disaster as an indictment of the ruling classes, both Sunni and Shi'i,
whom he excoriated as corrupt.® Clearly, when the clerics felt the Shi'ite
notables had failed them they were willing to class them together with
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Sunni noblemen as godless. Likewise, the minor Usuli scholar
Muhammad Y usuf Astarabadi at Karbala in the spring of 1843 to Sayyids
Muhammad and Husayn Nasirabadi in Lucknow.”® Astarabadi barely
survived the sack of Karbala by the Ottomans in January 1843. He was
wounded in the head, made to carry booty for his captors, lost his eldest
son and saw his entire library and lifework burned. As he sat amidst the
debrisin the shell of a house in the martyred city of Husayn, he penned an
anguished cry of radical purport: “Would that there were no king ruling
over us, and none over Iran!” If there had to be a king, he declared, he
should be a pious defender of Shi'ites from their enemies. He implicitly
blamed the Ottoman sultan for ordering the invasion and the Iranian
monarch for not coming to the aid of his fellow Shi'ites. While the
statement might on the surface appear to be an expression of republican
sentiments, in fact it simply demonstrated the low esteem with which
some clerics actually viewed rich and powerful Muslims.

How did the clerics who were collaborating in funding the
improvements at the shrine cities view one another? The relationship of
the high ulama in North India to the mujtahids in the shrine cities
remained a complex one. They all addressed each other as the “best of the
mujtahids,” the “exemplar of the people,” the “heir of the prophets,”
indiscriminately and in a manner calculated to debase the coin of the
superlatives, rendering them no more than pleasantries. A story from
Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi's biography illuminates the relationship.
Shushtari wrote that Sayyid Husayn allowed the deputation of judicial
authority (al-istinaba fi’l-gada), considered a very minority opinion that
seemed to contradict Shi'ite consensus. After Muhammad Hasan al-Najafi
took the same stance in his Jawahir al-kalam others in Awadh changed
their views, agreeing that such deputation was permissible. Sayyid
Husayn, on the other hand, not once changed his mind on a major
position.*® The story demonstrates that al-Najafi's authority as a mujtahid
and source for emulation (marja’ al-taglid) carried weight with many
North Indian ulama in the 1840s, but that the Nasirabadis maintained a
degree of pride and independence.

While muijtahids were forbidden from practicing emulation of other
jurisprudents, the Usuli emphasis on the greater authority of the most
learned (al-a’lam) jurisprudent led to the emergence of a small number of
pace-setters whose judicial opinions widely commanded respect and
around whom a new consensus often formed. In the mid-nineteenth
century each of the major centers of Shi’ite learning possessed one or two
leading mujtahids who, through their reputation for erudition and their
control of pious endowments and charitable contributions, dominated the
religious establishment. Shaykh Muhammad Hasan in Najaf, Sayyid
Ibrahim Qazvini in Karbala, Sayyid Muhammad Bagir Shafti in Isfahan
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and Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi in Lucknow, among others, formed a
select group of exemplars whose rulings were not only emulated by large
numbers among the laity but were often deferred to by other mujtahids.

In the 1840s a convention existed that of all the great centers Nagjaf was
preeminent, so that the head of the religious establishment in that city was
considered the leader (ra’is) of all the Shi'ites, especialy by virtue of his
control of religious donations. In a biographical notice of Shayh
Muhammad Hasan al-Ngjafi, one of his students wrote in 1846 (1262),
“upon him devolved the leadership of the Imamis, both Arabs and non-
Arabs, in this, our own time.”® The anecdote from the life of Sayyid
Husayn recounted above, however, indicates that while many ulama in
India accepted even al-Ngjafi's controversial rulings as authoritative, the
top mujtahids in Awadh never changed their views on someone else's
authority. Deference to Shaykh Muhammad Hasan as the most learned
exemplar may have been more common among the lower ranks of
mujtahids everywhere than at the very top. It is unlikely that Sayyid
Muhammad Nasirabadi in Lucknow or Sayyid Muhammad Bagir Shafti in
Isfahan considered al-Najafi more learned than themselves or more
authoritative in his rulings. Nasirabadi maintained that he was esoterically
taught his knowledge by the Twelfth Imam himself.

In 1849 or 1850 (1266), Shaykh Muhammad Hasan convened a
gathering of mujtahids at Najaf where he named as his successor one of
his close students, Shaykh Murtada Ansari (d. 1864). He reportedly
introduced his nominee to the other jurisprudents, saying “This is your
exemplar (Hadha marja ukum)."® Ansari, who controlled 200,000
tumans per year in charitable donations, emerged as the most widely
recognized jurisprudential source for emulation in the Shi'ite world. Later
in the nineteenth century Muhammad Mihdi Kashmiri of Lucknow wrote
of Ansari, “His cause attained renown throughout all horizons, and he was
mentioned in the pulpits in a manner unparalleled before him. He was an
exemplar to the Shi'ites in their entirety, in their religion and in their
worldly affairs.”® Again, while such sentiments in favor of Ansari clearly
existed in Awadh, it is unlikely that any of the leading members of the
Nasirabadi family acknowledged anyone else as more learned than
themselves.

For their part the jurisprudents in the shrine cities did not simply
dismiss the Indian mujtahids as rustic bumpkins, at least to their faces.
Shaykh Muhammad Hasan a-Nagjafi constantly asked the Lucknow
mujtahids to send copies of their compositions to Najaf, where they were
read and circulated, early Awadh use of the printing press making Shi’ite
authors there accessible to readers in the Middle East. When he read
Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi's ad-Darba al-Haydariyya_in defense of
temporary marriage, he called it the “crown of Shi‘ism,” referring to the
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author's father, Sayyid Dildar “Ali, as “the seal of the mujtahids.”®
Elsewhere he noted that Sayyid Dildar “Ali's long work on the principles
of religion entitled “Mirrors for Minds’ had arrived, upon which he
lavished effusive praise, attributing the brilliance of the family's
compositions to their descent from the Imams.®®

The British Government and the Shiites

The other partner in the endowment transactions was the British,
whose ability to transfer large amounts of money safely to the Middle
East the ulama appreciated. The aliance between the British Government
of India and Awadh, and the role of the Political Agent in Baghdad as
paymaster for the Irag mujtahids, suggested to some Shiites that they
ought to pursue a British policy.

In 1849 the Imam-Jum'a of Tehran wrote to the governor-general of
India, Dalhousie, urging that he extend the special protection of his
government to the Shi'itesin India:

It is evident that no one can in that Country do anything illegal, but, at the
same time as it frequently happens during the ten days of Mohurrum,
fights and disputes arise among the young and ignorant low people of the
Sheeah and Soonee persuasions, this servant of the holy law hopes that an
order will be given by that illustrious Government to the Governor-
Genera of India that numerous instructions shall be given by him for the
protection of the Sheeah wherever they may be, and more particularly
with regard to the people of Lucknow, and in a more especial manner, His
excellency the Chief Priest of the time, Seid Mohamed Sahib [Nasirabadi]
and the Sheeahs of Moorshedabad and Calcutta and Madras and
Hyderabad and Bombay and that the learned people of that sect should be
treated with respect and consideration. This will not only be an obligation
granted to this servant of the holy law but also a cause of rejoicing to the
great and the whole people of Persia. . .%°

Dalhousie, who coveted Awadh for the British Empire, was an unlikely
protector for the partisans of Imam “Ali. While the British on the ground
may have been willing to promote themselves with Iran as representatives
of a partially Shi'ite power, the policies of the governor-general and the
Lucknow resident brought them into ever more bitter conflict with the
mujtahids of Awadh in the 1850s.

From 1850 the “Oudh Begquest” set up by Ghazi a-Din Haydar Shah
with the third Oudh (Awadh) loan, began being paid out by the British.
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Initially, in hopes of avoiding direct entanglement in the affairs of
Baghdad, it was drawn from an account in Bombay by agents of the two
recipient Shi’ite clerics, one the leading jurisprudent in Karbala, the other
his counterpart in Ngjaf. The British Resident in Baghdad, Rawlinson,
however, worried about the money being completely outside his control,
and from 1852 he convinced the British government to have the bequest
funds paid directly from the Baghdad consulate to the two clergymen. In
Najaf the recipient in the 1850s was Murtada a-Ansari, considered by
many to be the supreme exemplar or most authoritative of the Shi'ite
jurists of the time. He was said at this time to receive in voluntary
religious taxes, primarily from Shi'ites in Iran, some £9,000 sterling per
year (200,000 tumans). The £5,000 a year he received from the Oudh
Bequest thus constituted an enormous sum, and represented an extremely
important influx of wealth into the Shi’ite clerical ingtitutions in Ottoman
Iragq, especidly since Sayyid "Ali Nagi Tabatabai in Karbala also
collected £5,000 a year from the bequest.®’

From 1867 the British stipulated that a third of the funds were to be
spent on indigent Indian pilgrims and residents in the shrine cities. They
put distribution of these funds in the hands of the Indian nobleman Igbal
al-Dawla (d. 1887), a member of the deposed Awadh royal family who
had supported the British during the 1857 Great Rebellion (“Mutiny”).
This funneling of monies to the Indians contradicted the stipulations of
the 1825 deed, but it was apparently felt to be good politics for the British
Government of India to attempt to gain the gratitude of its own Shi’ite
subjects. In 1860 Murtada al-Ansari ceased agreeing to receive monies
from the beguest, citing health considerations. Known as a cautious and
upright man he may simply have desired, however, to avoid even giving
the appearance that he had fallen under British influence. Thereafter the
Najaf share went to the Bahr al-"Ulum family of clerics. In Karbaa it
continued to go to the Tabatabai family. This arrangement lasted until
1903. The distribution of the funds was plagued by controversy and they
sometimes proved a mixed blessing. Loca mafia attempted to extort
some of the money from Sayyid "Ali Bahr a-"Ulum (d. 1881), and he
resorted to calling upon the Ottomans to arrest the gangsters, which they
did. This incident suggests that the funds did not necessarily imply
independence of the state for the clergy. The recipients were often
charged by rivals with neglecting to spend much of the bequest money on
the poor, instead distributing it to family members and hangers-on. In
1875 a group of indigent Arab Shi'ites even went so far as to lodge a
complaint with the Ottoman government against their own co-religionists
and jurisprudents, saying it was being misused. The Bahr a-"Ulum
family was tempted into going deeply into debt to money-lenders, using
the Oudh bequest payments due them as collateral. By 1902 the money-
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changer at the British Residency, through whom the funds flowed, had
given so much in the way of loans to the mujtahids that he was
withholding half the sums paid out to service their debts to him.*®* Even
thus encumbered, the funds were highly significant. The annual Iranian
government budget was a little less than £200,000 in the 1850s. If it is
true, as Floor has estimated, that the entire religious establishment of Iran
disposed of a little over 2 million tumans (£100,000 sterling) per year in
the 1850s and 1860s, then the Oudh Bequest alone provided funds to the
Iragi clerical establishment equal to a tenth that total.*® For the much
smaller Shi'ite population of southern Irag, this was an enormous sum.
That the religious institutions were funded at a level that compared so
favorably to the budget of the civil government helps explain their
enormous power and influence in nineteenth-century Iran and Iraq.

Despite our inability to quantify the proportion of the religious
economy of the shrine cities constituted by the Indian money in the
nineteenth century, there can be little doubt, that it was extremely
important. The canal building involved expenditures of hundreds of
thousands of rupees. From 1850, the Oudh Beguest channeled £10,000
sterling annually into the hands of the leading Shi’ite clerics of Ottoman
Irag, among their more significant sources of income. Thereisasensein
which Indian money was key throughout the nineteenth century to making
Najaf and Karbala major centers of Shi'ite learning and cultural power
despite their location in the Sunni-dominated Ottoman Empire and the
competition of Iranian cities such as Qom and Mashhad. The British
complained periodically of “corruption” in the distribution of the money,
but Litvak has argued that they simply did not understand the workings of
the patronage system among the clerics. Great Muslim jurisprudents
needed to build up funds in order to support their students and attract
followers.

In designating certain individuals its recipients, the Awadh notables
and ulama helped shore up the leadership positions of Usuli mujtahids
against Akhbari and Shaykhi rivals from the late eighteenth century on.
Moreover, projects like the Asafiyya canal had a discernible impact on the
ecology of Iraqg in the area around the shrine cities, on population
movements and agriculture. Ironically, the water may have enabled some
pastoralists to settle in the vicinity of the shrine cities as farmers, a move
the Ottomans encouraged and sometimes enforced, opening them to the
proselytizing of the Shi'ite clergy and their supporters. In the course of
the nineteenth century large numbers of tribespeople converted to
Shiism.

Beyond these considerations, however, the case of the Indian money
illustrates in part the importance of monetary contributions made to the
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clerical establishment by Shi‘ite governments and high notables. One
conclusion that can be suggested on the basis of the evidence presented
here is that the mujtahids were far more closely tied to governments than
has generally been recognized. The Usuli clerics in the nineteenth
century are often seen as highly independent of the Iranian government, in
contrast to the Sunni ulama in the Ottoman Empire. But money is
influence, and to the extent that Shi'ite mujtahids received gifts, stipends,
and other wealth from governments and high officials, they were
beholden to them. Of course, Awadh was too far away to demand much in
return from the clerics in Ngjaf and Karbala. The Ottoman and Iranian
states were much closer.

Because India was one of the first areas to take the full brunt of
European industrial imperialism, modern capitalism affected Shi'ite
finances first there. Substantial sums deriving from interest on loans to the
East India Company were disbursed to the Iragi mujtahids by the British
Agent in Baghdad on behalf of the Awadh government. The principal,
origindly extorted from Hindu peasants by Awadh's Shi‘ite tax-
collectors, financed further British imperial expansion in the subcontinent,
while the interest supported both the Awadh ruling class and its clients,
the Shi“ite ulamain India and Irag. Shiite jurisprudents in Lucknow, and
presumably in Irag as well, quickly reinterpreted Imami law so as to allow
the charging of interest on loans to Christians. Armed with this
ideological justification, the mujtahids entered the ranks of the capitalist
rentiers.

It has long been recognized that religious leadership in the Shiite
world grew somewhat more centralized in the course of the nineteenth
century. The magnitude of the sums involved in the Indian money and in
the charitable contributions forwarded from Iran suggests that the
emergence of the supreme exemplar in mid-nineteenth-century Najaf may
have been facilitated by an expanded economic base.

The British played a conspicuous role in helping transfer funds and in
providing the mechanism for interest-bearing loans. The increasing
British presence at first provoked some conciliatory moves on behalf the
prominent ulama. The British were allies of the Shi‘ite kingdom of
Awadh (Oudh), and their agent in Baghdad had become the distributor of
Awadh largesse to the chief mujtahids in Najaf and Karbala. The prayer
leader of Tehran apparently wished to strengthen the British-Shi'ite
alliance as a means of furthering Shi'ite interests and the interests of the
ulama. The 1856 annexation of Awadh and the resultant revolt
(“mutiny”), along with increasing British presence in south Iran soured
relations for a time. From the 1860s, however, the British disbursement
of the Oudh Bequest helped repair their relations with the clerics in the
shrine cities and allowed them to play the role of benefactor to Indian
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Shiite pilgrims. They gained influence, but its limits were severe, as
twentieth-century crises were to demonstrate.



6

Mafia, Mob and Shi‘ismin Irag*

A virtual rebellion of the Iraqi city of Karbala against central government
rule brought about a catastrophic invasion by Baghdad-based Ottoman
Turkish forces in January 1843. Because the urban socia history of the
nineteenth-century Ottoman empire remains comparatively little known,
the forms of social organization and local culture that led to the revolt
deserve detailed treatment.

The following analysis examines the role of urban gangs in leading the
rebellion, in coalition with other social groups. Neighborhood vigilante
bands had long existed in Islamic cities. But in the first decades of the
nineteenth century, paraleling a decline in government control, "mafia" -
gangs that ran protection rackets and acted as a paralel government -
grew up in Karbala. Even in this "antisocial" form, it will be shown, the
urban gangs could make alliances within the city to emerge as popular
leaders against an alien threat, therefore acting as more than mere
exploiters.

The toughs had severd dlies in the fighting. They were employed by
the city's indigenous landed notables as bodyguards and hit men. They
forged links with Shi‘ite Arab nomads outside the town walls. Another
group, the "mob" - small artisans and shop-keepers participated in the
revolt under the rhetoric of (Shi'ite) religion and (Iranian) ethnicity versus
the Turkish Sunni outsiders who sought to subdue them. Finally, the
Muslim religious scholars (‘'ulama) occupied a special position in the
shrine city, and also allied themselves to the urban gangs.'

This study will employ several techniques to evoke the meaning of
gang rule and popular revolt in Shi'ite Karbala. First, a synchronic
analysis of the city's various social groups and their relationships to one
another will be undertaken. Secondly, a diachronic historical narrative of
the processes whereby the town became virtually autonomous, and how it
resisted conquest, will be presented to demonstrate how those sociological
groups acted towards one another over time. Attention will be paid to the
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mentalité of the major social actors and, as noted, to the crucial role of
religion and the religious scholars.

The cleavages among the rebellious groups in Karbala were bridged in
an important manner by Imami Shiite Islam, a branch of the religion that
believed the Prophet Muhammad's son-in-law “Ali and his eleven linea
descendants (termed "Imamns') should have held power in the nascent
Islamic empire after his passing. Imamis hold that until the supernatural
reappearance of the Twelfth Imam (who went into occultation in the ninth
century) all government is less than perfect. Most did, however, accept
the interim legitimacy of Shi‘ite monarchies such as the Safavids and
Qgjarsin Iran. Shi‘ism in Karbala encompassed both the wealthy and the
indigent, both Arab and Iranian.

The ruling €elite in Ottoman Irag adhered to Sunnism (the mgjority
branch of Islam except in post-sixteenth-century Iran and contemporary
Irag), which held that after the Prophet's passing political |eadership fell
to an oligarchically elected caliph. After four early "rightly guided"
caliphs, the last being "Ali, political power passed to less revered
hereditary monarchies, such as the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates.
Sunnis in the Ottoman empire owed allegiance to the Turkish emperor,
but Shi’ites execrated the Ottoman ruler as a heretic and a usurper of an
office that should by right belong only to the Twelfth Imam.

Social Structure: Religion, State and the Crowd

As Hanna Batatu pointed out, the ethnic and religious cleavages in
what is now Irag produced three demographic zones. South of Baghdad,
Shiite Arabs largely made up the population. Sunni Arabs populated
most of Baghdad and its northern hinterland. Finally, northeast of
Baghdad Kurds predominated, adhering to a form of Sunnism heavily
influenced by Sufi mysticism.? Strong social and economic cleavages also
divided the people. Town dwellers often came into conflict with pastoral
nomads. Of an estimated population of 1,290,000 in 1850, fully 35 per
cent consisted of pastoral nomads. Another 41 per cent was rura and
only 24 per cent was urban.® Circassian and Turkish Sunnis filled the
upper echelons of the government. Most of the local controllers of large
rural estates were Sunni Arabs. Sunni notables often predominated even
in the largely Shi'ite south, except in the vicinity of the shrine cities.

For nearly a century, from 1750 to 1831, the weak Ottoman
government in Istanbul alowed a corps of dave-soldier (kullar) vassals to
rule from Baghdad.” Even this local government often had difficulty
asserting its authority over the factious population. From 1831 the
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Ottomans again ruled directly, attempting to impose progressively greater
control through their standing army and the bureaucracy in Baghdad.
Slave-soldiers and Ottomans engaged in perpetua conflict with the Shi'ite
Arab pastoral nomads of the south as refractory taxpayers and frequent
raiders of sedentary settlements for booty. Nestled in the territory
dominated by Shi’ite tribespeople were the shrine cities of Karbala and
Najaf, burial sites of Imams whose remains were sacred to adherents of
that branch of Islam.

The city of Karbala lies about 45 miles south-west of Baghdad. It
owes its inception and continued prosperity to its possession of the shrine
of the Imam Husayn, a grandson of the Prophet Muhammad, who died in
a revolt against the Umayyad state in 680. Religious visits to its shrines
(often combined with trade) and the influx into the city of wealth in the
form of pious offerings and endowments combined to lend it economic,
religious and political importance. It also served in a secular capacity as a
desert port for long-distance trade.® The shrine of the Imam Husayn
particularly attracted pilgrims of the Shi’ite branch of Islam. After 1501,
the Shi’ite rulers of the Safavid dynasty in Iran bestowed lavish gifts on
the city's shrines. Although the Safavids and their Sunni Ottoman foes
contested much of Irag, Karbala remained mostly under the rule of
| stanbul.

The city's population, partly drawn from the Shi‘ite Arab tribes of
southern Irag, often chafed under Ottoman rule. The political turmoil of
eighteenth-century Iran, with its Afghan invasions and the fall of the
Safavids, also encouraged large numbers of Iranian refugees to settle in
Ngaf and Karbala. In the nineteenth century Iranian merchants and
noblemen resided there out of a pious wish to be near the shrines or
because Iran turned politically dangerous for them. Although Iranian
immigrants over time assimilated to Iraq, many maintained their
digtinctive national costume, knowledge of Persian and underground
allegiance to Iran. Because of its prevailing Shi‘ism. and the large Iranian
ethnic element, Ottoman officials saw Karbala as a potentia fifth column.

In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the city government,
staffed at the top by Sunnis appointed from Baghdad, controlled many of
Karbalas sources of wealth, including the shrines and rights to tax. But
this Sunni structure was superimposed over a local Shi'ite Arab 6lite of
property-holders. Prominent Arab families owed their local power to
control over great economic resources. For instance, one local magnate,
the chief of the city's powerful Sayyid families (asserting their descent
from the Prophet Muhammad), owned one-third of the cultivated lands
and gardens in the vicinity of Karbala. In the 1820s and 1830s local
notables, by processes to be discussed below, moved into actual rulership
of the town as a virtua city-state. Sayyid "Abd a-Wahhab, head of
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Karbalas elite families, became governor of the city in the late 1830s by
order of the Ottoman viceroy Ali Riza Pasha.’

The majority of Karbala's inhabitants consisted of laborers, semiskilled
tradesmen, peddlers and small-time shopkeepers. Many of them ethnic
Iranians, they resembled in culture and social situation their Iranian
counterparts, called pishih-varan or tradespeople® The equivalent of the
European "little people" (menu peuple), the tradespeople of Karbala, like
the great merchants and the city government, exploited the pilgrim trade.
They expected the city's governor to assure them of a livelihood by
encouraging the pilgrims and by ensuring safety for Iranian visitors
coming to Karbala. Largely Shi'ites, they took pride in living in Imam
Husayn's city and in having easy access to his shrine. Lavish gifts to the
shrines by the Iranian monarchs and the nawabs of Awadh in Indiatent a
certain splendor to the shrine city, in which the little people basked.’

They frequently gathered in public assembly to celebrate holy days
associated with the Imams and particularly to commemorate the
martyrdom of Husayn. The social networks they developed for
organizing religious processions could also be called into play at times of
political crisis. Karbalas little people were easily stirred to defend the
city from Baghdad's attempts to bring it under firmer control - as they did
in 824, 1835 and 1842-3. Such disturbances resembled European
"Church and king" riots, for the Shi ite tradespeople held an allegiance to
the shah of Iran and would sacrifice a great deal to exclude alien Sunni
troops.'°

The KarbalaMafia

The 1820s and 1830s saw a growth in Karbala of the power of local
elites in relation to the center. As will be shown below, urban gang
leaders running protection rackets displaced or co-opted the old
landholding and merchant families and formed links with nearby Arab
tribes. They adso allied themselves with the city's leading religious
scholars. In this manner they created a coalition of groups interested in
autonomy, whether for financial or religious reasons, from the Ottomans.
Groups of young men, motivated by chivalric ideas and banding together
to defend their quarter of the city, commonly appeared in medieval Irag.
These youths, caled “ayyarun, probably derived from families of
tradespeople and laborers, rather than from elite families. Sometimes
they gained great power in their quarter and engaged in fights with the
youths of other quarters. At the margins of urban society these groups
sometimes elided into the genuine underworld of vagabonds and thieves.''

While the gangs that came to dominate Karbala in the first half of the
nineteenth century had a similar historical background, they became more
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than merely lower-class neighborhood youth clubs. The Karbala gangs
were often headed by outsiders and included in their numbers fugitives
and deserters from the military. They grew far more powerful than
medieval chivalric organizations, coming to rule the city in aliance with
local nobles. In short, they underwent a peculiarly early modern
transformation, and, refracted in this modern tens, begin to took familiar
to the comparative historian. They begin to look like "mafia’.

All the elements of mafia, as defined by Hobsbawm, Hess and others,
appear in Karbala.'? These include avoidance of invoking state law and a
preference for settling grudges through toughness and a code of manly
honor; a patronage system with bosses and retainers; and control of the
community's life by an officially unrecognized system of gangs. Such
mafia must be clearly distinguished from random urban criminals on the
one hand, and from rural peasant bandits on the other. The mafioso lacks
complete legitimacy, but erects a quasi-governmental structure with the
help of notable-class bosses. Unlike gangsters in a region with a strong
state, mafiosi existed in a vacuum of state power, and therefore performed
areal service in providing protection, abeit coercive and violent. Mafia-
like groups, commonplace in Iragi and Iranian cities, went by the generic
name of Iuti or awbash.'® In the Levant they were called qabadayat. The
Karbala mafiosi, though differing from their Sicilian contemporaries in
being urban rather than village-based, also erected a parallel structure of
authority based on extortion rackets and the private use of force, and led
by the wealthy. The main factors in Hobsbawm's typology of the Sicilian
mafia - the need to defend an entire society from threats to its way of life,
the aspirations of the various classes it encompassed and the personal
ambitions of vigorous leaders - al played a part in Karbala's mafia as
well.

Mafias remain comparatively little known, aside from that in Sicily,
but Hobsbawm and Hess have described the early modern historical
conditions under which they arise. First, they come into power in a
frontier situation of weak state authority - in rural, remote areas like the
idand of Sicily. Karbala fits this suggestion as a Shi’ite, partly Iranian,
enclave. Both Sicily and southern Iraq had for centuries been colonially
ruled by distant and shifting centers, so that in neither area did the people
invest the formal government with much legitimacy.

The emergence of a new elite where the previously powerful classes
have less access to traditional sources of authority also contributes to
mafiaformation. In Sicily mafias appeared in the wake of the abolition of
feudalism and the rise of new rural middle classes. As Hess suggested,
the mafia arose as a parallel government after the old feudal order broke
down, but before a modern state emerged and pressed its claims to
Weberian monopoly over the use of force. When the modern state asserts
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itself the status of the mafioso changes from subcultural folk-hero to
criminal.

Karbala's foreign, government-appointed Sunni elite was expelled
from the city as the capital’s authority grew weak in the 1820s. The
indigenous Shi‘ite Arab notables attempted to take their place in
monopolizing the city's resources, but lacked a disciplined armed force
and had no tradition of legitimate rule. Karbala's sources of wealth -
pilgrimage and trade - required security. The Shi'ite notables therefore
depended on retainers recruited from among brigands. Unexpectedly the
neighborhood ruffians and desperate fugitives that the notables hired
emerged as powers in their own right. lbrahim Zafarani provided
protection and gathered tribute for the magnate Sayyid “Abd al-Wahhab.
He grew wealthy enough through extortion, fraud and intimidation to
enter the propertied elite himself. The sons of petty shopkeepers and
minor clergy began to rival old landed Sayyid families in weath and
influence by virtue of their command of armed force. In the 1830s and
1840s the old Shi'ite elites made common cause with the rising gang
leaders to resist Ottoman reforms. The city's gangs split into a minority
Iranian faction and a majority Arab grouping. The Iranians were led by
Mirza Salih, son of an Iranian father from Shiraz and an Arab mother
from a family of Shi’ite jurisprudents based in Karbala. Mirza Salih's
major aly commanded his own gang of 60-150 Baluchis from Fars
provincein Iran.'

Sayyid Ibrahim Za'farani headed the far larger Arab faction of gang
members. His father, an Iranian from Baku, married an Arab woman in
Karbala, settling there to sall his saffron. European industrially-made
stuffs in the 1830s devastated Iraqi textile manufacturing.' It remains
unknown whether Za'farani's family suffered business losses because of
European competition. Sayyid Ibrahim grew up to indigence, hung about
with toughs and finally joined the gangs. He came to prominence by
killing one of their leaders. He then formed a policy of liberally
distributing booty from crimina activities to his followers, which made
him more popular with the rank and file than other gang leaders. He also
exhibited a daring that elicited the admiration of his men, mastering the
sort of intrigue that could remove dangerous foes and putting together a
loose codlition of Arab gangs within the city. Both mgor gang bosses,
Zafarani and Salih, "men of the people", derived from lower-middie-
class backgrounds. Through a code of "honor" based on courage, cunning
and violence, they gained the respect and fear of the little people from
whom they sprang by rising to a position of wealth and power.

The fourteen major gangs, including those grouped around Mirza
Salih, ranged in size from 50 or 60 men to 400. Some specialized in
particular kinds of extortion; one gang, for instance, farmed the city
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market or bazaar. Many gangsters came as fugitives from outside
Karbala. In addition to the gangs, Za'farani employed his Arab relatives
on his mother's side to build an alliance with the neighboring Arab
pastoral nomads. He brought the leader of one tribe into the city with 300
men to bolster his own position. Five other Arab tribal leaders outside the
city alied themselves with Za'farani. All Shi'ites, they had frequently
come into conflict with the Ottoman government.

Although it lay well within Irag's borders, Karbala had the air of a
frontier town. The population showed hostility to the Sunni government
in Baghdad, which could seldom station its Sunni troops there without
endless trouble. The city became an ideal hide-out for al the murderers,
thieves, embezzlers and army deserters in Iran and Irag. These
underworld elements (mostly Arab) mingled with the often Iranian
laborers, small-time peddlers and shopkeepers of Karbalas markets, and
built up protection rackets aimed at milking the retailers, merchants and
pilgrims.  The rough, desperate and well-armed toughs organized
themselves into large gangs, so that in the absence of a strong central
government pilgrims and inhabitants had little choice but to pay a
"godfather" for his protection.

Gang chiefs accumulated enough capital in this manner to begin
buying land, the most important asset in the nineteenth-century Middle
East, and to live in the best houses in the city. A group of about 2,500
lutis ruled and inspired dread in the city whose population averaged
20,000, for even though the inhabitants greased gang members palm s
well, they often stole or raped anyway.'® Members of the old dlite, like
“Abd al-Wahhab, helped create the corrupt system by acting as patrons of
the thugs, gladly paying off one gang to protect themselves from the
others.

The Shi ite Establishment and the Mafia

The various groups within Karbala were united by a religious
consciousness of being Shi'ites and by a perception of the Ottomans as
the same Sunni enemy that had persecuted the Imam s and al their
partisans down the ages. The gang leaders offered these diverse elements
an aternative to Sunni Ottoman control of the town.

The Shiite scholars viewed the Hidden Imam as the only ultimately
just ruler, athough most of them in this period accepted, as the best they
could achieve, a temporal power that established order and allowed them
to enforce their version of the holy law."” While the religious scholars
(and indeed many other sectors of the town's population) no doubt
deplored the uglier aspects of gang rule, they probably considered it no
more evil or illegitimate than they did the prospect of Sunni control.
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The Shi’ite religious scholars saw major advantages in keeping the city
out of Ottoman control. If the latter re-established their hold on the town,
they would put the lucrative shrine endowments and income under the
charge of Ottoman officials. They would refer cases to the Ottoman-
appointed religious court judge (gadi) rather than to the Shi'ite
jurisprudents, and would prescribe the mention of the Ottoman emperor's
name in the Friday prayer sermons. Finaly, they would impose
restrictions on the open performance of the Shi‘ite form of Islamic
rituals.'®

Moreover the Shi‘ite establishment itself suffered deep and bitter
divisions and therefore the leading scholars themsel ves became embroiled
in the factious turbulence of Karbalas gang-dominated politics. This
conflict ranged the rationalist Usuli jurisprudents against the more
intuitional Shaykhis, followers of Shaykh Ahmad al-Ahsali (d. 1826).'°

The struggle between the two parties, which led many Usuli scholars
to excommunicate the Shaykh and his followers, centered on al-Ahsali's
metaphorical explanations of key doctrines such as the Resurrection, the
ascension of Muhammad and the continued life of the Twelfth Imam.
The Usuli scholars further feared that Shaykh Ahmad's preference for
intuitive knowledge (which he said he obtained by inspiration directly
from the Imams) would serioudy undermine the authority of their
position, based on technical legal knowledge derived from the principle of
reasoned endeavor.

The Shaykhis of Karbala were led by Sayyid Kazim Rashti, Shaykh
Ahmad's successor, and the Usulis by the jurisprudent Sayyid 1braham
Qazvini. This division of the Shi'ite religious establishment played
directly into the hands of the gang leaders. Once one of the leading clergy
had offered patronage to a gang leader, hisrival had to seek the protection
of one of the other gangs or risk violence and intimidation. Major
religious scholars traditionally established links with gangs in most
Iranian cities. This mutually beneficial relationship provided the cleric
with a force that could enforce his decisions, collect his religious taxes
and agitate in his favor, often in opposition to the local governor. The
gangs, on the other hand, had a protector with whom they could take
refuge if the governor moved against them.

In Karbala Za'farani robbed Qazvini of 4,000 girans. Qazvini sought
the protection of Mirza Salih and his faction, and Za'farani announced
himself a disciple of Rashti. Mirza Salih even appears listed among
Qazvini's students, showing that more than one sort of bond linked the
two.? It appears that Rashti did not relish being protected by Za'farani,
for as soon as the Shaykhi leader sensed the Ottoman determination to
reassert control, he broke his links with the gang leader in order to assume
amediatory role.
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The Re-Establishment of Ottoman Rulein Iraq

Now let us turn to the tempora dimension. In the course of the
eighteenth century the Ottoman empire lost control over many of its
outlying provinces, accepting vassal states of sometimes dubious loyalty.
The most successful such states were headed by adventurous members of
the Ottoman or slave-soldier military classes - as in Egypt, Palestine and
Irag. The weakened empire also faced tribal revolts in Arabia and
Kurdistan. The valley-lords of Anatolia, who had much more organic
roots in the local power structure than did the Baghdad dave-soldiers,
likewise made a bid for more autonomy. Karbalain the 1820s was twice-
removed from Istanbul's grasp, a city-state in a vassal ream of tenuous
alegiance. The gang leaders of Karbala, though urban rather than rural,
most resembled the valley-lords, who also often came as close to banditry
as to government.?!

In the late eighteenth century and the first decade of the nineteenth the
Marnluks kept a quite strong hold over Karbala. Relations between the
town and Baghdad were at least correct. Moreover the city desperately
needed the central government. In April 1801 12,000 tribesmen from
Najd in Arabia, adherents of the puritanical Sunni reformist sect founded
by ibn “Abd al-Wahhab, pillaged Karbala for booty and as an act of
iconociasm.? In 1801 the governor of the city fled before the Wahhabi
advance, later being executed for not having defended Karbala. This act
of retribution aimed at emphasizing the solidarity of the urban-based
government with the citizens. It may also have been a sop to Iran, which
threatened to annex the shrine cities if Baghdad could not protect thern.”®

While Karbala's merchants left the city temporarily after the attack,
and one Indian traveler found it failing into decay in 1803, no major
problems then existed between the Sunni administration and the Shiite
population. The traveler said the considerable revenue yielded to the state
by pilgrims led Sunni officials to tolerate Shi“ites in the shrine cities, even
though they spat on them elsewhere®* With the Egyptians assertion of
control over much of Arabia, and their quelling of Wahhabi revivalism,
Karbala's security on its Arabian flank improved.

Relations between Baghdad and Karbala deteriorated after 1820, partly
because of poorer political relations between Iran and Irag. In 1821 war
broke out between the two and the Qajar governor of Kirmanshah led
Iranian troops into lragi territory, reaching almost to Baghdad before a
plague outbreak forced him to make peace and withdraw. The war set the
stage for Dalud Pashas 1824 siege of Karbala. The government acted out
of a desire to reassert central control over the town in the wake of conflict
with the city's foreign patron, Iran. But the siege was made necessary
partly because Karbala had become dangerously autonomous, failing into
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the hands of local notables and their hired protectors, unruly gangs. The
siege, which forced many of the inhabitants to flee to Kazimayn, ended in
stalemate rather than in occupation.

From 1826 the reforming Sultan Mahmud Il determined to reintegrate
these provinces into the centralized empire. In 1830 he sent an envoy to
Baghdad with the aim of replacing Daud Pasha, who executed |Istanbul's
man. In retaliation the emperor sent an Ottoman army against Baghdad in
1831 that subdued and destroyed the slave-soldiers, replacing them with a
Turkish governor (Ali Riza Pasha) responsible directly to the central
government.”  While reforms proceeded in Turkey, weakening tax-
farmers as well as the power of intermediary social groups like military
lords and religious scholars, the task of centralizing power in Iraq began.

Just as the independence of the Kurdish and Arab tribespeople stood in
the way of this process, so did the semi-autonomy of Karbala. Ottoman
viceroy Ali Riza Pasha, a member of the Shi’ite-influenced Bektashi order
who mourned for the Imam Husayn annually, sympathized with the
Shi‘ites? But he came into conflict with them when he attempted to
appoint a governor for Karbala, for the powerful gangs murdered or drove
away the government's man when he proved a threat to their interests.
Such effrontery led the Pasha to demand the right to perform a pilgrimage
to the shrine of Husayn, thus reasserting the prerogatives of the center. In
this period, too, some members of the powerful propertied-class groups
like Sayyids and the clergy were demanding that the government
intervene against the gangs.?®

In the summer of 1835 a show-down occurred between the Ottoman
governor and the people of Karbala. The British political agent in
Baghdad wrote that the Pasha was planning to attack the town with 3,000
regulars.? As reports from 1843 demonstrate, the Ottoman viceroy found
himself too weak to occupy the town and struck a deal with the gangs.®
He considered a long-term occupation of the city to be unfeasible and
after a show of strength indicated a willingness to compromise.

The Ottoman viceroy broke with tradition by appointing as governor
someone neither Sunni nor from Baghdad, tacitly recognizing the power
of the new coalition of local gangs and their patrons. He put "Abd al-
Wahhab, scion of an Arab landed family with strong links with the Arab
gangs led by Zafarani, in charge of the city. In return for this
appointment "Abd al-Wahhab pledged to increase payments to Baghdad
to 70,000 girans. The new governor appropriated a large portion of
municipal revenues to himself and robbed the city's two mgjor shrines of
some of their treasures. He used part of the money to pay Zafarani for
protection against his foe, Mirza Sdalih, and gained influence over
personages like the Iranian consul by lending him large sums of money.
He cultivated the nearby Arab chiefs, allowing them to store their booty in



MAFIA, MOB AND SHI'ISM IN IRAQ 109

the city.®' The government of Karbala came directly into the hands of the
gangs, which encouraged further immigration of toughs into the city.

Given the reports that reached British ears in the 1830s that many of
the city's elite members wanted the Ottomans to overthrow gang rule, we
must ask how the citizens were able to muster enough solidarity to face
down the Ottoman viceroy. The answer is surely that, in addition to the
armed gangs, Karbala's tradespeople also played a crucia role in ensuring
the relative independence of their city. Indeed the issue of autonomy
aroused them more than any other. The famous incidents of Karbala mob
action are not food riots like the market strikes of northern Iran, but
political ones.® As with crowds elsewhere, the Karbala little people
rioted to achieve a specific aim: they wished to prove by their violence
that to take the city street by street would cost government troops too
dearly. They sought to keep the troops of the "foreign" central
government, whether slave-soldier or Ottoman, outside the city walls as
much as possible. They often supported local families of wealth and
power against generals sent from Baghdad .*

The crowd sought to preserve their ways of life and city rights in the
face of modern Ottoman centralization. Ottoman reforms, in turn,
constituted a response to the economic and political power of
industrializing Europe. The Turkish reformers made an assault on tax-
farming and other pre-modern institutions and sought to centralize power.
Both at the Ottoman center, Istanbul, and in the peripheries of the empire
such reforms provoked resistance from social groups whose interests they
threatened, including skilled artisans, tax-farming military men and the
religious scholars' In the Karbala riots of the 1830s and 1840s we witness
acrowd defending itself from rapid social change.®

Meanwhile the prospects of the Ottoman Empire for the reassertion of
central control were improving. The 1840 Treaty of London, backed by
four European powers, put an end to the Egyptian viceroy's bid to take
over the empire. The Ottoman emperor, having regained Syria, hoped
also to take direct control of the Hijaz. Ali Riza Pasha watched these
events closely from Baghdad, aware of their regional implications .35 But
just as the proclamation of reforms helped spark a revolt in Rumdlia in
1841 by Christian peasants eager for improvement in their situation, so
the centralizing tendencies of the empire provoked a backlash from the
Shiites of southern Iraq .*°

In September 1842 a new viceroy of Iraq arrived in Baghdad,
Muhammad Najib (Mehmet Necip) Pasha. This official - former minister
of justice, a staunch conservative and Ottoman chauvinist with intimate
ties to the new emperor, Abdulmecid - had opposed the reforms for giving
too much away to minorities. The reformers therefore sent him away
from Istanbul to serve as viceroy of the Damascus province in January
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1841. In Syria Ngjib Pasha became convinced of the need for greater
centralized control. He attempted to subdue the Bedouins, treated the
Christian minority severely, and succeeded in excluding British military
advisers from the province. Indeed he so antagonized the western powers
while in Syria that Istanbul finally transferred him to Baghdad, though he
retained the emperor's confidence.

Najib Pasha also wanted strong control of Irag, which meant facing
down the Arab tribes and the urban gangs in the Shi’ite south. Only about
forty days after his arrival in Baghdad the Pasha set off on 23 October for
Musayyib on the Euphrates, where Serasker Sadullah Pasha had preceded
him with some troops, and pitched camp. He gave it out that he intended
to oversee repairs to the Hindiyya canal, for which money had recently
been donated by the government of Awadh. The canal would help drain
marsh land in which refractory Arab tribes took refuge, and would help
get water to restive peasantsin Hilla®

Rumors began to circulate that Najib Pasha intended to march on
Karbala. The Shaykhi leader Rashti wrote to the Iranian consul in
Karbala "that many Persians were daily. coming to him for advice, and
begged him to go to the Pachas camp, or to write him to know his
intentions’.*® The consul wrote to the Pasha during this period, but his
letters concerned injuries done to Iranian citizens by the gangs rather than
any possible advance on the shrine city. Iranian families panicked and
began leaving for Baghdad.

The Decision to Invade

Meanwhile Najib Pasha sent to Karbala for provisions and sent word
that he intended to visit the shrine of Imam Husayn. Municipal
authorities replied coldly, offering him only a token amount of provisions
and telling him that he could come into the city for the visit only if he left
his main force outside and retained only four or five bodyguards. The
Pasha, livid on receiving this reply, threatened to take the city by force.
Before he began his advance, on 18 November, he wrote to the embassies
of Britain, France and Iran, detailing his reasons for contemplating
military action. The previous year Ali Riza Pasha had made the same
request and also received areply from city leaders that they would allow
him in with only ten or fifteen persons as aretinue. He finaly returned to
Baghdad without performing the visit. Ngjib Pasha considered his
predecessor to have erred in appointing citizens of Karbala tax farmers
and alowing the city to become a refuge for criminal elements. He
believed that excluding the Pasha from his own territory congtituted "a
fina demonstration of the revolt of the town ““° The omission of the
Ottoman emperor's name from the concluding sermons at Friday
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congregational prayers - a mention made elsewhere in Irag - further
symbolized Karbala's independence.”” Here the city's religious scholars
again demonstrated their opposition to Sunni Ottoman rule.

Najib Pasha said that the violence of the gangs in Karbala alarmed
him, accusing Za'farani and his men of murdering and robbing at will.
The Pasha reported that the gang chief had robbed even eminent Shi'ite
scholars and had raped and murdered a lady of reputation.”” But the
strategic implications of Karbala's status disturbed him even more. He
saw it as an Iranian-dominated stronghold, complaining that ten thousand
Iranian subjects had congregated in the shrine city, but no such
concentration of Turks existed in Iran. He insisted that al Mudims
revered the shrines in Karbala, that the place belonged to the Ottoman
empire and that Iranians only had the right to visit there once a year.”®
Such an Iranian population center, controlled by gangs, lying in his rear
with powerful Arab tribes in the vicinity, represented a Trojan horse for
his government were hostilities with Iran to break out.**

The city responded to the Pasha's threats in mid-November by holding
meetings and closing ranks. The €lite at first reached a consensus that
they should refuse entry to Najib Pashas troops and defend the town,
proposing to buy him off with a sum of money. Gang leaders showed
particular determination to keep the Turks out, because they would
threaten their control over the city. The flight of wealthy and influential
Iranian families to Baghdad alarmed the toughs, who put pressure on
them to stay, with all their extensive resources.® The gangs argued that
the former governor's siege of 1824 had proved unsuccessful. Moreover
they emphasized the need of Shi’ites to defend the holy city from Sunni
Turkish incursions.  Artisans and shopkeepers had no choice but to stay
because they feared they would lose what (largely immovable) property
they owned should they depart. That eminent members of the Qajar royal
family, like the Zill al-Sultan (then in political exile), elected to remain
gave heart to the poor and middle-class Iranians.*®

The Iranian consul in Baghdad attempted to negotiate with Najib
Pasha, requesting six months of grace to allow Iranians to leave the town.
He later said he wrote the Shaykhi leader Rashti two letters warning that
the new Ottoman viceroy was deadly serious in his threat to occupy the
city, but Rashti said he never received the missives.*’ Najib Pasha rejected
any suggestion that he delay six months in entering the town.

Several city leaders, not including the gang leaders, attempted to
negotiate directly with the Ottoman viceroy. The exiled Iranian prince
Zill a-Sultan, Rashti, "Abd a-Wahhab and other members of the elite
went together to the Pasha's camp at Musayyib. Najib demanded the right
to station 300-500 troops inside the city, insisting that the gangs stop
operating their rackets and that Za'farani come to him for an audience.
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"Abd al-Wahhab replied that some troops might be stationed in Karbala,
but that the gangs would never agree to the other terms. The city's
governor offered to have Zafarani murdered if only he were given
enough time, and Rashti also showed a willingness to abandon Za farani.
In the aliance of nobles and bosses that underpins any mafia, the nobles
generally consider the mafiosi expendable. This and several further
attempts at negotiation foundered on the intransigence of the gangs and of
Najib Pasha, though Rashti and Zill a-Sultan fought hard for a
compromise that would allow Turkish troops into the city.*

On 11 December 1842 Ngjib Pasha wrote to Zill a-Sultan and Rashti,
asking them to warn the Iranians to separate themselves from the gangs
and to leave the town or take refuge in the shrines of Husayn or “Abbas.
He cautioned the two leaders that he intended to use force against the
gangs should they oppose him, but offered protection to neutral civilians.
He said, "whoever of al the people of the Town takes refuge with you,
assure and satisfy him of safety”.* Najib Pasha thus recognized that they
had negotiated in good faith, but he also attempted by safety pledges to
drive a wedge between the members of the Karbala coalition. He failed to
separate the Iranian tradespeople from the gangs, however, because they
could not afford the suddenly astronomical price of carriage out of the
city for their families and so had to stay and make a stand.

The Advance on Karbala

Gang leaders made feverish preparations to defend the city, arranging
for their alies from the Arab tribes to come there in force. The Ottoman
viceroy, aarmed, dispatched Serasker Sadullah Pasha with three
regiments of infantry, one of cavalry and twenty guns. About 19
December 1842 he arrived at Imam-Nuk, a mile and a half southeast of
Karbala. They received sporadic sniper fire but did not return it. Their
arrival provoked another attempt at negotiation, again led by Rashti and
Zill a-Sultan, which involved the giving of gang hostages in exchange for
the Turkish withdrawal of all but 500 men. This effort met failure when
Najib Pasha rejected its terms even after Sadullah Pasha had accepted it.*

The day after the viceroy's negative message arrived, around 22
December, Sadullah Pasha sent his soldiers out to occupy some favorable
positions. Observers on the city walls informed Arab tribespeople and
Karbalas laborers and artisans of these strategic troop movements.
Fearing an attack, a mob gathered and went out to assault the soldiers,
whom they drove back. The crowd captured several artillery pieces and
overturned others, retiring at sunset. While the attack by the crowd
appears to have had an element of spontaneity in it, the people had hardly
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acted randomly. It served as a further indication of the militancy of the
little people and their distrust of the Ottomans.”'

The unyielding mood of the crowd may have been reinforced by
religious rivalries. Had Rashti succeeded in his negotiations with the
Ottomans, his position within the city would have been much
strengthened.  Rivals like the gang leader Mirza Salih and the Usuli
scholars did not wish to see this happen. One of Rashti's disciples later
wrote: "However much the noble Sayyid endeavored to dampen the fire
of this rebellion through conciliation and forbearance, his opponents
declared that they would rather see their women and children prisonersin
the hands of the Turks than to have this dispute settled by him".>? A pro-
Shaykhi source written in 1888 indicates that Usuli scholars helped incite
tradespeople to attack the Ottoman forces, partly to thwart Rashti. A
rumor spread that one of the clergy had seen a dream of "Abbas, the
brother of Imam Husayn, who asked him to promulgate holy war against
the Turks and promised him ultimate success.® In a shrine city such
rumors of supernatural aid contributed to a feeling that the holy places
were impregnable, and shaped the militant popular mentality of the
citizens. But on the practical plane the laborers and tradespeople had no
choice but to stay and fight. Their action without doubt helped dishearten
the Ottomans, as it aimed to do. It also demonstrated that “the crowd"
acted in the revolt independently of the gangs.

The Siege of Karbala

After the mob riot against the Turkish troops, the gangs made
extensive preparations to withstand a siege, drawing on the military and
technological knowledge of the army deserters among their ranks. They
prevented anyone from leaving the city, though carriage was anyway
unavailable by then. For the rest of December the Turks fired on or over
the town to frighten the inhabitants. Towards the end of December Zill
al-Sultan wrote from the Serasker's camp to Qazvini, then in Baghdad,
that the thousands of shots fired into the city had damaged tens of
buildings, including shrines. He estimated forty inhabitants of Karbala
dead in the shelling and put Turkish casualties at a thousand. He said of
the Ottomans, who were commandeering muleteers for their logistics,
that: "Their camp too isin great distress almost approaching to a famine,
but in Karbala food is abundant and cheap".> On about 1 January 1843
Qazvini and the Iranian consul, representing the Iranian faction within the
city, left Baghdad to begin another round of negotiations with Najib
Pasha. But, out of touch with the determined mood of Karbala, they
reached terms rejected by city leaders. Rashti wrote to the Iranian consul
urging him to come to Karbala, but he retired instead to the safety of
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Baghdad. Tragicaly, those within the besieged town took his action as a
sign that no attack was imminent.>

Karbala's citizenry during the siege showed a die-hard commitment
across a range of social classes to maintaining local autonomy. The roots
of this stance lay in the popular mentality that prevailed during the revolt.
Although quixotic given the fire-power ranged against them, their
underlying attitude had some basisin local experience. First, the coalition
of urban gangs, mob and tribesmen had already averted two occupations
in the previous twenty years, one as recently as 1835. The inhabitants of
Karbala had grown used to a weak and corrupt government in Baghdad
which they could bribe or face down. They remained ignorant of the sea
change the reforms had wrought in Ottoman lands, and as yet
unreconciled to the greater centralization these entailed. Secondly, poor
communications among the Karbala leaders in and outside the city led to
an underestimation of the danger. Thirdly, rumors were planted that the
shah of Iran would dispatch an army of 20,000 men to aid the beleaguered
city, and Arab tribal leaders promised another 12,000 reinforcements.*
The myth that outside assistance was on the way shored up morale and
made the people less willing to compromise.

Finaly, religious feelings affected the judgment of the crowd, with
gang and other city leaders stirring up hate for Sunnis. Tradesmen and
laborers lined the city walls to hurl down invective on the Turks and on
Sunni holy figures. The clergy contributed to the sectarian rancor, and
though they did not join in actual fighting they did help repair damaged
walls. The religious official in charge of the shrine of “Abbas (who
therefore stood to lose a great deal should the Turks come in) thwarted
one set of talks by standing up in the assembly, dashing his turban to the
ground and excommunicating anyone who spoke of giving up the town
and their wives to the "infidel" Turks. Some preachers boldly proclaimed
that the city was engaged in a holy war. While classical Shi ite thought
held that during the Twelfth Imam's absence believers could wage no holy
war against Sunni Muslims, the clerics put such legal niceties aside during
the siege.>” Classical doctrine was one thing, the impassioned rhetoric of
desperate clergymen ancther.

The major dissenting view from the popular mentality just described
originated with the Shaykhi leader Sayyid Kazim Rashti. Lt.-Col. Farrant
reported that he "did all in his power to prevent hostilities, he preached
against their proceedings, he was abused and threatened, they would not
listen to him".*® Although Za'farani had announced himself Rashti's
follower, the Shaykhi leader's actions demonstrate that he much preferred
a conventional government of the Sunnis to the semi-anarchy of even pro-
Shaykhi gang rule.
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The gang-led codlition in Karbala based itself primarily on violence
and coercion, though yearning for regional autonomy played a part. It
therefore exhibited weaknesses and could fall apart in the face of stronger
forces. The old landed elite also demonstrated a certain ambivalence in
choosing between the gangs and the Ottomans, though they lacked the
courage to speak out as had Rashti.

The Shaykhis minority view of events also involved millennialist
ideas. Rashti traditionally devoted the fasting month of Ramadan to
discussing the characteristics of the promised Mahdi, who would restore
justice to the world. The fasting month fell in October 1842, when it
increasingly looked as if Ngib Pasha might invade. An eyewitness
writing six or seven years later said that Rashti elucidated the coming of
this messianic figure with particular detail that year.*® The siege took
place in the closing months of A.H. 1258, and the Shi'ite world in the
nineteenth century was pervaded by apocalyptic speculations that the
promised one (Mahdi) would appear in 1260/ 1844, a little over a year
later.®® In Shaykhi circles, where these speculations received particular
emphasis, political quietism and eschewing of holy war against the Sunnis
may have been linked with expectations of the imminent advent of a
supernatural deliverer.

The five days after the breakdown of the fourth set of negotiations
witnessed frantic activity on both sides of the struggle. The gang leaders
in Karbala faced increasing difficulties in provisioning and garrisoning
the 5,000 Arab tribesmen that had assembled within its walls to aid the
defense effort. Ammunition grew so scarce that people tore out the rails
around the shrine of "Abbas and melted them down for shot.®’ The
Turkish troops also faced great hardship, because the high Euphrates
prevented provisions from reaching them from Baghdad, and they
suffered from the cold. Using Arab labor and artillery blasts, they cut
through the date grove protecting the city walls and finally had to fight a
fierce battle with gang forces in order to take up a new position at a tomb
just outside the city.®

The Occupation

Logistical problems and a high desertion rate forced Sadullah Pasha to
decide whether to act or withdraw altogether, and around 10 January a
meeting of the officers decided to take the city by force. On 12 January
Turkish artillery blasted a breach in the wall between the Najaf and Khan
gates large enough to alow an assault. One more round of peace talks
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opened at this point and city leaders were on the verge of accepting the
Serasker's terms when the chief of the Iranian gangs, Mirza Salih, made
an impassioned plea that they trust in God and the Prophet and defy the
Turks to the end. The Iranians had emerged as the hard-liners, perhaps
because they most fervently believed the shah's forces were on the way to
aid them.

The Ottoman envoy returned empty-handed to this camp, from which
artillery barrages began again and went on till sunset, when both sides
settled down for a freezing night. The Arab tribesmen, now 8,000 strong,
threatened to leave because of poor meals and cold nights watching the
city gates. The gangs therefore billeted them on the civilian population,
with whom they celebrated the Muslim festival of sacrifice until late. As
al Muslims observed this holy day, they assumed the Turks would do the
same, and remained in homes rather than returning to their posts. The
gangsters, distrusting the Arabs' steadfastness, nailed the gates Shut.®®

The Ottoman officers planned out their assault. Three divisions
commanded by the leader of the Mosul brigade were to lead the attack.
The first would hold the breach, the second would enter the town and
open the Najaf gate and the third would commandeer the bastions nearest
them, turning the big guns on the city. Asan incentive to the disheartened
troops, one officer promised to allow them to do whatever they pleased
once inside and pledged 150 piasters for every |uti head.*

Before dawn on 13 January 1843 the advance divisions set out, with
heavy covering fire from the Ottoman artillery. They had almost reached
the breach unopposed when the alarm went out that the Turks were
approaching. Both Arabs and citizens rushed to the defense, commanded
by an Arab gang leader, but they could not prevent the Ottomans from
gaining the breach. The Turks lost 200 men in the assault. The gang
forces ran low on powder and were forced to retreat to the cover of
neighboring houses, where they kept up fire. One Ottoman division
sneaked along the inside of the wall to the Najaf gate, killing the sentinels
and swinging it open. Sadullah Pasha immediately moved the main force
into the town, while another officer dispatched divisions along the walls
to secure other gates, and one through the center of the town that attracted
sniper fire from roof-tops. Many men detached themselves from the main
body to raid houses for booty.

The force advancing along the wall drove a crowd of mixed civilians
and Arab tribesmen before it as they frantically sought egress from the
sealed or jammed city gates. At one partialy open gate the Ottomans
fired into the crowd with devastating effect. Za'farani and 200 of his
gangsters fled from the al-Hurr gate, to which they had the key. The
Iranian gangs, led by Mirza Salih, remained for the fight, as did the
governor, “Abd al-Wahhab. Most of the gang leaders had aready sent
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away their families. Several thousand Arabs followed Za'farani in his
flight through the al-Hurr gate. An Ottoman officer sent 3,000 troops in
pursuit of them and the fleeing Arabs were attacked on another flank by
the Turkish cavalry camped outside the city. Arab casuaties ran
extremely high.

The crush at the narrow a-Hurr gate and the troops indiscriminate
firing on the people massed there impelled hundreds of citizens to flee
back into the town to seek shelter in the shrines or in the houses of Zill al-
Sultan and Rashti, the refuges designated by Ngjib Pasha. Rashti's home
was so full that people spilled into his courtyard, where some sixty-six
persons were crushed by the panicky crowd. By this time the greater
body of tribesmen and gangs had fled the city. Nevertheless, the Turkish
division advancing through the center of the town suffered heavy sniper
fire, the intensity of which indicates that many tradespeople joined the
fray on their own. Many of these were sighted in their ethnic Iranian
dress in the opposition forces. When the power elite had fled, the little
people remained to defend their bazaar, their holy city. This opposition
from the crowd infuriated the Turkish soldiers.®

Turkish troops chased retreating Arabs to the shrine of “Abbas, where
snipers fired upon them from a minaret. The berserk Ottomans let loose a
fearful volley into the crowd seeking sanctuary there, which panicked,
causing more deaths by trampling. The imperia troops took the
offensive, robbing women of jewelry, sometimes chopping off a limb to
get it. Fighting even reached the precincts of the holy tomb, where the
Ottomans killed severa persons they declared were lutis. The streets
adjoining “Abbas's shrine were filled with cadavers that the Ottomans set
ablaze with naphtha and covered with blankets to help them burn. Nearly
250 persons probably perished in the incident. Nearly 200 more civilians
were slaughtered at the shrine of Imam Husayn before Sadullah Pasha
entered the city at about 10:30 am. and forbade further butchery.

The troops then fanned out to plunder the city's residences, raping and
killing. Often the troops pressed the owners into service as bearers to
transport the stolen goods to camp. Mulla Y usuf Astarabadi reported that
athough he suffered a head wound he was made to carry loot to the camp.
He wrote:

The dead were lying on top of one another to the extent that | could not
cross the street except by walking over the corpses. It was as if | walked
about invisibly, so many had perished . . . At the foundation of the
mausoleum of our lord Abu a-Fadl "Abbas ... | descried al about the
illumined sepulcher murdered souls clinging to it, beseeching, seeking
shelter and refuge within it. | saw most of the dead in the lanes and
bazaars.®
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Only towards sunset did the Ottoman commander, who had stopped
paying for luti ears, begin reining in his plundering minions. After careful
inquiries Farrant estimated the loss of life inside the city at some 3,000
dead that day, with another 2,000 Arabs killed outside the walls.® The
number of dead within the city represented 15 per cent of its normal
population. The Ottomans lost 400 men.

The Repression of Shi‘ism

The religious element in the struggle again surfaced when the Turkish
troops turned the court of the shrine of “Abbas into a barrack yard, where
animals were stabled and uncouth soldiers sang loose songs, horrifying
the dispirited Shi'ites. On 15 January the Serasker received word that
Najib Pasha would shortly visit the conquered city. Shiite jurisprudents
and other notables were put in charge of overseeing the burial of the often
burnt, dog-eaten cadavers in mass graves. On 16 and 17 January further
plundering occurred as troops searched homes for arms.

On 18 January Najib Pasha arrived in the city and was greeted by a
party of notables that included Rashti. The viceroy said his prayers at the
shrine of Imam Husayn and paid respect to the holy tombs, but he soon
revealed a new administrative order that ended Shi'ite autonomy in the
town. Nagjib Pasha appointed a Sunni governor of Karbala, and
announced that with the concurrence of the Sunni gadi in Baghdad, an
assistant Sunni judge would be appointed in Karbala. Sunni judges would
hear all court cases, even where they involved two Shi'ite parties from
Karbala. Likewise, the government appointed a Sunni preacher to deliver
sermons after Friday prayers and to pronounce blessings on the Ottoman
emperor.®® Thousands of Shi'ites fled Irag for Iran.

The Shi‘ite clergy, adarmed by the disaster and the new, hard-line
Ottoman government, began practicing dissmulation (tagiyyah) of their
faith and canceled further performance of Friday congregational prayers.
Shiites ceased to pray with their arms held straight down, pretending to
be Sunnis from the ritual point of view. Observances of the month of
mourning, Muharram, which began on 1 February, were extremely
subdued and private, and news of the attack disheartened other Shi'itesin

Iraq.®
Reactions to the Disaster

Reactions to the calamity within Karbala varied greatly. By late April
a semblance of normality had returned to the town and Farrant reported
that respectable residents rejoiced that the gangs had been expelled,
complaining that "no place could have exceeded Karbellah in debauchery
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of every sort". He noted that many religious officials considered the
calamity a judgment on the place.”® Wealthy survivors of the occupation
were happier with strong state control.

The leaders of the revolt from old landed families, such as "Abd al-
Wahhab, fled to sanctuary with friendly tribes and Najib Pasha
subsequently pardoned them. Mirza Salih suffered imprisonment in
Kirkuk until pardoned. The Arab gangs sought refuge in the Hindiyya,
but their leader Za'farani was apprehended and taken to Baghdad, where
he fell ill with hectic fever (tuberculosis) and died. The mgjor Arab tribal
leaders escaped safely with their men. Najib Pashas costly military
adventure made little long-term change in the socia structure of Karbala
and the gang organizations, athough weakened, continued. Better
administration returned prosperity to the city within three years, though
Iranian merchants were thenceforth subject to heavy customs duties in the
city and within Turkish territory.”

The minor Usuli scholar Yusuf Astarabadi reacted with rage against
the ruling classes.”” In a candid letter Astarabadi gave full vent to his
grief and outrage, angrily exclaiming, "Would that there were no king
(sultan) ruling over us, and none over Iran!” ™ Astarabadi clearly blamed
the Ottoman emperor Abdulmecid for ordering the attack, and
Muhammad Shah of Iran for failing to come to the aid of the beleaguered
Shiites. He went on to say that if there had to be a monarch, he should at
least uphold the Qur'an and defend the Imam "Ali. Astarabadi's antipathy
towards monarchy and desire for the enthronement of Shi'ite values
represent a rudimentary republicanism, providing evidence of strong, if
vague, anti-monarchical feelings among some religious scholars in the
shrine cities in the mid-nineteenth century. Solid evidence for such views
is otherwise rare.”

The Shaykhi leader Rashti interpreted the cataclysm as divine
retribution for the failure of the inhabitants to accept his millenarian
teachings. The following year, September-October 1843, he refused to
expand on the subject of the coming promised one. He feared that were
he to repeat his discourse a similar disaster would befall the town, as the
people were still unprepared to embrace his views about the Mahdi. ™

Iran met the news of the bloody capture of Karbala with grief and rage,
then with clamor for war. The leading jurisprudent of Isfahan, Sayyid
Muhammad Bagir Shafti, attempted to pressure Muhammad Shah into
declaring war on the Ottomans by threatening to lead an independent
army of 20,000 men into Irag.”® Muhammad Shah mobilized, his troops,
but in the end took no belligerent steps.”’

Given the widespread millennia speculations about the coming of the
promised Mahdi in 1260/1844, the Sunni enemy's unavenged sacking of
so holy a Shi'ite shrine surely heightened expectations that the Hidden
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Imam would soon appear to succor the Shi'ites. In May 1844 Sayyid "Ali
Muhammad, a young merchant of Shiraz, who had associated briefly with
the Shaykhisin Karbala, put forward his claim to be the Bab or gate of the
Twelfth Imam and caused a considerable stir in the shrine cities of Irag.”

A large number of Shaykhis responded favorably to the Bab. They
had been strengthened in their millenarian fervor, as we noted above, by
the teachings of Sayyid Kazim Rashti. The initial excitement caused by
the Bab and the following he gained in both Iran and Iraq derived, at least
in part, from the millennia expectations caused by the anger and
frustration the Karbala episode provoked among devout Shi‘ites. The
Babi movement spread with lightning swiftness in Iran, especially
attracting lower-ranking religious scholars, urban merchants and the
bazaar classes. The Bab's message, aside from his own messianic claims,
included the abrogation of the Islamic prohibition of interest on loans and
the amelioration of the condition of women. The opposition the new
religion provoked from the government and the Usuli religious scholars
led to its persecution and in turn sparked clashes and uprisings in several
Iranian towns in 1848-52."

Conclusion

The data gleaned from archival and manuscript sources and presented
above not only give us a detailed picture of gang organization and
activities in Karbala, they aso help clarify the genera role of the urban
gangs active in many cities in south Irag and throughout Iran during the
nineteenth century. Although stronger governments could suppress the
toughs, when state power waned in the first half of the nineteenth century
the gangs took control of entire towns. Wars with modernizing European
states like the Russian empire enervated the Ottomans and the Qgjars in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and at first they had
fewer resources to devote to controlling their own remoter provinces.

In response, the Ottomans from 1826 sought to increase resources
through the abolition of tax-farming and privileges and through a
rationalized and centralized bureaucracy. The manner in which the
government initially grew weaker, then attempted to impose greater
centralization through new, European-influenced techniques, helped
provoke regional clashesin Irag, with urban violence and gang-led revolts
growing common. Outside Karbala the struggle between the Shumurd
and Zuqurt factions in Najaf, representing wealthier and poorer quarters
of the city, racked that town with violence throughout the nineteenth
century.®

In Iran, as well, the Haydari and Ni'mati quarters (originally named for
mystical Sufi brotherhoods) into which many towns were divided often
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staged street battles. Gangs dominated Yazd for most of the 1840s and
for atime a gang leader effectively ruled the city.®' Shiraz was, for much
of the 1830s and early 1840s, torn by factional rivalries in which alied
groups of notables and gang bosses clashed with such ferocity that the
local governor often lost control .2

From the Euphrates to the Oxus nineteenth-century gangs emerged
briefly as popular leaders with great power in a town for several reasons.
First, both the slave-soldier and Qajar states lacked the ability to project
force quickly and effectively throughout their territories, owing in part to
their small standing armies. These states therefore had to depend heavily
on appointed local governors, themselves often weak or lacking full
central government support. Large pastoral nomadic populations,
relatively large urban concentrations, rugged terrain and lack of made
roads and transportation technology, made the provinces more difficult to
control than was the case in contemporary Europe.

Secondly, the local notables, artisans, shopkeepers and laborersin Iragi
and Iranian towns had little or no alegiance to the central government,
and so they sometimes perceived gang rule as no more illegitimate than
rule by the state. This especially held true for the Shi'ite towns in Iraq,
and often applied in Iran as well. Where- the government taxed the
tradespeople without providing services like security, it often drove them
to an aliance with their local extortionists. In short, nineteenth-century
urban gangs had a common interest with local elites and the local
tradespeople in keeping the central government out. Finally, factional
divisions among local €lites such as landed notables and religious
scholars, and among city quarters, often so detracted from urban corporate
solidarity asto allow the gangs to divide and rule.

Under these circumstances, gangs in mid-nineteenth-century Iraq and
Iran used their armed force in the service of revolts by local notables or
by tradespeople against the centrally appointed governor. They often
became popular local leaders, transcending (at least for a time) their
extortionist background.

In Karbala their provision of makeshift and arbitrary security had the
virtue, at least, of allowing more wealth to remain in the city than the
Ottomans would have, while assuring the uninterrupted flow of pilgrims
and merchants. The city's inhabitants paid the price of a state of rough
semi-anarchy. Nevertheless, the evidence indicates that the little people
and many Shi‘ite religious scholars preferred even gang rule and
protection rackets to imperial Ottoman control. (Indeed the Ottoman
attack served only to fuel anti-monarchical feelings among some Shi'ite
clerics.) Without the active support of the crowd, Karbala could not have
warded off central government troops for two decades. The tradespeople,
caught between two unpleasant alternatives, chose to be exploited by their
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local leadership. The prospect of more centralized, bureaucratic Ottoman
rule in the 1830s and 1840s, itself a response to the rise of European
industrial and political might, provoked the little people to defend their
local autonomy.

The role of "mafias’ in defending a provincial area against a distant
government has long been recognized. But the specificaly urban
character of the Karbala Iutis does raise questions. The urban gang
leadership of these popular uprisings must strike anyone familiar with the
historiography of early modern Europe as anomalous. The gangsters in
Paris, it has often been observed, saw the French Revolution as no more
than an opportunity for plunder. Hobsbawm argued that although peasant
bandits are "socid", in tune with the needs and aspirations of the
oppressed peasantry from which they spring, urban bandits are asocial .
The widespread involvement of gangs in urban movements of social
protest in nineteenth-century Irag and Iran challenges this paradigm.
Indeed it should provoke thought as to whether there is really any such
thing as an asocial gang, urban or otherwise. As Anton Blok has pointed
out, al banditry is"socia" in so far asit occursin asocial context.*

Bandits emerge from particular classes and, when successful, their
wedlth and means of procuring it give them broader interests and
alliances. Bandits, rural or urban, engage in anti-social behavior,
exploiting the poor as well as the rich, and will join in social revolts when
they perceiveit in their interests to do.

But luti rule, based on a tenuous coalition of anarchical gangs and
upon a vacuum of more legitimate power, exhibited instability and proved
a transitional phenomenon. It burgeoned when the old tax farming
government declined in the first third of the nineteenth century, but before
modern, centralized states arose to impose strict security. Najib Pasha's
attack was a harbinger of things to come; but they would come very
gradually over the succeeding century.
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The Shi ite Discovery of the West

Kublai Khan does not necessarily believe everything Marco Polo says
when he describes the cities visited on his expeditions, but the emperor of
the Tartars does continue listening to the young Venetian with greater
attention and curiosity than he shows any other messenger or explorer of
his. In the lives of emperors there is a moment which follows pride in the
boundless extension of the territories we have conquered, and the
melancholy and relief of knowing we shall soon give up any thought of
knowing and understanding them.

- Italo Calvino, Invisible

Cities

Marco Polo's encounter with Kublai Khan, which Italo Calvino made the
framework for his exploration of the fantastic in urban life, stands as a
useful parable for the nature of the interaction of West and East in the
period between 1200 and 1700, when myriads of Europeans produced
journals and accounts of their journeys into the rest of the world.
Representations of Europeans in Asian works during the same period are
few and episodic. The literature produced by Europeans who ventured
into the rest of the world in that period was once viewed by many
Western academics as documenting objective "discovery." In the past
decade or so, the European production of knowledge about the Other has
been portrayed in quite a different manner as, at base, shot through with
self-interest, in thrall to powerful organizing institutions such as the
colonia state, the trading companies, the imperial universities. In this
version, popularized by Edward Said's Orientalism, the Europeans created
in their minds a static, stagnant, chaotic, effeminate Orient, a realm crying
out to be ordered and rendered dynamic by the virile touch of European
proconsuls and investors." This revisionist view often suffers from being
too monolithic in approach to allow an anaytical understanding of
cultural interaction, and too inattentive to the nuances of difference in the
views of diplomats, travellers, merchants and academics. Nevertheless,
Said's vision, powerfully informed by Gramsci's idea of culture as a form
of subtle domination (hegemony) by the ruling classes and by Foucault's
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insistence on finding a genealogy for knowledge in institutional contexts
contains important insights. It also, of course, presents only one side of
the equation. Here, | will play turnabout by inquiring into some
eighteenth-century depictions of the West written in Persian by Shi'ite
notables. Although my main concerns are thematic, | will also attempt to
set them in the context of social interests. On the face of it, we might
expect to find in these texts, written at a time of unprecedented European
encroachment on the Mudlim lands, a mirror-image of Orientalism, a
systematic critique of Western colonialism and Western culture. But do
we?

Muslims were, of course, in contact with Europeans, especialy in the
Mediterranean, throughout their history. Nevertheless, the public culture
in most Muslim lands little acknowledged Europeans or European culture
in the early modern period. The Renaissance, the Copernican revolution,
the advent of moveable type printing, the Reformation, and the
Enlightenment all might as well not have occurred for al the cognizance
most Muslim intellectuals took of them.? Although the European
expansion and the trading companies made an impact upon Muslims right
from the beginning of the Iberian transoceanic voyages, relatively few
indigenous accounts concerning developments in Western civilization
survive before the eighteenth century.

In the course of the eighteenth century, the British emerged as the
predominant European power in the Persian Gulf (succeeding the
Portuguese and the Dutch). They gradually crafted a new political order.?
In India, of course, the British defeated in turn the army of the Shiite-
ruled Bengal province in 1757 and the Mughal forces led by the Shi'ite
governor of Awadh, Shuja’ a-Dawla, a Baksar in 1764. Despite the
numerical predominance of Hindus in the population and of Sunnis
among the Muslims, the post-Mughal era had witnessed the emergence of
important Iran-linked Shi'ite elites in northern India, particularly in
Bengal and Awadh, though these were gradually displaced from power by
the British.*  Although only occasionally do the Shi‘ite leanings of these
authors emerge in the accounts under discussion, it does so happen that all
the authors covered adhered to that branch of Islam.

The Westerners loomed too large after 1750 for Persian-speaking
writers in Iran and India to ignore them any longer. Natives of Lucknow,
or of Shushtar and Kermanshah, began making extensive Persian notes on
Europe and the Europeans in the late eighteenth century, several of which
were published in manuscript form or lithographed early in the nineteeth.
What were the institutional and technological contexts for this writing?
We know that the advent of moveable-type printing and the age of
European expansionism, along with the literature of travel and description
the latter spawned, coincided with one another in the late fifteenth
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century. Did the rise of printing and lithography in the Persian-speaking
world in the late eighteenth century have a similar relationship with the
literature describing Europe to Iranians, Central Asians and Indians in
Persian? Other social practices are also important here. The literate class
of Mudlim courtiers, landlords, garrison commanders, and clergymen
were called locally in Arabic, Persian and Turkish the a’yan, or notables,
and Albert Hourani in a classic essay discovered in their interests and
activities the essence of pre-modern Middle Eastern politics.®> They often
held land or engaged in court service, or both. The authors discussed
below universally derived from this class. In this period the notables
became divided between those who opposed the expansion of European
power in the Muslim world and those willing to aly themselves or
collaborate with the foreigners.® Sometimes the career of one leader,
such as Shuja’ a-Dawlah (r. 1754-1775) of Awadh, demonstrated both
leanings, with early opposition to the foreigners followed by a
collaborationist phase in the wake of a decisive defeat at British hands.
The advent of new transportation and communication technologies
brought these elites into closer contact with one another and also
established a context for new sorts of cultural production in the Indo-
Iranian culture area.

The forces of the British East India Company either subdued
recalcitrant Muslim elites, as in Bengal or in the south in the war against
Tippoo Sultan, or surrounded and neutralized remaining princely states,
such as Awadh and Hyderabad. As a result, most Indian notables who
wrote about Europe had either taken employment with the British or dwelt
in circumscribed polities that had become “subsidiary allies of John
Company. Thus, Shi'ite writers in Awadh, not excluding the clergy,
tended to look favorably upon the British as patrons (from the late 1760s)
of their nawab. In a bizarre victory for Orientalism, notables often
received patronage from European consuls or agents to write Persian
chronicles about the local political events of the day, from a point of view
that flattered the British. Iranians, who retained at least a nominal
independence, were often more ambivalent about the foreigners, but those
most likely to know anything serious about Great Britain were immigrants
to India or students studying in London, and so they gravitated toward the
circle of collaborating elites or subsidiary allies. Underlying much of the
Persian writing about Europe lay the question of what benefit the notable
class might derive from the new encounter with the West. In the absence
of notions like nation-state or citizenship in Asia, exclusive national or
even communal loyalty had no resonance. Many Iranians, after all had
emigrated to join the Mughal army and bureaucracy in India. There,
Muslim notables frequently served in the courts of Hindu potentates, and
Shiite courtiers routinely served Sunni rulers. In keeping with this
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tradition of cosmopolitanism, Shi'ites felt that there was nothing wrong
with taking service in the British East India Company as long as they did
nothing contradictory to their religious principles.

Although the Persian texts purport to discuss "Europeans’ (Farang),
the authors mostly concentrate on high culture and on high politics, in
short, on the European equivalent of the notable class. | will focus here
on their views of the British, and will discuss three major positive themes
in these portrayals. Egalitarianism and parliamentary government,
science and technology, and gender. | will then turn to a consideration of
their criticisms of European society. The value of these texts lay in their
being some of the first widely-available accounts of Europe to reach
literate Persian-speakers early in the nineteenth century, much before
"Westernization" began in these societies in any meaningful sense. The
texts have their flaws and idiosyncrasies, but none of these detracts from
their value for our immediate purpose. The authors appear to have
depended on interviews with Persian-speaking Europeans, rather than
upon reading printed texts, for their information, and this caused them
sometimes to garble facts and details (one writer confidently asserts that
British monarchs are permitted legal polygamy, and that the hair of all
Native Americans is white).” The question arises, moreover, of to what
extent the picture they derived of Europeans reflected the self-image of
their informants; but this problem existsin all “ethnography.'

Abd a-Latif Khan of Shushtar in southwestern Iran, born in 1760,
emigrated to Hyderabad around 1790 and during that decade took the
notes on which his Gift to the World (Tuhfat al-"Alam), written in 1800-
1801, was based. He had the book printed in Hyderabad in 1805.°
Another writer, Mirza Abu Talib Khan, was from an Iranian family that
fled to India from the tribal turbulence of eighteenth century Iran. He was
born in 1752 in Lucknow, in the post-Mughal, Shi‘ite-ruled state of
Awadh. After a mixed career as a local revenue official, he set out for
England from Calcutta in 1799, and wrote up his observations in 1803-
1805, as The Travels of Talib in the Lands of the Franks on his return to
Bengal. The Persian text was published in Calcutta in 1812, after a two-
volume English trandation had already appeared in London, in 1810.°
Aga Ahmad Bihbahani, an Iranian clergyman brought up in Kermanshah,
escaped his debts by emigrating to India, where he ultimately settled as a
leader of Friday prayers in British-ruled Patna, writing his travelogue, The
World-Revealing Mirror around 1810; he had access, apparently to a
manuscript of Abu Talib Khan's work.'® Of these three authors only one,
Abu Talib, had a direct experience of late eighteenth-century Britain, but
all three had ample opportunity to associate with Britishers and derive
information from them. | choose these three accounts among others
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because of the relatively similar backgrounds of the authors, all Indo-
Persian Shi“ites of the notable class.

These authors saw Great Britain as a more egalitarian, less hierarchical
society than Mudim Iran or South Asia, though Shushtari stresses this
aspect of Britain rather more than does Abu Talib, who moved in
aristocratic circles and who had an opportunity to observe the practice as
well as the theory of British parliamentarism. Shushtari writes that
"another of the laws of these people is that no one may dominate another.
If the king or nobles make unreasonable demands on their subordinates,
these |atter may lodge a complaint in the courts."'' Abu Talib concurs that
masters could not directly punish their servants, but rather had to take
them before a magistrate, and is awed that even the heir apparent could be
sued by an ordinary person.'> Abu Talib thinks that this equality before
the law made the ordinary folk impudent, and tells the story of how alord,
when he sullied his gloves on a newly-painted, unmarked door, upbraided
the painter - who saucily asked whether the nobleman had eyes in his
head, or not. He says that "their lawmakers are however of the opinion
that this freedom tends to make them brave."'® On the other hand, Abu
Talib points out the severe limits to this equality under the law, and
suggests that wealth stratification was even greater in England than in
India.

The writers here considered derived from countries where royal
absolutism predominated, and where elective office was virtualy
unknown, except perhaps among the guilds or merchant and artisan craft
organizations. Shushtari's detailed description of parliamentary
government is one of the first to appear in Persian, and it raises questions
to be considered below. He concentrates on the political system and its
principles, and gives an idealized and somewhat collapsed account of the
decline of absolutism in England:

The philosophers, after having implemented most of the above-mentioned
laws, began thinking about how to organize power (saltanat). For until
that time government was absolutist and autocratic. Every day, one ruler
was deposed and another achieved dominion through conquest. The
turmoil and bloodshed attendant upon changing regimes became apparent.
The king at that time was himself a learned man and shared the prevailing
opinion among the philosophers. They thought for many years on this
issue. In the end, all arrived at the opinion that the king should be
deprived of his power, and that they should appoint for him an agreed-
upon amount, equivalent to one crore rupees or 500,000 silver tumans,
which he would devote to the expenses of the monarchy, excluding the
expenditures of the princes and their dependents, for each of whom a
separate stipend was appointed. The king, in addition, was willing to
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become powerless, though in the degree of respect and courtesy everyone
offers him, each is free to choose. As noted, he may not kill or harm
anyone, or even beat one of his own servants.'

He says that the English system based itself on three pillars, the king,
the aristocracy, and the subjects, and no great affair could be undertaken
without the consent of all three estates. He describes how the British built
agreat edifice in the capital, which they called Parliament (shura, literally
consultation) or the House of Consultation (khanih-'i mashvirat). "They
informed the inhabitants of every village and town that it should choose a
suitable representative, so that he should come to the capital and affairs
might be accomplished by means of consultation with al." He describes
formal balloting, and says the terms of MPs were limited to seven years.
"In matters of war, peace, aiding others, the military, etc., the ministers
present a brief to the king. The king reserves particular days for going to
parliament to meet with ministers and MPs. The great ones are called by
the king and they write out their views. In the end, mgjority rules. If
there is a tie, the king breaks it.”'®> He depicts the British in the terms of
Muslim neoplatonism, as being ruled by a philosopher-king, who took
advice from the great philosophers of the realm. A Platonic emphasis on
innate knowledge and reasoning as a potential basis for society had
fascinated many Muslim philosophers working in the Greek tradition, as
an aternative to a literalist dependence on the detailed, ailmost Talmudic
code of reveded Idamic law. The influence of Plato's Republic on
eighteenth-century Muslim thinkers was third-hand, since the text of the
Arabic tranglation was lost in the medieval period and only a summary
survived. Some of its premises, however, had been incorporated strongly
into Greco-ldamic thought, and | would argue that this intellectual
tradition provided Shushtari with the framework whereby he could
understand the rise of constitutional monarchy.

Although Abu Talib also saw the British system as a union of the
monarchical, aristocratic, and democratic forms of government, and
approved of the mixture, he neglects to give any such detailed picture of
how MPs were elected, and he stresses the king's power to approve laws,
to command the army, to pardon criminals and to dismiss cabinets. He
does admit that, in appointing judges for life, the king gives up control
over the judiciary. He depicts Parliament's powers as primarily over taxes
and public contractors and agents, and as a check on the power of cabinet
ministers.'®

Aga Ahmad, from a clerical background, puts a unique twist on his
description of the British form of government. He says that, in response
to the wars of succession, the philosophers and the learned made the
affairs of state dependent on the consent of three entities, the king, the
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ministers, and the members of Parliament. He describes Parliament,
however, as an assemblage of nobles (umara’) who are well-wishers of
the king and his subjects, and so he appears to have known only of the
House of Lords and not of Commons. He believes that the king is chosen
by the nobles, and that he must be learned, a sort of mujtahid or
accomplished jurist.'” Here George Ill is not the philosopher-king of
Muslim Neoplatonism as described in its medieval literature, but is rather
a precursor of Khomeini, an expert in Christian legal reasoning elevated
to rulership because of his learning. In Shi‘ite ISam of the eighteenth
century, the victorious Usuli school asserted that all laypersons must
emulate and obey the most learned of the Mudlim jurists, or mujtahids.
The laity was to choose the most learned on their own, so that in Iran and
Iraq two or three top mujtahids became "exemplars' (marja’-i taglid) for
very large numbers of believers. As we have seen, theoretically, Usulism
admitted of the possibility that there might be a single most learned jurist
at the top of the hierarchy, but the informal and fluid nature of clerical
charisma in fact militated against the emergence of a single Shiite
"pope." In this period monarchy was accepted as natural to Islam, and no
one advocated that the Shi‘ite mujtahid actually rule. But Aga Ahmad
appears to have seen in the British system a sort of rationalization and
fulfillment of Usuli ideals. Aga Ahmad, athough he played down the
democratic elements in British government, did see the kings and
ministers as constrained by Parliament, which he defines as the "place of
consultation” (mahall-i mashvirat). But he depicts the MPs as pawns in
the hand of the prime minister, who could use them to thwart royal
policies with which he disagreed.'® Of the three authors, Bihbahani
stresses British juridical egalitarianism least, and has a tendency to see the
aristocracy and the cabinet as the predominant forces in society.

Muslim rulers from the Ottomans in Istanbul to Muhammad “Ali in
Cairo took a dim view of the French revolution and its principles, and it
would have been strange if the Indian nawabs were less sensitive to the
implicit critique of their basis for authority carried in parliamentary
democracy. Yet our authors appear to have felt they could depict the
British system quite openly, even though Shushtari continued to reside off
and on in Hyderabad and Abu Talib could well have returned to
Lucknow. Perhaps that this parliamentary system operated in a foreign,
exotic land made it seem less seditious than if the writers had been
proposing it for India and Iran. Aqga Ahmad, living under British
protection in Patna, was at greater liberty to say what he pleased, but his
clericalist Shi'ite ideology apparently made it difficult for him to grasp
some of the egalitarian implications of parliamentary governance. As
noted, Abu Talib's stress on the remaining power of the king may have
derived in part, not only from circumspection, but also from the elevated
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social circle in which he moved while in London. Shushtari's account
clearly exaggerates British democracy as practiced in the late eighteenth
century, and depicts the king as having been reduced to a figurehead and
pensioned off. His informants presumably were Whig East India
Company officials who strongly believed in the achievements of the
Glorious Revolution.

Shushtari sees the Westerners' egalitarian, rationalized governmental
system as a product of the same sort of ratiocination that led to their
mechanical sophistication. "After organizing the state and laws," he
writes, "the philosophers then turned their attention to investigating the
reality of things on sea and land."'® He gives an account of the magnetic
compass and of the voyages of Columbus, though he, bizarrely enough,
depicts Columbus as an Arabic-speaking native of the Arabian peninsula.
(It is true that Columbus brought along an Arabic-speaking interpreter,
since he expected to be conversing with Asian Muslim potentates).
Shushtari is fascinated by clocks, orreries, telescopes, and other technical
achievements of the Europeans. He sees that the mechanization of life
had far-reaching effects, and depicts al Europeans as subject to a peculiar
work-time discipline, such that they carry clocks about on their persons
and "organize all their activities, writing, riding, eating, sleeping - and all
time - by means of clocks."® Likewise, they show inventiveness in
weaponry and rationally order their military, unlike Asian commanders
whose armies often resembled unorganized crowds. "Aslong," he writes,
as the British "maintain their formations, which they call a ‘line,' they are
like an unmovable volcano spewing artillery and rifle fire like unrelenting
hail on the enemy, and they are seldom defeated."?' He therefore shows
an awareness of not just the mechanical inventiveness of the Europeans,
but of the synergy between technology and rationalized social
organization.

He sees three reasons for this Western excellence in al fields. First, he
says, their kings and rulers "strive to see that each person receives an
education appropriate to his station." Second, every individual works
full-time in his own specialization, and performs no other work. "They
say that life is short, and if one learns to excel in one thing during one's
seventy years, that is enough." Third, new ideas are protected by patent.
If even artisans and craftsmen invent something, the patent is purchased
by the crown and its inventors teach it to others. No invention, he says,
may be manufactured until its inventor is protected by a patent. He aso
thinks that the gulf which existed in Iran, between theoretical or
philosophical knowledge, and practical mechanics, had been bridged in
the West, so that even humble blacksmiths knew how to use levers and
pulleys.?? Aga Ahmad agrees that "The great philosophers of the West are
exceedingly abundant, to the extent that even the character of the common
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people is philosophical and inclined to investigate mathematics and
nature."?

Abu Talib sees the English as highly individualistic, and speculates
that the climate and soil are responsible not only for a vast variety of
crops grown, but aso for "such a difference in the tempers and manners
of its inhabitants, that no two of them appear to think or act dike."* He
appreciates the mechanical inventiveness of the West, including the
printing press, whereby any book "may be circulated among the people in
a very short time; and by it, the works of celebrated authors are handed
down to posterity, free from the errors and imperfections of a
manuscript."® He comments on British shipbuilding technology, on the
casting of cannon, the use of the steam engine in manufacturing, and
attributed to this mechanization of industry a sharp drop in commodity
prices and an improvement in the lot of the common people. He thinks
the British more persevering in their determination to set up machinery
for any extensive works than, say, the French.?®

The achievements of Western science and technology had not only
made the Europeans formidable, it had also refigured cosmology.
Shushtari discovered from his encounters with the British in Hyderabad
and Bombay the Copernican model of the solar system. Most Muslims
had remained oblivious to the Copernican revolution, and continued to
adhere to Ptolemaic astronomy into the nineteenth century. Moreover, as
in sixteenth-century Europe, the Ptolemaic system had been adopted into
theology and the pious saw heliocentrism as an affront to Islamic
cosmology. Discussing the issue was as fraught with dangers as was the
delineation of congtitutional monarchy in politics. He announces that he
had been convinced by the Copernican view, and he argues for the
roundness of the earth, as well. He points out that the traditional Muslim
view of the cosmos as a series of stacked heavens is incompatible with the
circular image of the solar system among Western scientists, and he goes
on to discuss Newton and the laws of planetary motion.”

Shushtari attempts in two ways to defuse the potentially explosive
religious implications of this discussion. First, he points out that earlier
Muslim notions about cosmology and astronomy were largely derived
from the Greeks. In this way, he seeks to set up a choice between ancient
European ideas or modern ones, rather than between Idamic orthodoxy
and Western science. Second, he employs a mystical, Sufi discourse
about the inadequacy of the intellect to understand God's mysteries. Here,
a fundamentalist rejection of eighteenth-century science in favor of
medieval theology becomes a sort of hubris inappropriate to a pious
believer.® The reminder to the audience of the fallibility of human reason
had also been a feature of Galileo's writings. Abu Talib was aso
convinced of the truth of the Copernican theory, especialy once he had
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seen an orrery, or mechanical model of the heliocentric solar system.”
Aga Ahmad reported eighteenth-century European cosmology without
much comment, interspersing his discussion with numerous pious phrases
such as "and God grants success."* Aga Ahmad's status as a leading
Shi“ite clergyman may have made it less necessary for him to defend his
orthodoxy than it was for alayman such as Shushtari.

Shushtari ends the discussion of European science by saying that the
wonders of the modern Europeans are "innumerable," and explains them
by pointing out that European civilization was three thousand years old,
after al. He remains convinced, however, that even the Western
Europeans and the Chinese had not yet succeeded in producing a
thousandth of the wonders of ancient Greece, and had not their books
been destroyed by the Caliph "Umar in Andalusia and Alexandria, the
world would have been much better off.®’ The story that the Caliph
“Umar, the second vicar of the Prophet according to Sunni Islam, was
responsible for burning the library at Alexandria, is, of course, quite
apocryphal. Here the Shi'ite rationalist manages to blame Sunni know-
nothingism for the destruction of the Hellenistic heritage, which by its
richness might have made the Muslims - its most vigorous heirs in the
early medieval period - great. Modern wonders are offset with a wistful
appeal to the myth of a squandered golden age.

One of the mgjor differences between Asian and European societies
according to our authors lay in gender relations. Shushtari noted that
Europeans in India did not impose veiling or seclusion on their wives,
even when these were local Hindu or Muslim women, and he remarked on
the prohibition against English men taking their Indian wives back to
Britain for fear of tainting the homeland with miscegenation.*  Abu
Talib hugely enjoyed the greater openness of Europe, and was apparently
an incorrigible flirt. He explained the lack of seclusion and veiling among
British women in four ways. First, the gender-divided household in
Muslim lands, with separate sets of servants for husband and wife, he
says, would have been too expensive in a country like England, with its
high labor costs. Second, the cold weather inclined the husband to live
and deep with his wife. Third, the homegeneity of the population was
greater in Britain; in India, Muslims and Hindus secluded their women
from each other. Fourth, Europeans expected their wives to take part in
the husband's business, which militated against gender segregation.

Abu Tdib defends the treatment of women in Muslim lands, and
insists that Muslim women have some advantages over Western ones.
Indian Muslim men let their women control the family finances, choose
the sect of Ilam to which the children would belong, and exercise great
authority over the servants. Muslim women could separate easily without
divorce, and in case of divorce were awarded custody of the daughters - in
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contrast to Europe where fathers got custody of all children® Abu
Talib's construction of gender roles is based, not on equality, but on
control over domestic resources, and he thinks Asian women excercised
greater power in this sphere than did Western women. The system of
gender segregation itself, however, ensured that we heard from no
Muslim women travelers to England in this period, who might have
disagreed with Abu Talib.

It should not be thought that these authors had no criticisms of the
Europeans, though it appears to me that their discussion of positive
aspects of Europe differs radically in nature from their critical comments.
Shushtari, for instance, thought that British dependence on strategic and
technological advances in warfare accounted for their victories, whereas
they "have none of the delight in bravery and courage possessed by other
peoples."* In short, they lacked manliness but made up for it artificially.
Abu Talib in particular was quite forthright about devoting a chapter to
their faults. Although he speaks of the "English" as a whole, in fact he
directs his twelve major criticisms at the aristocrats among whom he
moved. This procedure reinforces the point made earlier, about the
degree to which Shi"ite views of the Europeans were actually views of the
European upper classes. He faults the ethics and morals of the British,
their lack of religious belief, and their inclination to secular philosophy,
which he thought bred dishonesty among the lower classes. He also finds
them wanting in chastity, and exclaims that hardly a street in London
lacked a brothel. They were often selfish, irritable and inconsiderate, he
says, and consumed with acquiring material things. He faults the upper
classes for living extravagantly, keeping more carriages than they needed,
as well as over-furnishing their homes, and says they wasted enormous
amounts of time on eating and dressing. These habits he contrasts
unfavorably to the ascetic warrior code of Muslim Arabs and Turks.

One of the reasons he thought that the English aristocracy badly erred
in allowing irreligion to spread among commoners was that it led to their
coveting the property of the rich and made them rebellious. He thought
the high officials astonishingly complacent toward working-class riots
and strikes, and believed this insouciance to be an effect of a half-century
of British progress and triumphs, he considered this feeling of
invulnerability highly unwise, in view of the French Revolution.®

Finaly, some of his criticisms bear upon the issue of colonialism.
Although Abu Talib, as a guest of the aristocracy and a member of the
collaborating notable class back in India, does not cavil at the colonia
enterprise in and of itself, even he is hurt by some British attitudes. He
attributes to them a vanity and arrogance about their attainments in
science and their knowledge of foreign languages. In particular, he thinks
that the British official class knew Asian languages like Persian much less
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well than they believed themselves to. One hears at this point echoes of
professional disappointment, since Abu Talib had originally thought he
would set up an ingtitute for teaching Persian to colonia officias in
London, but had for most of his stay there found no encouragement.
Finally, he decries their "contempt for the customs of other nations."*" A
dightly discordant note, then, creeps into the generally flattering estimate
Abu Talib made of the British when the question of colonial hegemony
arises. On another issue, that of the law courts, he displays his pique at
colonial abuse. He praises the judicia system in Britain, insofar as it
operated in that country, but he excoriates the British courts in India,
which he thought laid local Indians open to abuse at the hands of
expatriate carpetbaggers.® Even this early in its career, the collaborating
Asian €lite felt some discomfort at the manner in which European
arrogance manifested itself, and the way in which European institutions
were thoughtlessly grafted onto local ones. Needless to say, for the
members of this class, this discomfort was not nearly a sufficient cause
for abandoning the collaboration.

It strikes me that whereas these authors focus on systemic features
when they discuss European society positively, their criticisms tend rather
to concentrate on flaws in what might be called national (or really, |
would argue, class) character. The European notables, despite their
philosophical and technological prowess, are puffed up with pride or
overly concerned with material accumulation or insufficiently courageous
or rather too convinced of their mastery of foreign languages. The closest
thing to a systemic critique offered appears to be Abu Talib's comments
on how British justice went awry when the procedures of London were
transplanted in Bengal. There, it is the way the system works that has
proven objectionable, rather than simply character flaws in colonial
judges. Different conceptions of class aso color Abu Talib's cavils. His
criticism of opulence of British aristocratic life comes across as a protest
against the embourgeoisement of the aristocracy in England. The
contrasting image he had in his mind was the steppe or desert warriors of
the Arabs or Turks, who in lore at least were depicted as having ascetic
values. His friends, the lords and ladies of London, were acting more as
he would expect a Mudlim long-distance merchant to behave, than as a
feudal warlord of Iran or India. Shushtari's depiction of the British
officers as lacking in martial spirit echoes this perception that the ruling
classes in the Indo-Iranian world held vastly different values than did
those in Britain. It is clear that whereas these authors were much
impressed by the governmental and technological advances of the
Europeans, they had difficulty admiring an aristocracy they felt lacked
spartan valor.
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As hinted in the introduction, an important context for the new writing
about the Europeans lies in the greater impact of printing in the Persian-
speaking world from around 1800. The British example in Calcutta and
Bombay appears to have proved especially important. Thus, two of the
works here discussed were lithographed in the early nineteenth century.
The non-adoption of printing by Persian-speaking peoples for three and a
half centuries after this technology became widespread in Western Europe
reflected, as in Russia, not ignorance of technique, but the hostility of
absolutist regimes, low rates of literacy and the smallness of the
indigenous middle classes. The old ways had definite drawbacks.
Manuscripts were expensive, and hand copying was an inefficient and
frequently inaccurate means of transmitting maps and diagrams, which
helps to explain the generaly low levels of knowledge about world
geography and about technology among the Persian-speaking notable
class.® The new, late-eighteenth-century accounts treating the Europeans
could hope for a much wider audience, because of lithography, and could
include, for instance, diagrams of the solar system as envisaged by
Copernicus and Newton, at a time when most Muslim thinkers remained
wedded to Ptolemaic ideas. Printing formed an incentive, a technique,
and a medium for the new depictions of Europe, just as it had grown up
earlier in Europe in tandem with the travelogues of the age of exploration.

These Shi'ite authors depict the British as philosophers of the highest
order, and as having found a way of bridging the gap between elite
ratiocination and practical wisdom. They had by giving thought banished
the turmoil of wars of succession, had combined the three forms of
government delineated in Aristotle's Politics into a happy medley, had
created stability and order while enlarging the scope of public
consultation. Not only did they possess Newtons but their common
artisans understood basic physics and mechanical principles, made
inventions, and had them patented. This largely positive view of the
Europeans comes as a surprise to anyone who came of age during
twentieth-century  decolonization, when anti-imperia discourse was
common in Africaand Asia. But it must be remembered that two of these
authors had little means to check independently what their sources told
them, and that they therefore frequently were reporting, in their own
terms, what they understood as the British self-image. Moreover, the
collaborating notables who for the most part wrote about the West had an
interest in flattering their potential patrons or allies. A notable class
produced these texts at a particular historical moment, when it was
without strong national loyalties. They thus often favored the British.
Occidentalism was not the mirror image of Orientalism, but rather an
extension of the Western power to shape images. Westerners often
fashioned a representation of the Orient, which they then substituted for
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the actual Orient, so that they created a representation of themselves over
against the Orient. What is interesting here is that by reporting it to
Orientals whom they were wooing as clients, they managed to have their
portrayal written up in Persian and widely disseminated. In a colonia
version of Gramscian hegemony, by the late eighteenth century, the might
of coercive Western institutions such as the trading companies and the
colonial army extended right into Asia, allowing Westerners to begin
asserting a subtle cultural dominance even there, even in works in Asian
languages. | do not wish to deny independent agency and perception to
the writers here discussed. It does seem clear to me, however, that their
depictions of the West in very large part reflect the Western self-
understanding, that the Indo-Persian writers at that point possessed little
in the way of an ingtitutional base for the elaboration of an independent,
critical examination of the occident. What, then, of the occasional
criticisms found in these books? First of al, the genre of "mirrors for
princes," with which these works sometimes have affinities, required such
blame and praise® Still, | perceive a substantive rather than merely
forma pattern in the criticisms. It seems to me that the reproaches are
most vehement where the British seemed to be denying that they required
the collaborating notables. Abu Talib was miffed at not being
immediately acclaimed in London as a greatly needed Persian teacher,
and he cavilled at the British judgeships in Calcutta as inappropriate.
Posts as Persian teachers and in the judiciary had been the monopoly of
the Muslim notable class in the pre-colonial era. At the dawn of modern
colonialism, many of the notables did not mind being adopted by a new
suzerain, especialy one that struck them as powerful and clever. They
did want to be assured that the new authorities would want their services,
and not sweep them and their existing perquisites away.

We have little idea of how these texts were read by their Persian-
speaking audience. We must not assume they were read in a
straightforward manner, since the accounts lacked a great deal of essential
context, and must have presented many puzzles, not to mention
indecipherable names, to their audience. Toward the end of Calvino's
Invisible Cities, Kublai Khan inquires from Marco Polo, "When you
return to the West, will you repeat to your people the same tales you tell
me?' Theintrepid traveller replies, "1 speak and speak . . . but the listener
retains only the words he is expecting. The description of the world to
which you lend a benevolent ear is one thing; the description that will go
the rounds of the groups of stevedores and gondoliers on the street outside
my house the day of my return is another." From the eighteenth century
to the present, human beings in the various world cultures have continued
to rediscover one another in each generation, often forgetting what their
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forebears had earlier known. Each culture, and each generation, perhaps,
retained only the words they were expecting.



8

Women and the Making of
Shiism

Was there anything distinctive about the Shi'ite beliefs and practices of
women of varying social classes, as opposed to those of males? Were
women able to influence the terms of discourse or ritua life? Shi‘ism
was, after all, a scriptural, patriarchal religion, with a powerful corps of
clergy who claimed a monopoly on spiritual authority. Farah Azari,
among others, has argued that Iranian Shi‘ism serves as a mechanism for
the suppression of female sexuality.' From a Reichian perspective often
women, as the subordinate gender, could easily be supposed to have
contributed little of importance to Shi'ite devotions, and to have been
dependent on the tutelage of their men for religious instruction. For the
majority who were illiterate, would it not have been impossible for them
to understand the abstract Arabic philosophical terminology which male
believers embedded in their Urdu god-talk? On the other hand, in
contemporary Iran, Shi‘ite feminists such as Zahra Rahnavard have
managed to inscribe their own concerns on Khomeinist discourse, and this
should make us suspicious of a patriarchal essentialism when studying
historical Muslim communities.? There was no question of any sort of
feminism in nineteenth-century Lucknow, of course. But it is reasonable
to ask whether Shi'ite women there succeeded in elaborating a religious
discursive practice that had feminine elements.

If one were looking for a social or political phenomenon that evoked
the strongest images for contemporary readers of patriarchal authority and
repression of women, surely Shi‘ite Islam would present itself as a
primary candidate. The image is so powerful, in fact, that it amost
precludes the posing of questions about the ways in which women might
be empowered by Shi'ite Islam, or the ways in which they themselves
have helped shape this religion. | do not wish to challenge the idea that
the Shi'ite Isam of the ayatollahs is patriarchal, but simply to ask what
sorts of cultural agency women can attain under Shi‘ite rule. | want,
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especialy, to ask about the devaotional lives of pre-modern Shi ite women.
On this stage, of the religion said to oppress them, any feminine agency
will surely stand out all the more starkly and ironically. The discovery
that Shi‘ite women might have had some forms of empowerment even
within their patriarchal religion would not, of course, in any way deny
their oppression, any more than James Scott's work on the subtle protests
of peasants denies that they are exploited and relatively powerless’

Although the study of Middle Eastern and South Asian women has
become a larger and more sophisticated field in the last decade, most
work has focused on contemporary women, with relatively little writing
on medieval and early modern women. It might help us, however, to get
some distance from our subject if we look at Shi“ite women living under a
Shi‘ite state, not in contemporary Iran, but in the past. *

Awadh is a promising venue for such a study, since a number of
relevant documents about women there survive. As | said above, | want
here to offer a thematic focus, on the contribution of these women to the
rich religious life of Awadh in the nineteenth century. This theme will
best be developed by looking at the different practices of various classes
of women. Firgt, we have responsa or legal rulings and other material
from the Shi“ite ulama or clergy of Awadh, which often deal with women,
gender, and sexuality, and which give an idealist view of women in
Shi’ite society. Second, there are the "begams,” the wives and mothers of
the nawabs and then shahs of Awadh, who often played important
politica roles. Some of these involved themselves, as well, in anti-
colonia struggles, and they show up in the chronicles and even in the
British consular reports as "warrior-queens.” Third, we are fortunate in
having an account of Shi‘ite life in Lucknow by a British woman who
resided there during the decade of the 1820s, Mrs. Meer Hassan Ali,
which has quite a lot to say about women of the middling sort. Finaly,
some material is available on the lives of Shi’ite courtesans in nineteenth-
century Awadh, including an early Urdu novel, Umrao Jan Ada. Several
disparate images of Shi'ite women in Awadh emerge from these sources,
which depict the ideal position of Shi‘ite women in law, as envisaged by
the male hierocracy, the "warrior-queens,” or begams, the middling sort,
and, finally, the courtesans.

Women in the View of Awadh's Shi'ite Ulama

Rulings directly related to women in the legal writings of the Awadh
Shi’ite ulama generally took up issues related to the authority in various
social spheres of males over women. In a few instances, the clergy
upheld the right of Shi’ite women to make their own choices, especialy in
regard to marriage and property. Most of their rulings, however,



140 SACRED SPACE AND HOLY WAR

reinforced male authority, requiring veiling, upholding patriarchal control,
allowing wife-killing in instances of infidelity, and delineating various
sorts of unequal male-female relationships, as with temporary marriage
and davery.

The ulama had fewer means of socialization and socia control of
women than they did of men. For instance, they could use sermons at
communa Friday prayers to teach the community the values they
supported, and could use the threat of ostracism from this weekly
gathering to discipline those they thought were falling into heresy. But
not only were women not required to perform the Friday prayers
communally, they were the only group of believers absolutely forbidden
from doing so. (Slaves, the blind, the old and infirm, and other marginal
groups were also excused, but these could attend if they so desired.)®

The ulama recognized the right of women to dispose of their own
property. When asked if a wife could give her trousseau and dowry,
which is her own property, to someone without his permission, Lucknow's
Chief Mujtahid Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi replied that an owner may
dispose of her property as she pleased. He added a caution that some sin
may occur if she disobeys her husband, but God knows best. Here two
values of the ulama, belief in the sanctity of private property, and belief in
patriarchal authority, clashed. Sayyid Muhammad's fatwa comes down,
in the end, on the side of property, since the right to dispose of it is
unequivocal, whereas there is only a possibility of sin should a woman do
so0 in a manner of which her husband disapproves. Elsewhere he forbade
a husband to repossess something given away by his wife.® Moreover,
should a man give a woman a present before either a temporary or
permanent marriage, it became her property and could not be counted by
him as part of the dowry.” As will be seen below, among the nobility and
the propertied classes this attitude of Shi'ite law to the autonomy of
women's property could become extremely important in giving women a
base for influencing wider society.

The jurists also recognized a certain freedom of choice for a mature
young woman in deciding on her marriage partner, though she was more
free to differ with her mother on this issue than with her father. In one
instance, when a small girl was sick, her mother vowed that if she
recovered, she would marry her to a Sayyid. Then, when she grew up,
she wanted to marry someone other than a Sayyid, and Lucknow's chief
Shi’ite jurisprudent (mujtahid) agreed that "an upright young woman can
choose for herself whom she wants to marry."® In case of a conflict with
the mother, then, the girl's choice takes precedent. The importance of the
young woman's freedom to choose her mate, however, came into conflict
at times with patriarchal authority. If a mature virgin who has come of
age wants to marry someone, but her father wants to marry her off
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elsewhere, one Lucknow Shi’ite asked, what would the jurisprudent rule?
The chief mujtahid was apparently put in a quandary by the conflict of
principles, and merely replied that "The answer is not free of doubt."®

Most issues in the patriarchal shape of society presented themselves as
much less problematic to the ulama. A believer wanted to know whether
it was a major sin to appear without a veil in front of persons other than
intimates, and what the punishment for this would be. The clergyman
replied that to go without a veil in front of persons other than intimates is
forbidden, and how great the sin and how it would be punished depended
on the Islamic judge and the specific situation.'® Some women in Awacdh
apparently attempted to widen their networks of male contacts beyond
close relatives by "adopting” unrelated men as brothers, an Indian custom
known as rakhi. A suspicious husband appears to have inquired about the
practice, asking if awoman could adopt a man as her brother or father and
then appear before him. Could, he wanted to know, her husband prevent
her from doing so? After divorce could she marry this "brother?' The
clergy found no support for rakhi in their Arabic law-books, ruling that a
non-intimate is a non-intimate, and she may not appear before him
unveiled. Her husband may prevent her from doing so, and any such
"relative” may be married."'

The ulama, in other situations as well, steadfastly upheld patriarchal
values. A prince put a hypothetical case to the chief mujtahid. Say a
father made a request of his son which might injure the honor of the
household, but which was legally permissible. Say the mother opposed
this request. Could the son obey his mother and disobey his father? The
mujtahid replied that he may not obey his mother in preference to his
father. But if the request might cause worldly damage to the son or
someone else, he was permitted to refuse it. This way of stating matters
took the mother out of the picture, making the issue the son, the father,
and the law. At another point the mujtahid admitted that although a child
owes obedience to both parents, since a wife must obey her husband,
obedience to the father took precedence.'

Men had many prerogatives of unilateral decision-making, according
to the clergy. A man could divorce his wife at will, and it was not even
necessary that she be present at the court hearing that granted the divorce.
Lucknow's chief mujtahid also upheld the vigilante right of a husband to
kill his wife and her lover if he caught them in the act of adultery.® If a
husband had many rights over his wife, he had even more over a
temporary wife. The Shi'ite ulama felt that temporary marriage could
serve as a form of worship and charity. Chief Muijtahid Sayyid
Muhammad Nasirabadi affirmed that if one contracted a temporary
marriage with the right intentions, it could be an act of worship, and
should a man make a second contract with the same woman in order to
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help her out materially, this good deed would be rewarded.* A
questioner asked Lucknow's mujtahids in the 1830s concerning a woman
who hears of the excellence and rewards of temporary marriage, who is
permanently married. May she arrange a divorce and remarry her
husband as a temporary wife? The ulama replied that it was perfectly
permissible to do so. When asked if a special formula existed that would
allow a woman to cancel the temporary marriage contract before the end
of the specified period, the chief mujtahid virtually ignored the female
subject of the question. He replied that a man may cancel the contract
whenever he pleases, and that no special formula existed.'® The way in
which the clergy raised the status of temporary marriage to an act of
religious piety and charity, and even allowed a permanent wife to opt for
temporary status, clearly reinforced the dependency of women on men.

Women who had a living father or guardian always had to obtain
approval to contract a temporary marriage, whether they were virgins or
not. For them to contract a temporary marriage without such approval
was disapproved, though not penalized. Chief Mujtahid Sayyid
Muhammad Nasirababdi said women who were of age and without any
guardian could contract either temporary or ordinary marriage without
any restriction.'® A contract of temporary marriage for avirgin, of course,
ruined her chances for a good match and virtually doomed her to a series
of temporary marriages, if not to becoming a courtesan. Sayyid
Muhammad's brother Sayyid Husayn had a kinder heart toward such
young women, and said he disapproved of the contraction of a temporary
marriage with avirgin for only one or two months."’

In the hierarchy of male and female, the patriarchal superiority of men
worked only within the free Muslim community. A Muslim man could
not endave a Muslim woman, for instance. Nor could a free woman be
married to a male slave without her permission.'® On the other hand, a
dave owner could marry his female slave against her will, and could even
simply "get close" to her without the formality of amarriage.'

The combination of female status and of the status of property in a
dave-girl created some legal anomalies. A believer put a case, probably
based on redity, to the jurisprudent: If Zayd's male slave commits
adultery with "Amr's female slave, and a child is born, to whom does it
belong? The jurisprudent replied that it belongs to "Amr, that is, to the
dave-girl's master.® This is a sort of maternal custody, and is unlike the
Shi'ite law governing custody among free believers, which gives custody
to the man. It seems likely that this maternal custody law for slaves was
modeled on issues in livestock property, where a man would own the
calves to which his cattle gave birth. Note that if a Sayyid forces himself
on his female save, and a baby is born, it belongs to the Sayyid.”' The
free man's child is his own, but the dave's child with a save belongs to
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the mother's master. Surely the owning of female daves, and the
arbitrariness with which male masters could treat them in Shi'ite law,
contributed to a diminution of women's status in general.

As will be seen below, however, this brief survey of some rulings
pertaining to women idealizes the actual situation a good deal. Except in
the area of property, and perhaps somewhat in marital choice, the ulama
favored strict patriarchal values. Wives and children were to obey their
patriarch implicitly. Temporary marriage, which put the woman in an
even more dependent situation, was encouraged by the clergy and even
considered a form of worship and charity. Men aso kept female saves,
reinforcing their image of the female as compliant. Let us turn now,
however, to another set of images, drawn from chronicles and travel
accounts, which give a bit different impression.

Warrior-Queens

The begams were in a position to influence Shi'ite devotion in Awadh
because of their vast wealth and their visible political roles. These
women were often literate, and knew a great deal about Shiite law and
ritual. They also had the leisure to pursue those devotions In a magjority-
Hindu region where Sunnism predominated even among the thirteen
percent of the population that adhered to Islam, the Shi'ite nobility, both
male and female, appears to have embraced an ostentatious display of
their Shiism, which had the effect of accentuating their elite status. The
begams ahility to leave religious endowments and bequests of large
property, and their influence on the public commemoration of Shi’ite holy
days, lent them an important religious influence in the kingdom.

The extent of the property and control over resources that some
begams exercised can hardly be exaggerated. Bahu Begam, from an
Iranian family close to the Mugha court, employed her own private
fortune to help her husband, the Nawab Shuja al-Dawla, pay off his war
debt after the British defeated him in 1764. In return, he decided to give
into her hands all the cash offerings and surplus treasury receipts he
received thenceforward. She accumulated a fortune estimated at £2
million, which gave her the ability to play power broker. She and another
Begam were involved in a revolt against increasing British rapaciousness
in Banaras and southern Awash in the early 1780s, and athough it was
defeated she and her co-conspirator could not be touched, though they did
lose control of some property.” Bahu Begam left much of the fortune that
remained to her in her old age to the British East India Company, but
stipulated that Rs. 90,000 be granted to Shi'ite clergy at the holy city of
Karbala in Irag, and she named the specific clergymen among whom it
should be divided.?® These were leaders of the Usuli school, and, as we
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saw above, such large gifts helped reinforce their position of leadership at
Karbala, making substantial patronage available to them.

The male nawabs and kings themselves donated even vaster sums, of
course, but the religious gifts from Awadh's noblewomen may have made
a difference to some clerical careers. An unexpected, substantial bequest
from Vilayati Begam, widow of the Shi'ite nawab of Farrukhabad near
Awadh, helped make a rich man of Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi, the
chief mujtahid or Shi'ite jurisprudent in Awadh's capital of Lucknow
from 1820 to 1867.* The begams of the royal family ran household
establishments that included positions for Shi'ite clergy as chaplains,
another manner in which noblewomen could have an influence on the
clergy and on religious culture® Some princesses also maintained
imambarahs, buildings on the grounds of their residences especialy
devoted to commemorating the lives of the Imams, especidly the
martyrdom of Imam Husayn.?®

Some begams stand out for the influence they exerted over religious
practices. In particular, Badshah Begam, a wife of Ghazi al-Din Haydar
Shah (r. 1814-1827) and daughter of the royal astronomer, introduced
many new usages into Awadh Shi‘ism. In Awadh custom, on the sixth
day after the birth of a child, both mother and child took a bath. On this
day the family threw a party, inviting relatives and friends to a rich repast,
and the mother and child were dressed in their best clothes. The
celebration was caled Chhati, "the sixth." Badshah Begam began
celebrating the Chhati of the Twelfth Imam, Muhammad a-Mahdi, six
days after the anniversary of his birth, spending great sums of money on
meticulously planned festivities every year in the month of Sha'-ban. %

Badshah Begam also brought eleven pretty Sayyid girls to the palace
and kept them there as symbolic brides of all the Imams save “Ali, paying
their families handsomely for their custody. Each bore the name of one of
the historical wives of the Imams, and were called achhuti, Hindi for
something too pure to be touched. Fatima was considered too holy a
personage to be personified in this manner, so only eleven of the imams
wives were represented. They had female attendants, and Badshah
Begam attempted to arrange for one of their faces to be the first thing she
saw each morning. She tried to keep the achhutis from marrying, though
one got out of this bind by saying she had a dream in which the imam
divorced her.

On the birthday of each of the Imams, Badshah Begam richly
decorated and illumined a special room at the palace in his honor. She
gave expensive clothing and jewelry to the achhuti who was the wife of
that imam. Later, she distributed the furnishings of the room to the maid-
servants in charity. She also built an imitation tomb for each of the
imams, with a small mosgue attached, on the palace grounds. These were
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known as the Rawzih-'i davazdah imam, the graveyard of the twelve
Imams. The Begam spent much of every day in prayer and participated in
the mourning ceremonies at the death anniversaries of each of the Imams.
Badshah Begam believed that, occasionally, she was possessed by the
king of the jinn. At such times she dressed up in finery and sat on her
throne, listening as female musicians played for her, and moving her head
inatrance. "Whilein such a mood, she would give answers to the queries
about the past and the future made by those who were present there.” %

In 1827, when her son (some say adopted son) Nasir al-Din Haydar
became shah of Awadh, Badshah Begam arranged for a proclamation that
mourning rites for the Imam Husayn would continue until the fortieth day
(chihilum) after his death, that is, the 20th of Safar. Only then would the
replicas of the Imam's tomb that Awadh Shi“ites annually set up in homes
or paraded in the streets be buried or thrown into the river. Previoudly,
the cenotaphs had been buried on the anniversary of Imam Husayn's death
itself, the 10th of Muharram or "Ashura. No marriages or amusement
were allowed during this extended mourning period. Hindu and Sunni
pressure led the British resident to intervene against this imposition of
prolonged sobriety, and the shah finally revoked his decree requiring it,
but pledged to observe the forty day mourning period in his own royal
household. %

The feminine religious imagination demonstrated by Badshah Begam
greatly influenced her son, Nasir a-Din Haydar Shah (r. 1827-1837). On
his accession he continued the custom of keeping achhutis as symbolic
wives of the Imams, and even added some further innovations.
Interestingly enough, it seemed necessary for him to adopt a femae
gender model in order to continue the process of inventing new rituals in
imitation of his mother. “Abd al-Ahad wrote,

On the day of the birth of each of the Imams he would behave like a
woman in childbed and pretend that he was suffering from the pains of
childbirth. A doll studded with jewels was kept lying in the King's lap to
represent the false child. The selected attendants prepared dishes used by
women in childbed and served them to the king. *°

Other men followed the king in acting out female roles so as to make
present sacred time, especially those from families where Shi“ite women
began claiming to be achhutis. These men "had given up manly habits,
talked and behaved like women and had adopted female costumes." *
The elaboration of new rituals by Badshah Begam had involved the
application of ordinary femae life-cycle rituals in India to the
commemoration of the lives and deaths of the twelve Shi‘ite Imams.
Nasir a-Din Haydar and many other Awadh men, in order to appropriate
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this discourse of charismatic religious innovation, found it necessary also
to resort to transvestitism and other adoptions of a female gender role.

Aristocratic women in the harem congtituted throughout Awadh
history one pole of potential power, through their influence on male rulers
and nobles. Women's greater knowledge of the full range of religious
discourse, both Hindu and Shiite, allowed them sometimes to manipulate
superstitious males. In September of 1850, Vajid "Ali Shah, the newly
installed ruler of the kingdom, fell in love with one of his mother's
waiting-maids. His mother, however, was attached to the girl, and when
her son demanded her, the old begam proved reluctant to let her go. The
shah's mother found a pretext in a birthmark on the nape of the girl's neck,
which the Begam interpreted as a sampan or snake-mark, and she gravely
informed her royal son that it was a sign of very bad luck. The Begam
kept possession of her waiting-maid by this device, but it had further,
unforeseen, repercussions. Vajid "Ali Shah began to worry that his huge
harem, filled with temporary wives and concubines, might contain other
bearers of bad luck. He had his eunuchs examine them all, and the latter
found eight who appeared to be marked with the sampan. The shah called
his chief mujtahid, Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi, and had him preside
over the divorce of all eight. Someone with the king's ear, however, then
suggested that Brahmins knew more about snake-marks than did Shi'ite
clergymen on the whole, and that a solution to the problem less drastic
than divorce might be found. The Brahmins, when called, concluded that
the sampans could be safely burned off, and two of the wives agreed to
undergo the procedure so as to remain in the monarch's harem. *

This rich little anecdote illustrates the manner in which religious
authority remained profoundly contested even at the most triumphalist
period of Shi'ite ascendancy. In focusing on the manner in which the
Brahmins were able to overturn a decision of the Shi'ite chief mujtahid,
however, we would be forgetting that the initiator of the crisis was the
shah's mother. She first hit upon the coding of a birthmark as an ill-fated
snake-mark, manipulating conventions of Hindu folk culture in order to
keep a favorite servant in her own household and away from the clutches
of her much-married son. Vajid "Ali Shah could have, after all, dismissed
this objection as nonsense, and insisted that his mother turn over the
waiting-maid. Rather, the Begam was able to lend her construction of the
supernatural significance of the birthmark such authority that it threw the
entire harem into turmoil, led to a symbolic contest between muijtahid and
Brahmin, and finally to several divorces and brandings of royal wives.
Ironically, an attempt at feminine solidarity in the Begam's mansion
rebounded with unpleasant consequences for the palace harem. Women
could initiate religious and supernatural discourse with a powerful effect
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on men, but could not control the manner in which men then appropriated
it to their purposes.

The way in which men feared the power of the harem is further
illustrated in the story of Mubarak Mahall's attempt to learn the Shi’ite
principles of jurisprudence. This queen, one of Vajid "Ali Shah's more
important wives, was literate and wished to pursue seminary-type study,
through tutorias, in Shiite law. She had her physician hire Mawlavi “Ali
Hasan Bilgrami, with whom she pursued these studies. Her co-wife,
Sultan-"Aliya Begam, also began taking lessons from him from behind a
veil. Bilgrami grew wealthy, and, one chronicler sniffed, "superficially
eminent” by virtue of the gifts and honors these queens bestowed on him.
He dso apparently employed his warm relations with severa
noblewomen in the harem to begin exercising political influence, not only
among the king's wives, but indirectly on Vajid "Ali Shah himself. The
Shah's minister, Mumtaz al-Dawla, grew to profoundly resent Bilgrami's
increasing influence, gained by the instrumentality of his access to the
harem. He had to proceed against this new rival cautiously, however. He
intrigued with the shah and with the British Resident, and on 1 June 1851
at the time of afternoon prayers, Bilgrami was banished and walked out of
town in public view with an escort of royal troops, his property
confiscated. Apparently the shah's men isolated him when he was in
public, away from the palace, so that the queens could not intervene. The
case, according to the chronicler, went all the way to Governor-General
Dalhousie, who disapproved of his Resident's having been involved in the
mulcting of a local notable, and ordered that the Resident return the
mawlavi's goods as far as possible. Mubarak Mahall also managed to
compensate him for some of his losses, and the tutor to queens retired to
the hill-station of Simlain British India. *

The literacy and legitimate quest for religious knowledge of the shah's
wives in this instance enmeshed them in a set of male intrigues, as the
male chronicler tells the story. Shi'ite clergy in Awadh had a great deal
of influence on politics, and were often very close to secular rulers. The
shah's first minister would have favorite clergymen, who could act
through the minister to influence the shah on religious and legal policy.
By inserting themselves into the midst of this political network linking
secular nobles and the Shi'ite clergy, the queens offered Bilgrami a new
avenue to court influence. The anecdote illustrates that learning Shi'ite
law was by virtue of the position of the hierocracy in Awadh an
intrinsically political act, and one available to upper-class women as well
as to mae nobles and notables. The teller of the tale may have
underestimated the positive contribution made to policy by the queens,
who may, after al, have often simply buttressed the authority of their
views by taking Bilgrami's name in order to bestow on them a mujtahid's
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cache. (In this canny reading of the story, removing Bilgrami was an
attempt to deny the begams the ability to increase the authority of their
ideas by taking the name of a male religious leader, rather than simply to
banish a pernicious male influence on the harem and thence the king.)
Even our chronicler admits, however, that Mumtaz al-Dawla was for long
stymied in his desire to remove Bilgrami and the rising harem influence
over the shah. It is clear that only by achieving a unanimity among the
male power elite in Lucknow, the shah, his ministers, and the British
Resident, was he able to act against the queens' favorite. Moreover, he
was able to do so only in the public, male, sphere, outside the spatial
reach of the queens own authority and power. Royal gender segregation
sometimes dictated the geography of gender politics.

Women, then, mattered religiously. The embededness of the feminine
in the aristocratic ritual inventiveness of the 1820s and 1830s attests, not
only to the religious genius of Badshah Begam as an individual, but to
that of Shi‘ite women in general. The endowment of religious offices and
edifices by the noblewomen may not have been much different in form
and effect than those endowments offered by men. But these ladies
contribution to ritual change was more gender-specific. Badshah Begam's
championing of a forty-day mourning period for commemorating the
Imam Husayn's martyrdom may have reflected the greater leisure
available to aristocratic feminine networks for concentration on ritual
activities and meetings. Certainly, the manner in which she melded
elements of the local Indian female and family life-cycle rites with her
celebration of events related to the lives of the Imams showed a
specifically feminine imagination at work. Women may also have been
more willing to innovate in the area of ritual than men, because they were
often illiterate or in any case not bound by a seminary-type reading of key
Shi'ite texts. Some Shi“ite men, who for one reason or another had also
escaped the influence of the Shi'ite clergy, also took an interest in the
devotions introduced by women like Badshah Begam. Just as male poets
attempted to appropriate female discourse in the rekhti style of Urdu
poetry, cast in a feminine voice, so male religious virtuosi attempted to
imitate Badshah Begam's religious style by dressing in female clothing
and symbolically acting out female life-cycle rituals on the plane of
Shi‘ite sacred history. The authority of aristocratic feminine
constructions of the supernatural is further demonstrated by the stories of
Vajid "Ali's mother and the snake-mark, and of Mubarak Mahall's
mujtahid.
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The Middling Sort of Women and Shi“ite Devotion

The aristocracy, especially the Awadh royal household, would be an
inappropriate venue for making generalizations about female devotion,
but the wide influence of noblewomen made it necessary at least to
discuss them. Inlooking at aless exalted stratum of the propertied classes
we can begin to get a more rounded picture of the religious life of Shiite
women. This is so, especialy because the Shi‘ite community of Awadh
was disproportionately well off. Very few Shi'ites were peasants, and the
vast majority were urban. Though most must have been artisans, a high
proportion of Shi‘ite men were medium landholders or other rentiers,
scribes in the bureaucracy, merchants, and clerics. Our question here
centers on how the gender roles ascribed to women from such families
affected their religious practice.

Travelers from Iran to Awadh were often struck by the comparative
independence Indian Muslim women had from their husbands, and, if
true, this independence would have had implications for their ability to
worship in their own ways. One Middle Eastern man who traveled in
India, including Awadh, early in the nineteenth century, thought gender
relations among Indian Muslims very different from those prevailing in
Irag and Iran. Aga Ahmad Bihbahani, from a prominent Shi'ite clerical
family of Isfahan and Karbala, thought Indian Muslim men horribly hen-
pecked. He said the reason that "women in this country are dominant
(musallit) over men" was that the dowries owed them were so high. Men
would agree on paper to pay women dowries of Rs. 50,000 to 100,000,
sometimes even accepting sums in the millions of rupees. Aslong as the
couple was married, the wife was unlikely actually to demand payment,
but the sum became immediately due upon divorce. Aga Ahmad thought
only a very few good wives were obedient to their husbands, implying
that they had no fear of divorce. He also thought men had relatively little
intimacy in India with their women, since they resented them as creditors.
He condemned the practice he found there of allowing the wife to inherit
all the husband's property on his death, which could have the effect of
depriving his children, especially those of another wife, of any substantial
share in the inheritance. (For the wife to inherit everything also
contravenes Shi'ite law.)

In some ways, moreover, Shi'ite law benefited women more than did
the Hanafi rite, especially in matters of inheritance. Indeed, concern for
the property of daughters seems to have led some households to adopt
Shitism. When a family produced only daughters in any one line, many
Indian Muslims felt that it was much preferable for the Shi'ite law to be
applied, which allowed much of the wealth to stay in the immediate
family. Mawlavi Sami', an Iranian Shi“ite Sufi resident in Indiain the late
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eighteenth and early nineteenth century thought that the willingness of
some Sunni families to embrace Shi‘ism or at least Shi'ite law derived
precisely from the practical benefits they saw for themselves in it, and
worried that such a motive for adopting this branch of Islam might
produce hypocrisy and blurred borders. *

The image of Indian Musim women as empowered over their
husbands in some ways was also reported by the Lucknow notable Abu
Talib Isfahani "Landani" (1752-1805) in an essay on Muslim women
written during his visit to London in 1800. He noted that Indian Muslim
women often controlled the household's purse strings, as well as the
upbringing of children. His depiction of the religious influence of women
is of particular interest to us here;

It often happens where the wife is a Shya, and the husband a Soony, the
children, having been Shyas from their own natural disposition and the
instructions of the mother, speak disrespectfully of the chiefs of the Soony
Sect in their father's presence, and he, who al his life never bore such
language from any person, but was even ready to put the speaker of it to
death, has no redress, but patiently submitting to hear it from them, as, on
account of their want of understanding, they are excusable; and thus, by
frequent repetition, his attachment to his faith is shaken, and, in the course
of time, he either entirely forsakesit, or remains but lukewarmin it.*

One should, of course, take such depictions of Indian Muslim women
with a large grain of salt. Both Aga Ahmad and Mirza Abu Talib were
speaking of a very narrow sort of empowerment, and they did so from a
male point of view. Mirza Abu Talib also had an apologetic intent in
writing his essay. Still, it would be foolish entirely to disregard these male
accounts of some forms of social and religious empowerment among
women. They point to a feminine influence over household expenditure,
savings, and the training and religious socialization of children, and a
feminine claim on inherited property, which, if not universaly as
powerful as here depicted, are not exactly what one might have expected.
South Asian Muslim women had certain sorts of power, and could indeed
have an effect on religious and other discursive practice. Aga Ahmad's
impression that Indian Muslim women showed less deference to their
husbands in daily life than did their Iranian and Iraqi sisters, if true, seems
a valuable insight, and deserves further investigation. It helps save us
from a determinist and essentialist use of the idea of "Shi'ite ISam” as a
cultural influence.

The relative independence of Awadh Muslim women, the space
created for their property by Shi'ite law, and the practice of gender
segregation, al contributed to the development of a specifically feminine



WOMEN AND THE MAKING OF SHI'ISM 151

Shi’ite religious discourse that was, as in the instance of Badshah Begam
above, more syncretic and innovative than the scripturalism of literate
males. Women, according to the clergy, were often neither orthoprax nor
orthodox. The Iranian Sufi, Mawlavi Sami', said that most Muslim
women (and even men) neglected their ritual daily prayers in the normal
course of affairs, except occasionally on holy days, and wondered, as a
result, whether they could be considered ritually pure. ¥  He thought
"most women" among the Mudlims, including upper-caste ladies,
associated with Hindus more than did men and therefore "follow the
Hindu way in most matters."*

These Mudim women believed in astrology and worshipped Hindu
idols. The learned observer lamented that it was useless to forbid them
from such beliefs and practices, since they occured in secret, and women
were particularly prone to resort to the Hindu deities when their children
or other loved ones suffered an illness. Here we see the manner in which
the gender segregation advocated by the male ulama worked against their
ability to control laywomen. The Shi‘ite women possessed a sphere of
feminine privacy impenetrable to the ulama, where they could believe and
practice in ways the male clergy considered quite heretical. Women also
appear as less communally-minded, associating freely with women of
other religious persuasions, and showing themselves willing to adopt each
others spiritual practicesin away that males apparently tended to avoid.

On the other hand, it must not be thought that women of the middling
sort were al ignorant or lax in their Islamic observances. Many Shi’ite
women, as we will see below, were quite strict in their observances of
mourning rites for the martyred grandson of the Prophet, Husayn.
Moreover, women were often enough in the society of their male relatives
to appropriate much of their discursive practice for their own ends. Mrs.
Meer Hassan Ali noted that "The ladies society is by no meansinsipid or
without interest; they are naturally gifted with good sense and politeness,
fond of conversation, shrewd in their remarks, and their language is both
correct and refined."* Eloquent use of Urdu required the knowledge of
many abstract nouns in Arabic and Persian, and Mrs. Ali found the diction
of these women surprisingly high-flown given their low level of
education. She concluded that they learned from conversing with father,
husband and brother, and whenever they heard a word they did not know
they immediately inquired its meaning "which having once ascertained is
never forgotten." Although women lived in a primarily oral world, they
developed the strong memories typical of ora cultures, and made use of
the men around them as walking dictionaries. In the same passage, Mrs.
Ali noticed that even servant women who worked in the female quarters
of Mudlim households developed a more sophisticated Urdu idiom than
women of the same class who served Europeans. Sharar, too, observed
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that with the emergence in the nineteenth century of Lucknow as a center
of Urdu polite letters, "women also started to discuss poetry and language
and even in the speech of the uneducated one could find poetically
inspired thoughts, similes and metaphors." *°

The Muslim women whom Mrs. Ali observed were "devout in their
prayers and strict in their observance of ordinances." * She thought a
good Mudlim would instruct the females under his "control" in the
doctrines of Islam. Awadh's Shi“ite women looked to the life of Fatima,
Muhammad's daughter, as their exemplar. Women in their female
quarters observed the fast of Ramadan with "zealous rigidness." Some
read or had their husbands read religious works to them during the long
days of the fast, whereas other illiterate women whiled away their time
with embroidery, cooking, or listening to the tales recounted by their
female servants. * Girls sometimes began fasting at the age of nine or
ten, and would celebrate the successful completion of afast with a special
feast to which older women would be invited.*® Although one often gets
the feeling that Mrs. Ali idealizes a bit, or generalizes too much on the
basis of her experience with her rather pious and well-educated in-laws,
her depiction of the religious observances of the women's quarters rings
true. The importance for women of religious narrative during the boring
days of the fast seems an accurate detail. It is interesting that two
alternatives presented themselves. Either women got access to written
religious narratives, by learning to read themselves or by having a male
read to them - or they listened to the folk tales of their female working-
class servants. The two sorts of religious discourse echoing in the
zananah or female half of the house were no doubt very different, and the
twin pull that women of the middling sort felt toward both literate male
discourse and female oral culture of the working strata helps explain some
of the distrust in which the orthodox male clergy held them.

Women celebrated the breaking of the fast, or "Id al-Fitr, with evening
gatherings. Women of the Domni caste entertained on such festive
occasions in the female quarters. These maintained a reputation for good
character, and sang chaste Urdu songs while playing sitar and drum. *
The Domni dance troupe gesticulated and engaged in mimicry, and
"although the free nature of the domnis performance creates a general
atmosphere of laxity, good etiquette on the part of the assembly is
preserved throughout.” * Not only on the holy day, but also at other
festive celebrations, such as the Chhati or sixth day after a child's birth,
women gathered and kept a vigil all night, as a form of worship. The
Domnis singing and dancing served to keep the group awake, and
although they represented these pyjama parties as an act of piety, men like
Sharar suspected that a good deal of fun and frolic were involved. At
dawn the group went to the mosque, where they made offerings of specia
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sweet dishes they had cooked up. Women of the aristocracy and of the
middling sort were the most likely to be kept in some form of seclusion,
and one suspects that such festive al-night gatherings, which they
represented as acts of worship, served as a means of escape. Again,
gender segregation made it difficult for men to chalenge the womens
interpretation of these vigils as pious in nature (and therefore necessary).
The women also developed a different use of female dance and song, for
feminine purposes of worship and entertainment, whereas the men
debased these performers into courtesans. Gender segregation made
female dancing and singing before a male audience inherently improper,
and the Shi’ite practice of temporary marriage made it easy for men to
form technically licit unions with such women. Thus, a dancing-girl
(natchni) and a Domni, despite both being female entertainers, played
quite different cultural roles. The Domnis managed to articulate an
artistic idiom appropriate to female Muslim piety.

One of the more important religious observances in Awadh was the
mourning rituals of Muharram, commemorating the killing of Imam
Husayn in A.D. 680. In the Nishapuri Awadh of the early nineteenth
century, women of the middling sort could not afford to build their own
imambarahs for mourning the Imams, but instead they set aside the nicest
room in the zananah or female part of the house for the rituals, to which
women invited their acquaintances. Although normally closely related
men could enter the zananah without prior notice, during the Shi'ite
mourning month of Muharram, the men were wholly excluded except
when the female guests had left. "The ladies assemble, in the evening,
round the Tazia they have set up in their purdahed privacy - female
friends, daves, and servants, surrounding the mistress of the house in
solemn gravity." * Mrs. Meer Hassan Ali thought women mourned the
martyred Imam Husayn even more seriously than did men, and says they
went so far as to put aside their own bereavement. She seems to be
saying that, where a woman's husband or child died before or during
Muharram, she often considered it "selfish" to publicly grieve, and put her
mourning energies rather into commemorating the death of the Imam.
Women refused to wear jewelry during the first ten days of Muharram, a
very great sacrifice in the Indian context, and they went about unkempt,
their hair loose, in drab unadorned clothing, often black or grey in color.
Often women did not bathe or wash their clothes during the mourning
period. Mrs. Ali's nursemaid refused to drink any liquids al day long
during this time. Families kept bamboo replicas of the tombs of the
Imams in their homes during these rites, and women often placed wax
candles in front of these cenotaphs as they prayed for the Imam's
intervention to grant them a boon. #/
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It appears that most Shi‘ite women did not participate in the other
major form of ritual mourning for the Imam Husayn, the street
processions in which men carried the bamboo cenotaphs to a burial
ground, a symbolic "Karbala," where they were interred. On the other
hand, at least some evidence survives that women occasionally did
venture out with the cenotaphs, but perhaps primarily at night, to places
where they would not be observed. The memorialist of Lucknow, "Abd
al-Halim Sharar wrote of a night he spent with some friends camped out
at a shrine on the fortieth day after "Ashurd, the anniversary of Imam
Husayn's martyrdom:

| awoke suddenly at about two in the morning and the most entrancing
melody greeted my ear. This sound had also aroused my friends and
made them restless. We left the tent and saw in the still and silent night in
the light of the moon a procession of women approaching carrying tazias
[paper models of the shrines of Husain]. All were bare-headed and their
hair hung loose. In the centre was a woman carrying a candle. By its
light a beautiful, delicately formed girl was reading from some sheets of
paper and chanting a dirge and several other women were singing with
her. | cannot describe the emotions that were aroused by the stillness, the
moonlight, these bare-headed beauties and the soul-rending notes of their
sad melody.

Sharar also notes that the women of Lucknow especialy loved the
mourning chants recited for the Imams by Awadh's school of suz-khvans
or "cantors," and that they sang lamentations at home, so that the streets
reverberated with their voices during Muharram. From a male point of
view, there is a shadow quality to much of this female participation in
Muharram; it can be caught at an isolated shrine late at night, can be heard
anonymously echoing in the lanes. For most Shi‘ite women, the public
sphere, outside the house, remained a male domain. Some of them
nevertheless made forays outside the womens quarters, and they sent
their voices into the public even when they remained secluded. Yet
clearly within the zananah itself, Shi'ite women elaborated their own
practices and beliefs with some independence.

Although men dominated the formal religious establishment, the
exigencies of gender segregation did throw up women "mullas® or
religious virtuosi, who offered religious leadership in the female quarters.
In Awadh these women often came of poor Sayyid families, whose
combination of high status (as descendants of the Prophet Muhammad)
and poverty created a bar to marriage. Their families could not offer the
sort of trousseau (jahez) that would attract a groom from a well-off
Sayyid clan. Yet Sayyids often felt that they should not intermarry with
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non-Sayyids, for fear of losing status. The Sayyid women prevented by
their families and circumstances from marrying sometimes gained a
religious education, and taught Qur'an to the girls of the aristocracy.
During the mourning rites of the holy month of Muharram, these women
mullas read the prose stories of the Imams' suffering from Persian sermon
manuals to the women's gatherings. The hostess retained these literate
women for the ten days of the mourning rites, after which they were
released to their families burdened with gifts in remuneration for their
services.®

These Shi“ite women of the middling sort apparently developed wide-
ranging feminine networks that included much association with Hindus,
and they seem to have been open to occasional adoption of Hindu ritual
and belief. They also listened avidly to the tales purveyed by working-
class Muslim and Hindu women whom they employed as servants and
attendants. On the other pole, they were attracted by the literate religious
discourse of their male Shi'ite relatives, and even the illiterate among
them demonstrated an ability to appropriate the heavily Arabized register
of Urdu employed in that discourse. Many Shi ite women of the middling
sort zealously said their five daily prayers at home, fasted, and performed
the Muharram rituals in a sober and puritan spirit. An informal female
Shi’ite clergy even emerged among Sayyid women, who purveyed Arabic
and Persian textual sources to other women in ritual and educational
contexts.

The images seem contradictory, and so they are. Shi'ite women with
children deathly ill of smallpox secretly worshipped Kali Durga when the
ministrations of the Muslim physician, clergyman and mystic had proven
ineffective. They listened to the stories of Krishna and the cowgirls, of
Ram and Sita, and they followed astrology with intense interest. Y et they
listened to the stories of the prophets and the Imams from the Qur an and
the hadith, they also said their daily prayers and fasted Ramadan. Indeed,
some appear to have listened to Indian folk stories while fasting
Ramadan, a nice image that evokes the coexistence of various sorts of
religious discourse and practice in their lives.

Courtesans

Courtesans played an important cultural role in Awadh, with its droves
of idle, wealthy nobles, and they often plied their trade in Shi'ite society
under the pretext of practicing a series of temporary marriages, allowed in
Shi'ite law. Courtesans in Awadh came from certain castes, but they
tended to become Shi’ite, the same religion as many of their patrons,
especially since temporary marriage as an institution did on occasion give
them legal benefits. Their cultivation of Urdu poetry and the art of singing



156 SACRED SPACE AND HOLY WAR

gave them an ability to render elegies for the martyred Imam during the
mourning month of Muharram, and courtesans often outdid themselves in
commemorating Husayn. Given their fallen status, they looked to him for
intercession for their sins, and it seems likely that they, as an oppressed
and exploited group, identified with the suffering of the Imam and his
family during the battle with Y azid's army on the plains of Irag.

The British census of 1891 returned 28,128 courtesans (tawa'if) in the
North-Western Provinces and Oudh, of whom 21,958, or 85 percent, were
Muslim. Many of these women were recruited from particular castes,
such as Mirasi, Kabutari (women who flirted like a pigeon), Hurukiya
(dancers to a drum), and Kashmiri. Some significant proportion of the
courtesans were Hindu widows, many of whom apparently converted to
Islam when they took up the trade. Scripturalist Hinduism prescribed sati
or self-immolation for widows, and even when reformists and the British
abolished the practice, widows faced difficult circumstances. In their
community's ideology, often, they simply were not supposed to be there.
Others came from castes that generation after generation specialized in
prostitution. They often had an arrangement wherein the men of the caste
purchased women from outside, who remained faithful, whereas their
sisters became dancing girls. Parents sent the girls to begin their training
in singing and dancing at age 8, offering sweetmeats to the poor at the
local mosgue on this occasion. As note, many of Lucknow's courtesansin
the nineteenth century were or became Shi'ites, the religion of the ruling
class until 1856.%

The chief religious authorities in Lucknow gave rulings concerning the
fine line between temporary marriage and prostitution, which even in their
condemnation reveal the widespread confusion between the two.
Contracting a temporary marriage with a progtitute, Sayyid Husayn
Nasirabadi said, was disapproved (but not, apparently, absolutely
forbidden or haram) Only the most fastidious would be deterred by this
sort of ruling. ® Chief Mujtahid Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi, asked
whether it was permissible to marry a prostitute temporarily or
permanently, replied that if one has certain knowledge that a woman is an
adulteress, marrying her is forbidden.®* Another questioner threw it up in
a later clergyman's face that in point of fact many Shiite ulama have
allowed temporary marriage with prostitutes. He replied that most ulama
have allowed it but grudgingly. **

Mirza Rusva's novel, Umarao Jan Ada, depicts the lives of courtesans
in nineteenth-century Lucknow. Although it was written by a male early
in the twentieth century, the book is related in the first person by the
female protagonist, and Mirza Rusva has clearly depended for many
biographical details and historical insights on conversations with real
courtesans in the Chowk district of Lucknow. Umarao Jan Ada may be a
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construct, but Mirza Rusva himself admitted that he always based his
main characters on actual acquaintances.

The courtesans on whom he focused received extensive training in
dance and music, and even in the polite letters. He has Umarao Jan
describe her many years of study with a Shi'ite clergyman hired by the
Madame of her establishment to teach her Persian and Urdu verse, as well
as more arcane subjects such as Arabic logic. ®* The more accomplished
of these women, then, were highly literate, rivaling noblewomen in the
sophistication of their education, even though they often came from poor
or middling backgrounds and even though they associated with a wide
range of Lucknow society. Sharar noted that "throughout India, including
Lucknow, some courtesans have achieved such status that they participate
more or less as equals in the gatherings of refined and polished people.”
He adds, "the houses of Chaudhrayan Haidar Jan and some other
courtesans of high status were the 'clubs of genteel people.” >

Interspersed among the picaresque details of her biography, we find
glimpses into the courtesans religious roles. Umarao Jan describes how
her Madame, known smply as "Khanum (Madame)," mounted
impressive commemorations of Muharram:

Khanum's Mohurram observances were organized on a more elaborate
scale than that of any other courtesan in the city. The place of mourning
was decorated with banners, buntings, chandeliers, globes, etc. And
whatever there was, was of the very best. During Mohurram, there were
daily gatherings for the first ten days. On the tenth day, the faithful who
had been on fast and beggars were fed in hundreds. Later there were
gatherings every Thursday right up to the fortieth day of mourning. *°

The wealth and social prominence of the Madames, then, alowed them to
mount the sort of Muharram commemorations that had a wide impact on
the city's civic life. Mirza Rusva has Umarao Jan say that she was famous
for her own songs of lament for the martyred Imam, and was even invited
to perform at the palace by an Awadh queen.>” While this may have been
a piece of fiction, we aready know from Sharar the great popularity of
heart-rending songs about the tragedy of Karbala among women, and it
makes perfect sense that professional singers would have contributed
creatively to this aspect of Awadh culture.

The prominence of the courtesans, with their bazaar connections, in
Muharram commemorations was a Lucknow innovation, according to
Sharar. He evokes the change of mood when the Delhi dilettante class
made its way to the Awadh capital, recounting a conversation recorded
between a courtesan named Nuran and an old client:



158 SACRED SPACE AND HOLY WAR

The nobleman and courtesan were both from Delhi but the conversation
took place in Lucknow. Nuran said, 'Welcome Mir Sahib! You are like
the Eid Moon, which shows up only once a year. In Delhi you used to
come and stay with me until late at night. What has happened to you in
Lucknow that you never show your face? How | searched for you
recently in Kerbala without finding a trace of you! Do not forget to go
there on the eighth day of Muharram. For Ali's sake | implore you to go
there on the eighth day of mourning. . . . even courtesans were
continuously coming to settle in Lucknow and those who once found
delight in the Delhi flower shows now found enjoyment in Kerbala and
the celebrations of the eighth day of Muharram. *®

The morally marginal position of the courtesans, along with the social
prominence, appears to have driven some of their interest in religion.
Mirza Rusva depicts Umarao Jan as having gone on pilgrimage to the
Shi“ite shrine city of Karbalain Irag, and has her express a desire to retire
there eventually. Late in her life she began saying her five daily prayers.
He implies that she hoped that, because her sins were victimless ones, her
acts of Shi'ite devotion might lead to divine forgiveness. *°

For the scripturalist ulama, a conundrum arose concerning
participation in the mourning observances mounted by Shi'ite courtesans.
Were these fallen women, who fasted during Muharram and spent energy
and wealth on commemorating the martyrdom of Imam Husayn (the
grandson of the Prophet killed in A.D. 680) - were they Shi’ites or not?
The Lucknow religious authorities, although they condemned prostitution
and debauchery, were not actually very hard on the courtesans. The
jurists replied that a born Muslim was a Muslim unless departure from
Islam could be proved. Shiite jurists also permitted believersto pray in a
mosqgue built by a courtesan if the money employed in its construction
came from her remuneration as a temporary wife rather than from simple
prostitution. ®

The courtesans were integrated into the commemoration of other
religious festivals, as well. Although the 'ld al-Fitr, the day on which the
Ramadan fast was broken, was a holy day, it was observed in Lucknow
primarily as a day for secular celebration. Although Mrs. Ali thought
"respectable” Mudlim families would not allow a dancing-girl in their
homes, she admits that on the "Id al-Fitr dancing-girls were much in the
demand "in the apartments of the gentlemen."

This survey of women's impact on the practice of Shi‘ite Islam in
nineteenth-century India suggests that, although the religion's juridical
doctrine as elaborated by the clergy was highly patriarchal and restrictive,
women nevertheless powerfully shaped ritua life. They took over the
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rituals of Shi‘ism for their own purposes, localizing them by adding
touches from their own female life-cycle rituals. Their practices had an
impact on how men observed the rituals, as well. At every sociad level,
from the warrior-queens, to the middling sort, to courtesans, women
intervened powerfully in everyday religious discourse and practices.

The noblewomen made a gender-specific contribution to ritual change
in Awadh Shi'ism. Badshah Begam's championing of a forty-day
mourning period for commemorating the Imam Husayn's martyrdom may
have reflected the greater leisure available to aristocratic feminine
networks for concentration on ritual activities and meetings. Certainly,
the manner in which she melded elements of the local Indian female and
family life-cycle rites with her celebration of events related to the lives of
the Imams showed a specifically feminine imagination at work. Women
may aso have been more willing to innovate in the area of ritua than
men, because they were often illiterate or in any case not bound by a strict
seminary-type reading of key Shi'ite texts. Some Shiite men also took an
interest in the devotions introduced by women like Badshah Begam. They
attempted to imitate Badshah Begam's religious style by dressing in
female clothing and symbolically acting out female life-cycle rituals on
the plane of Shiite sacred history. The authority of aristocratic feminine
constructions of the supernatural is further demonstrated by the stories of
Vagjid "Ali's mother and the snake-mark, and of Mubarak Mahall's
mujtahid. Women, then, mattered religiously. The embeddedness of the
feminine in the aristocratic ritual inventiveness of the 1820s and 1830s
attests, not only to the religious genius of Badshah Begam as an
individual, but to that of Shiite women in general.

Women of the middling sort did not have the same power to shape
religious practice and institutions as did the aristocratic begams, and
though some were literate, these constituted a minority. Y et these women
developed their own distinctive set of religious practices and discourse.
They carved out for themselves arenas of relative independence from their
men, a process aided in many ways by the practice of gender segregation.
In part because of their general illiteracy, and in part because of their
unique exposure both to upper-class Muslim males and to working-class
Hindu women, the religious culture of Shi'ite women from the middling
strata appears to have been "hot" rather than "cold,” to have been open to
some manipulation and mixture of motifs from severa traditions. Of
course, the working-strata Muslims in South Asia were notorious for their
syncretism.  What distinguishes Shi‘ite women of the middling sort is
their intimate knowledge of literate Isslamic norms as well as of Hindu
folk culture. One receives the impression from the available sources, not
of oppressed and powerless women isolated in the harem and ignorantly
parroting male religious orthodoxy, but of women powerful in their own
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spheres actively appropriating religious discourse from other genders or
classes, and putting it to their own purposes. The women sound as though
they may have been, in addition, more cosmopolitan and realistic about
the true shape of Awadh culture, than were many of the men.



9

Sacred Space and Holy War: The
|ssue of Jihad

The Arabic word jihad ssimply means to struggle for the faith, and does
not necessarily imply holy war. This distinction is especially important for
Shi’ites, most of whom until fairly recently held that only defensive holy
war could be fought in the absence of the Imam. (We saw calls for
defensive jihad in Ottoman Karbala, above). In the following chapter, we
shall see the Shi’ites taking a quietist position in support of the civil state.
It is militant Sunnis who wished to launch a holy war in the mid-
nineteenth century, as a means of contesting with Hindus over possession
of a holy building some thought had been a mosque, but which Hindus
had dedicated to the worship of the god Hanuman. The motif of the
usurped place of worship has formed an important element of South Asian
popular culture and communal conflict. In the late twentieth century,
Hindu communalist groups charged that the Baburi Mosque at Ayodhya,
near Faizabad in the northern province of Uttar Pradesh, stood on the site
of the birthplace of the holy figure Ram, and that medieval Muslim rulers
demolished the temple that used to commemorate that sacred spot. The
ultimately successful campaign by Hindu fundamentalists to see the
mosque razed has proved an explosive element in Indian politics, and has
signalled a new assertiveness by the Hindu majority in the post-colonial
era' In the 1850s a similar controversy agitated North India, but at that
time the shoe was on the other foot. Ayodhya, then a town of about
7,000, was ruled by the Shiite king of Awadh and the small town was the
site of a Hindu temple to Hanuman, the monkey-god of the Ramayana
who aided Ram. Sunni Muslim activists of the time became convinced
that the Hanumangarhi had been built atop the site of an old mosque, and
they determined to tear it down and restore the mosque. This Sunni-
Hindu conflict of over a century ago posed a profound difficulty for the
chief mujtahid or Shi‘ite jurisprudent of Awadh, Sayyid Muhammad
Nasirabadi (1785-1867), since both Sunni and Shiite groups beseeched
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him for a fatwa giving his ruling about whether Muslims had aright to act
independently of the state to redress the insult to Islam that they felt the
Hanumangarhi to represent.?

Sayyid Muhammad eventually delivered more than one juridical
opinion (fatwa) on the issue, one of which survivesin the origina Persian.
Many such fatwas were issued by Shi'ite clerics in nineteenth-century
Awadh, and some were even collected and published in manuscript or
lithograph form.® The form and social meaning of these opinions appears
not to have differed in Shi'ism and Sunnism. They were pieces of
extended, formal legal reasoning applied to a concrete case and typically
elicited by the question of a believer or litigant. They differed from the
rulings of court judges (gadis) in having primarily moral, rather than
legal, force, though they could become the basis for court judgments if
adopted by a gadi. Muftis, the jurisprudents who issued the fatwas,
derived their status from reputation for great learning, though some were
appointed by the state to issue official opinions, which then had greater
legal force. InIndia, most often the state had been in Sunni hands, so that
official muftis tended to be Sunnis, whereas Shi'ite fatwas were more
infformal and internal to the community. In Shititeruled Awadh,
however, the state appointed muftis from both branches of I1slam, and the
prestige of Lucknow's Shi’ite mujtahids or jurisprudents was very great.
Throughout the nineteenth century, North Indian fatwas were written in
Persian, a language that was still widely cultivated by educated Indians,
not excluding Hindus. They would have had to be trandated into Urdu
for the non-elite Mudlims, but that would have been an easy task, given
the grammatical similarities of Persian and Hindustani (the Hindi-Urdu of
the time) and the large shared vocabulary between the two. Some of the
officia fatwas appear to survive only in the British Government of India
Archives, in the form of trandations made for the British Resident
(envay) to Lucknow and for imperial officialsin Calcutta. My trandation
of the text of Sayyid Muhammad's Persian fatwa s as follows:

Q. What is your guidance concerning those who go to Faizabad to
fight the Hindus? For they desire to take revenge on them for their
uncivilized behavior with the mosque and the Qur'an. According to the
Law, is it permissible for them to go there and fight, and will this be
rewarded? Or isit forbidden?

A. Without the participation and aid of the customary-law ruler or the
Islarrlic—la/v ruler, such actions are in no wise permissible. God knows
best.

The ruling appears to be a simple Weberian statement of the monopoly on
the use of force enjoyed by the state. In the context of nineteenth-century
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Islam, and more particularly the Usuli school of Shi'ite Islam, the fatwa
serves to define the relationship of the Shi'ite jurisprudents to lay
Mudlims and to the Shi'ite-ruled state. It came at the end of a long
process whereby the Shi“ite clergy in Awadh had managed to take control
of the judiciary and to establish the dominance of the Usuli school, with
its clericalist, litist theory of jurisprudence.

Power and demography were at odds in Awadh, a country of some ten
million inhabitants in 1855, with its capital in the metropolis of Lucknow,
one of the four largest Indian cities of the day. A vast Hindu majority of
88 percent consisted largely of rural peasants, and only their rajas and a
few great merchants and government officials had much political
influence. Most of the 12 percent who were Muslims belonged to the
Sunni branch of the faith, and these dominated the small towns
(qasabahs) and provided a disproportionate number of urban residents.
They were prominent in skilled and unskilled trades, as butchers and
tailors, but aso supplied many petty clerks and middle managers for the
bureaucracy, as well as troops and officers in the army.®> Yet Sunnis
labored under some disabilities under the Shi'ite government of Awadh.
Of Muslims, only 3 to 10 percent were Shi'ite, but as coreligionists of the
shah, they dominated high government office and had taken control of the
judiciary. As for the Hanumangarhi, a Western observer in the 1830s
described it as a large, well-maintained building about a mile from the
river, supported by annual revenues of Rs. 50,000 from an endowment in
land created by Awadh ruler Nawab Shuja’ a-Dawla (1754-1775). "No
Musulman is permitted to enter its walls, and the revenues are absorbed
by about 500 resident and itinerant bairagis, and Hindu mendicants of all
descriptions."®

The trouble over the Hanumangarhi became serious enough, in
February of 1855, to be noticed by Maj.-Gen. Outram, Calcutta's Resident
in Lucknow, when he wrote to the reigning king, Vajid "Ali Shah (r.
1847-1856) that an activist in Faizabad named Shah Ghulam Husayn was
bent on destroying the Hindu temple in nearby Ayodhya. He added that
this man was being supported by a perhaps even more formidable
("diabolical" was the word he used) lieutenant known as "Mawlavi
Sahib," the cleric. Shah Ghulam Husayn led a group from Faizabad that
February to begin the work of building a mosque at the site of the shrine
to the monkey god, but he was checked by the local government of Agha
"Ali Khan. The British believed the two should be arrested for their
agitations, in order to prevent a conflict in which blood surely would be
spilled.” As despicable as advocating preventive detention may have been,
the Resident's note demonstrated a sibylline foresight. The heat of
summer came, and with it trouble. On 28 July 1855, 500 Muslims
clashed at Ayodhya with some 8,000 Hindus (many of them holy men or
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vairagis) and at least 80 persons were killed on each side, according to
Alexander Orr, the representative in Faizabad of the British Frontier
Police.

Shah Ghulam Husayn had announced his intention to lead an attack on
the vairagis at the Hanumangarhi after the noon prayers. Orr and the local
Fayzabad government attempted to convince him to take his followers
instead to Lucknow, where they could present their complaints to the
Mudlim king. When Shah Ghulam Husayn refused, Orr requested that
they wait five days so that he could get them a response from the nearby
capital, hoping that he could bring in more police reinforcements in the
meantime. At the time, the police only had 150 men of all ranks in place.
The fiery preacher refused to wait, and around one o'clock the crowd of
Muslims met the Hindu holy men. Orr later reported that it was difficult
to know who began the violence, though his investigations indicated that
a Mudlim fired the first shot. Once the shooting began the outnumbered
Muslims quickly were routed. Having led his followers into the
confrontation, Shah Ghulam Husayn escaped, abandoning his people.
Some of the Muslims ran to a mosque in the neighborhood, taking refuge
init. The enraged Hindus, however, refused to recognize this sanctuary.
The vairagis surrounded the place of worship, broke in and cut the
Muslims to pieces. Thereafter Hindus rioted and ransacked the town until
around 6 pm when the violence subsided. Orr thought the Muslims
involved to have been men of low caste "and bad character,” from both
Ayodhya and Fayzabad. Their Hindu opponents included not only the
holy men and supplicants at the temple, but also peasants from the estates
of Hindu magnates such as Raja Man Singh and Rajkumar. Two days
later, on 30 July, a local government official, Mirza A'la "Ali, and his
men attempted to arrest the ringleaders of the Muslim rioters in Fayzabad,
suggesting that Shi’ite authorities and their clients had grown alarmed that
the largely Sunni movement against the Hindus was endangering the
stability of the Shi'ite-ruled state. The confrontation turned ugly, and Orr
and the local police chief intervened to disperse the crowd.?

Vajid "Ali Shah's response to the crisis was to vacillate and avoid
strong action, in the hope that it would subside. He did dispatch the
governor of Sultanpur and Faizabad, Agha "Ali Khan, back to the
provinces from the court. Although he claimed to have sought the arrest
of Shah Ghulam Husayn, he declined to offer a reward for his
apprehension, lest it be perceived publicly that the activist had been
convicted without atrial. This indecisiveness pointed, not to aflaw in the
king's character, but to a political dilemma. He depended desperately
upon the Sunni-dominated army and Sunni great landholders in the
countryside, and could not afford to be seen taking the side of the
subordinate and despised Hindus against them. As a Muslim ruler, he
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himself had a certain amount of sympathy for the Sunni activists
grievance. Early in his reign he had provoked a mgjor demonstration by
Hindu merchants and their followers when he ordered the demolition of
severa temples on the ground that members of the Mahgjan jewelers
caste had practiced child sacrifice there. The shah seemed unaware that
these groups were extreme pacifists, perhaps even Jains, and that the
rumors of human sacrifice were quite incredible in the circumstances. Six
years later, he had not developed a sudden sympathy for, or understanding
of, the Hindus, and, indeed, he blamed the vairagis for the Ayodhya
violence. Yet he needed the support of Hindus, as well, because they
formed the magjority of his subjects and because their rgjas, merchants and
holy men were not without power. Moreover, the British worried a great
deal about a Hindu uprising against a minority Muslim king, and they put
pressure on him to mollify the followers of Ram and Hanuman.’ In the
end he appointed a commission to investigate whether a mosgue had
indeed once stood on the site of the Hanumangarhi.

Many Muslims interpreted the clash of 28 July as a horrific massacre
of Mudlims in a mosque, a profanation by unlawful bloodshed of both a
place of prayer and of the holy Qur'an which had been reposited there.
According to Islamic law as interpreted in India at that time, the Hindus
were at best a protected minority (provided they submitted to the political
authority of the Muslims), and at worst idolaters who deserved only a
choice between death and conversion. For them to kill Muslims in a
mosque in the midst of a Muslim-ruled realm proved too much to bear for
many adherents of Ilam, whatever the provocation. Vajid "Ali's refusal
to act decisively convinced many Sunni townspeople that they would
have to take matters into their own hands. Muslim volunteers began
departing the capital, Lucknow, for Faizabad in small groups. Two small-
town preachers, Mawlavi Amir "Ali of Amethi and Mawlavi Ramazan
"Ali began grassroots organizing, collecting men from Bijnor and
Malihabad, places with significant Sunni populations to Awadh's
northwest, and gathering them in the small town of Amethi in preparation
for a march on Faizabad. In Fayzabad itself Muslim clerics preached a
jihad against the Hindus, and hundreds gathered under the standard of
Islam about seven miles from the town. Thousands more were ready to
march from Fayzabad itself, but the local governor had the bridge leading
to Ayodhya from Faizabad blocked off. '°

Less than a month later, on 24 August, while passions over the
Ayodhya events were till running high, the Festival of Sacrifice (ld al-
Adha) was celebrated. At the holy day prayers held that morning at the
Shiite mosque in the complex of the Great Imambarah near old
Lucknow, the chief mujtahid delivered a sermon to the hundreds of
assembled worshippers, who included the great nobles and courtiers, in
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which he openly cursed Agha "Ali Khan, the governor of Fayzabad and
Sultanpur, for having taken bribes from wealthy Hindus to decide the
dispute in their favor."

The chief mujtahid, having taken a strong stance in opposition to the
equivocation of the shah and his chief minister, briefly became the
cynosure of the Muslim activists, who beseeched him for fatwas. Two
such exchanges are preserved in the British archives, and | reproduce
them with al the idiosyncrasies of their original orthography and
punctuation: 2

The Soonees asked the High Priest [i.e. chief mujtahid] for his opinions
on the following matter: Are those who were dain fighting against the
infidels martyrs? Ought not Mussulmans to avenge their deaths? If any
one attempts to prevent Mussulmans from so acting - what is your
judgment on such conduct?

Reply. - Princes of the Faith, who are believers and Mussulmans are
bound to put an end to the wickedness of accursed kaffirs (infidels). God
he knows. - Signed the High Priest.

Shi“ites sympathetic to the Sunni activists also sought a ruling:

Question put to the High Priest by the Shiahs - Suppose a number of
Mussulmans had taken up their abode in a Musjid [mosque] - and suppose
they were unprepared - say sleeping, or praying - and suddenly a band of
infidels were to attack, and slaughter them; so that the Musgjid should be
inundated with blood - and suppose the infidels were to make water in the
Musgjid, to tear a Koran to pieces - and to trample it underfoot - and were
to subject the Koran to other indignities - and suppose an immense
number of them (infidels) had assembled to slay any Mahomedans [who]
from fear of their lives were to run away - then, in that case would it not
be obligatory on all Mahomedans of these and other partsto fight with the
aforesaid infidels?

Reply. - God be our protector from the wickedness of Infidels! Upon
the Rulers of the Modlems it is obligatory to repress the enormities of
accursed kafirs.  Signed by the High Priest.

In late Augudt, the investigative commission came back with the
explosive conclusion that no mosque had existed on the site of the
Hanumangarhi for at least a generation, and most likely none had ever
been there. The chief minister, "Ali Nagi Khan, wished to break up the
alliance developing between the chief mujtahid and the activists by
treating the commission's findings as mere preliminaries and giving it a
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new charge, designating Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi as its chairman.
Outram, the Resident, insisted that the commission continue to report
directly to the shah, but accepted the idea of adding the prominent Shi'ite
cleric to it. When Outram pointedly questioned the chief minister about
Nasirabadi's sermon and fatwas, "Ali Nagi Khan replied that he had been
Sitting too far away to hear the sermon of 24 August; and that the
formulation of the questions left no room for any other answer. Whereas
the British saw these rulings as inflammatory, insofar as they demanded
government action against the Hindus, the Awadh government probably
aready perceived a crucial difference between the chief mujtahid's stance
and that of the small-town Sunni preachers - the Shi'ite fatwas authorized
state action rather than enjoining individuals to act on their own.'®

Vajid "Ali Shah attempted to reach a compromise with Amir “Ali of
Amethi, proposing to build a mosgue resting on one wall of the Hindu
temple, with a door on the opposite side. In this manner the interior of the
Hanumangarhi would retain its sanctity. Amir "Ali, a Amethi with his
followers, gave the government a one-month deadline by which such
building would have to be initiated or he would take action. When they
heard of this plan in mid-September, the vairagis in Ayodhya rejected it
forcefully, convincing the British that any attempt to implement it would
result in more bloodshed."*

In late September, the sacred month of Muharram arrived, with its
potential for further communal violence. Shi’ites particularly honor this
month, during which they commemorate with weeping and flagellation
the martyrdom of the Prophet's grandson, Imam Husayn, sometimes
cursing early Muslim figures revered by Sunnis. In Awadh, on the tenth
of Muharram ("Ashura) both Shi‘ites and Sunnis (and often Hindus)
carried colorful bamboo and paper replicas of the Imam's tomb in the holy
city of Karbala, and at the end of day-long processions buried them in
sacred burial grounds. As a sign of protest against the Hanumangarhi,
Amir "Ali called upon Muslims that Muharram not to bury their tomb-
replicas, called ta'ziyahs. In Kheri, in the Khayrabad province, Muslims
deliberately neglected to bury fifteen ta'ziyahs on 25 September, the
Tenth of Muharram, whereas in Zaydpur, where a local elite of Shiite
descendants of the Prophet held great power, the Shi'ites insisted on
burying their tomb-replicas, refusing to play politics with this sacred
ritual, and therefore clashing with Sunni adherents of Amir "Ali.
Communal rioting spread. On 26 September 2,000 Muslims rioted in
Kheri, attacking a vairagi and his disciple, slashing a cow with swords to
show their contempt for an animal held holy by their opponents; in the
subsequent week, fifty men were killed on both sides, Hindu temples were
defiled and cow's blood spilled. Followers of Amir "Ali in the gasabah
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town of Suhali also fought Hindus, attacking temples and destroying
idols."

The alarmed sovereign submitted a request to his chief mujtahid for a
ruling on the Hanumangarhi dispute, formulated so as to stress the
interests of the state:

Suppose that some of the Faithful imagined that in former times, a
mosque had been built in certain lands, possessed by Infidels and that they
therefore laid claim to the said lands; that the claim had lain dormant for
centuries in fact had never been advanced; either in the memory of man,
or in the traditions of the Country; that the Infidels expressed their
willingness and desire, to refer the claim to the arbitration and decision of
the sovereign of the Country, himself a Mahomedan; that the Faithful
rejecting these terms, sought by force of arms, to dispossess the Infidels
and with that object assaulted them; but were beaten back, followed up,
and in the heat of pursuit, slain wherever found. Are you of the opinion,
under these circumstances, that any one of the subjects of the aforesaid
Mohamedan is empowered by Law; to call the Faithful to arms, and to
conduct a Holy war; When the Sovereign himself has not thought fit to
proclaim the Jehad or to lead the religious movement, or to countenance it
by any public act?

Reply. - Under these circumstances the order for the waging of the Jehad
does not apply; but the sovereign has the right to build the Musjid; and the
Hindu Ryots ought not to disobey.

-Sealed Syud Mahomed, High Priest'®

Sunni supporters of Amir "Ali alleged that the shah had summoned
Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi with his brother, Sayyid Husayn, and
forcefully pointed out to them that the efflorescence of Shi“ism in Awadh
depended heavily on the Nishapuri dynasty, and that the high station
enjoyed by the Shi'ite clergy was a result of the favors of the nawabs and
shahs. These supporters further alleged that Vajid "Ali Shah argued that
the Hindus were a protected minority, dhimmis, and that it was not lawful
for Muslims to attack them, and that in any case Shi'ite law maintained
that holy war no longer was permissible during the Occultation of the
Imam. '’ Even if this report of the shah's views is accurate (which is not
certain), it is it seems unlikely that the chief mujtahid agreed in viewing
the Hindus as dhimmis.

In the subsequent meeting between Outram and Vajid "Ali Shah, the
Resident conceded that Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi's prohibition of
holy war was helpful, but objected that the last phrase authorizing
government action against the Hindus was inflammatory. In reply, Vajid
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"Ali blamed the trouble on the audacity of the Hindus. He said they were
claiming more land for the Hanumangarhi than their official land-grant
warranted, that in fact they claimed al land trod by their monkey-god,
and that they had provoked a riot in the north of the realm (apparently
referring to events in Kheri). The Resident did not let the remark pass,
insisting that the shah reread the Shankar Dya report, after which the
sovereign admitted that Muslims did seem at fault.'®

By the beginnings of October, Vaid "Ali, under strong British
pressure, was denying he had ever pledged to build a mosgue adjacent to
the Hindu temple, though Amir "Ali and the Sunni activists insisted that
he had. On 2 October, the Officiating Resident handed the shah a note
warning that he would be held personally responsible if he should attempt
to build the mosqgue or if Muslims attacked Hindus. The shaken monarch
agreed to do his duty. British officials suspected that Vajid "Ali had
counted on being able to employ British troops to quell the Hindus in the
last instance, and his government had already broached the possibility of
using them to put down Amir "Ali's forces.'® The British had now put him
in the position of having to take the Hindu side against the Sunni activists,
and of having to find a way to put them down militarily without
provoking his largely Sunni army to split or rebel. On 13 October, the
shah issued a decree (hukm-namah) offering amnesty to the activists, but
sentggcing to death anyone who did not desist from the so-called holy
war.

In mid-October, Amir “Ali his followers began a procession through
the small towns of Awadh toward Faizabad, having despaired of
government intervention against the Hindus. The 1800 men, 200 of them
Sufi murids of Amir “Ali, camped at Daryabad. This area was garrisoned
by 5,000 Shi‘ite troops loyal to Vajid "Ali Shah. The government
dispatched a contingent of Sunni muftis to debate the activists publicly
there. By late October, these muftis, high-powered clerics from the
capital and from such respected Hanafi institutions as the Farangi Mahall
seminary, managed to convince substantial numbers of Mawlavi Amir
“Ali's supporters to desert him.?'  Those men who had sold their shops or
given up their employment in order to join the movement remained the
most hard-line. They were urged on by supporters outside Awadh such as
the Begam of Bhopal (central India), who sent an elephant and funds for
three hundred men to Amir "Ali at Daryabad. On 7 November, Amir "Ali
and his forces attempted to advance toward Faizabad, but were met and
defeated by Shi'ite army troops along with soldiers supplied by Shi'ite
great landlords such as Mahmudabad. Some 400 activists died, among
them Amir "Ali, against 12 dead and 70 wounded among government
troops. %
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Although many Sunnis came to revere Amir "Ali as a martyr and a
holy man, the Shi’ite clergy did not accept such claims. Someone asked
Sayyid Husayn Nasirabadi, brother of the chief mujtahid, whether Amir
"Ali and his followers were saved and martyrs. He replied, "Only
Twelver Shi'ites are saved, and no others can be, whether they are killed
or die naturally." 2

The conflict over the Hanumangarhi in Ayodhya provides a fascinating
set of insights into the workings of communalism in mid-nineteenth-
century India. Militant leaders of the three religious communities
attempted to mobilize their adherents behind them by wielding religious
symbols, often in a crude manner, focusing on what divided Indians rather
than what united them. Urinating in a mosque, carving up a cow with a
sword, refusing to bury ta'ziyahs - al these acts were intended to
distinguish friends and enemies, and to push the wavering off their fence.
It is important to note that these events occurred against the background
of ajoint civic culture characterized by a high degree of eclecticism (for
example, Sunnis, Shi'ites and Hindus often joined together in Awadh to
commemorate the martyrdom of Imam Husayn). In this crisis, members
of the three communities turned such cooperation on its head. Instead of
jointly burying ta ziyahs, some Muslims refused to bury theirs at all. Yet
agreement on such shifts was elusive, so that Sunnis and Shi’ites clashed
over the propriety of leaving ta'ziyahs unburied, and a gesture meant by
Sunnis to unite Muslims against Hindus served instead to divide the two
branches of Islam, showing the ad hoc and tentative nature of the symbol-
reversals.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the conflict is the vague allegation -
lacking any convincing material or documentary proof - that the sacred
space of one community had been usurped from that of another. Why
should such an assertion be found credible? Surely at least one reason for
its believability lay in a (perhaps unarticulated) conviction that the
dominant, ruling community ought to control the disposition of sacred
space. The large, well kept-up, and wealthy Hanumangarhi stood as an
affront to some Muslims, those beset by status anxiety in particular.
Especially prey to such anxieties were the lower middle class Sunnis,
sgueezed between the Shi“ite nobility and the Hindu merchants and rajas
who supported the Ayodhya vairagis. It is common in North India for
groups that see themselves as rightfully dominant but somehow denied
their full privileges to express their resentments in the form of
competition over sacred space. If this interpretation is correct, then it is
no accident that Sunni Muslim shopkeepers and artisans living under a
Shi“ite Muslim government took the offensive in attempting to reassert
rights over a Hindu holy place in 1855, whereas in the Hindu-mgjority,
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Congress-dominated India of the late twentieth century it was a
predominantly lower middle class Hindu movement that tore down the
Baburi Mosgue on 6 December 1992, seeking to replace it with a temple
to Ram.

What of the import of the fatwa for our understanding of Shi‘ism?
Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi was put in an extremely delicate position
by the Ayodhya temple conflict. He clearly believed that the grievance of
the Sunni activists was legitimate, and that a righteous Muslim
government would in fact build a mosque on the site of the Hanumangarhi
and would punish the Hindus who clashed with the Muslims on 28 July.
The mora dilemma arose when the British intervened to prevent the
Muslim government from acting as it otherwise would have, for surely if
left to their own devices Vajid "Ali Shah and his minister, “Ali Naqgi
Khan, would have built the mosque and penalized the vairagis. The
guestion then became, what do you do if the duly constituted Muslim
authorities neglect to carry out their duties?

Amir "Ali and other Sunni activists believed the answer to that
guestion lay in taking the law into their own hands. Sunni jurisprudence
often does alow individua activism on mora issues, and there has
frequently been an activist interpretation of the commandment to "enjoin
the good and prohibit evil," as can be seen among the "volunteers'
(mutawwa”un) who enforce the command to pray and who police morals
in Wahhabi Saudi Arabia. In Awadh, asin Iran, during the course of the
nineteenth century the clericalist Usuli school of jurisprudence won out
among Shi'ites. Usulis believe that outside maor ritua and legal
obligations (such as the five pillars of witness to faith, prayer, fasting,
alms-giving, pilgrimage) law becomes too complex and subtle for lay
believers to determine by themselves. They have an obligation, on these
murkier issues, to ask the opinion of an upright, trained, and
knowledgeable Shi’ite clergyman. The Usuli tradition therefore militates
against independent lay activism, though a major clergyman can by his
ruling authorize laypersons to take action.

The kind of lay and Sufi grassroots activism represented by the holy
warriors in the gasabah towns was anathema to the chief muijtahid.
Moreover, it certainly is true that most nineteenth-century Shi'ites
believed that holy war could no longer be fought in the absence of an
Imam (a divinely inspired descendant of the Prophet), and Twelvers
believed the last Imam to have gone into occultation in the ninth century
A.D. Only in an instance in which the lands of Islam were attacked
would most Shi’ite clerics authorize a "defensive jihad." From an Usuli
Shi’ite point of view, then, only the duly constituted Shi'ite authorities
could act in the Ayodhya dispute, which was not a suitable grounds for
holy war. Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi, who did his part by authorizing
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government action against the vairagis, could go no further except by
endangering the stability of the minority, Shi'ite kingdom. Interestingly
enough, he recognized that although the Shi'ite state in Awadh was a
"common-law" ("urfi) government, not having the divine sanction that
would underpin the government of an Imam, it nevertheless had the
authority to punish the vairagis and build the mosque. When it did not do
so, the chief mujtahid was left with no choice, doctrinally or politicaly,
except to acquiesce in this inaction, however wrong he might have
thought it. The Shi'ite minority chose to stand with their shah, and to
disalow the claims by Amir “Ali's followers that he was a holy warrior
and, later, a martyr. The fatwas of the chief mujtahid serve to underscore
the falsity of the idea that the Shi'ite clergy have throughout history been
opposed to the civil state.
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Shi ites as National Minorities

Among the key struggles of the Twelver Shi‘ite communities in the
twentieth century was the problem of coming to terms with being
minorities in a nation-state. For the most part they were numerical
minorities, as in what became Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, India, Pakistan and
Afghanistan. Elsewhere they were functional minorities, as in Bahrain,
Iraq and the Soviet Socialist Republic of Azerbaijan, all three of which
had a numerical preponderance of Shi ites who were altogether deprived
of politica power. Bahrain and Irag were ruled by powerful Sunni
Muslim dlites, and Azerbaijan was under Russian and then Soviet rule
until 1989. Only Iran had a Shi’ite government, by the terms of the 1906
Congtitution, though the more militantly secular policies of the Pahlevi
dynasty (1925-1979) were felt by some Shiite activists to disenfranchise
them. Because of their minority status, the process of nation-building that
took place in the Middle East and South Asia was often more problematic
for Shi’ites than for majority communities. Their success over the century
in finding a place at the table has been extremely mixed. Thereisa sense
in which Imam Ruhollah Khomeini in Iran initially rejected the nation-
state as a model atogether, preferring a populist theocracy without
borders instead. Nevertheless, the nation-state model reasserted itself in
Iran over time. The Shi'ites outside Iran, despite the rhetoric of some
radicals in Lebanon, have never had the luxury of even thinking about
opting out of the nation-state model. It is my thesis here that outside Iran,
Shi'ite politics has been a politics of finding ways to assert Shi'ite
interests in developing nation-states that had non-Shi'ite elites at their
helm. Indeed, | would argue that much of what the outside world has
understood as activism and militancy among Shi ites after about 1975 has
been a manifestation of attempts to find political representation in their
various nations as an ethnic and religious community, as they moved from
being peasant subjects to being urban citizens. In some instances, radical
Shi‘ites have resorted to terrorism, a rejectionist tool. Terrorism,
whatever its practical successes, has retarded the integration of the
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community into the nation-state system, and had negative effects on their
political and economic standing.

The formation of new nation-states in Iraq and Lebanon gave impetus
to the development of localistic Shi'ite identities. The Arab Shi‘ite
communities began the century as peasants or pastoral nomads living
under an agrarian bureaucracy staffed by Sunni, Ottoman Turkish-
speaking officials. Twelver Shi'ites have in the twentieth century been
greatly affected by and often involved in the making of new nationa
states that broke away or were detached from the Ottoman empire. Yet
their sectarian distinctiveness has made their integration into a national
ethos based on Arab nationalism difficult, and offered little hope of a
better deal for the poverty-stricken Shi'ites. The Shiites' characteristic
position at the bottom of the economic scale has tended to impede escape
from their rural, and more lately urban, ghettoes. This marginal status in
the new Arab states made Shi'ites particularly susceptible to the pan-
Islamic or pan-Shi’ite ideology promulgated by Iran's clerics during and
after the Islamic Revolution of 1978-79.

The breakup of the Ottoman Empire in World War | and the rise of
independent Arab states changed the framework within which Twelvers
competed for resources. Not only did the modern national state differ
from the empire in the way it governed and redistributed resources, but
opportunities arose for minorities to redefine their identities. Secular
Arabism and socialism provided, at least potentially, alternative ways of
seeing themselves. Many hoped that it would matter little whether the
Arabs of Irag were Twelver or Sunni if all were Arabs or all were
socialists.  The Comtean shock of the twentieth century, however, has
been precisely the continuing importance of religiously based group
identities, and thus of religious influences from Shi’ite Iran.

The British invasion of Irag during WW | was seen by some Twelvers
(especially Sayyids) as an opportunity to escape Ottoman Sunni rule. At
first some Twelver leaders seemed amenable to the idea of British rule
replacing that of Istanbul, but events following the British occupation of
the shrine citiesin 1917 caused the estrangement of their inhabitants from
the Europeans. In the three subsequent years many Shi‘ite ulama and
notables made common cause with local Sunni nationalists in hopes of
seeing an Arab, Muslim state emerge. The 1920 declararation of a British
mandate, however, disappointed nationalist hopes in Irag and Twelver
ulama, notables and tribal leaders joined in the country's revolt against
British rule. The chief mujtahid in the shrine cities declared al service
with the British illicit, and other ulama and nationalist leaders cooperated
in urging rebellion.! Of all the new Arab states, the Twelvers participated
most actively in the formation of Irag, even though its subsequent
mandate status and Sunni domination disappointed them.
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In April of 1922 a major conference of Imami ulama from both Irag
and Iran met at Karbala to denounce any treaty with the British. Some
also wanted half of government posts, including the cabinet, reserved for
Twelvers, and a declaration of holy war against the Wahhabis of Saudi
Arabia. The following year the leading mujtahids of Kazimayn, Karbala
and Najaf issued rulings requiring a boycott of forthcoming elections
under Faisal's cabinet. This rejectionist policy set them against, not only
the British, but King Faisal, who wanted a treaty with London. His
cabinet expelled the most uncompromising mujtahid from the country,
and other mgjor ulama left for Iran in protest, remaining there about a
year. A reconciliation of sorts was effected with the distribution of
finance and education portfolios to Twelver ministers, and the ulama
ultimately acquiesced in the elections.? In the Iraq that emerged, Twelvers
formed about 55 percent of the population, with Sunni Arabs at 22 percent
and Kurds at 14 percent, according to rough British censuses of the early
1920s. Despite the Imami majority the community subsisted as a
functional minority.> The 1920s witnessed the sharp decline of Iranian
influence. Iranian residents in Iraq had their privileges removed and were
forced to become citizens of the new state if they wished to continue to
reside there. For its part, the new nationalist, secular government of Reza
Shah Pahlevi attempted to limit Iranian Shi'ites' pilgrimages to the Iragi
shrine cities and drastically reduced links between them and Iran.*

The new Iragi state made some efforts to placate Arab Shi'is, asin the
early decision that civil status cases among Imami parties would be tried
by Imami jurists, in contrast to the Ottoman practice.” Although the Iragi
bureaucracy and educational system discriminated heavily against
Twelver Arabs, the Shi'ites over time clearly adopted a specificaly Iragi
identity. Their linguistic and ethnic identity was as important to them as
the religious, and the pull of Iran was spiritual rather than separatist. For
many Iragi Shi'ite intellectuals, it was more important to be an Iragi and
an Arab than to be a Shiite. Twelvers in Lebanon, which the French
carved out of Syria for their Maronite clients, showed more evidence of
mixed feelings about their new country. The religion's adherents in Jabal
"Amil had felt longstanding grievances against the Ottomans, resenting
their conscription into the army and imperia trade policies in regard to
the already important crop of tobacco. The outbreak of WW | raised the
same questions for the Levantine Twelvers as for the Iraqi, the appeals of
Ottomanism competing with those of incipient Arab nationalism. In 1915
agroup of Arab nationalists in Sidon were denounced to the authorities by
rival notables, and tried for treason. Among both denouncers and accused
were prominent Imamis. The Shi'ites' grievances were not only political:
the region's agriculture suffered greatly from extensive conscription and a
locust plague during the war, leading to near-famine conditions.®
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The post-war Arab kingdom in Damascus made every effort to draw
Jabal "Amil into its orbit, and may have briefly succeeded, despite local
rivalries among notables. The threats of French annexation and of the
partition of Greater Syria brought into being several major armed groups
among the Twelvers determined to resist the French, as well as smaller
Maronite groups supporting the idea of greater Lebanon. Tensions
reached the point where, in April 1920, Twelvers attacked the Christian
village of "Ayn Ibl. In response, the French sent 4,000 troops south the
following month. The French crushed the Shi’ite resistance and imposed
the payment of huge indemnities to the Christians. Thereafter, as in
Sunni-dominated Irag, the Twelvers of Maronite-dominated Lebanon
found themselves poor peasants in a backwater, relatively deprived of
government posts as well as of state services. Although they made up
some 16% of the country's inhabitants (including refugees and the
foreign-born) in 1932, Twelvers shared in considerably less than that
percentage of the country's wealth and power.”

The political and economic development of Lebanon continued to
favor Beirut and Mt. Lebanon, excluding most Twelver peasants from the
country's growing prosperity. The new mandate agreements, giving the
British Palestine, left Imamis in a different country than their traditional
markets to the south. The French recognized the Twelvers in 1926 as a
religious group with its own legal system and allowed them openly to
commemorate Muharram, something the Ottomans had refused to do. In
1936 many fewer Shi'ites rioted in favor of union with Syria than did
their Sunni counterparts. Of course, the colonia dependence on
collaborating large landholders left most Imamis with little real franchise,
and they formed the only religious community underrepresented in both
the executive and the legislature under the French? A small stratum of
literate Twelver intellectuals flourished in southern cities like Sidon, and
published an important journal, al-"Irfan, which was an important vehicle
for disseminating information about the Shi'ite tradition, including the
Iranian heritage. The establishment of Israel in 1948 finaly cut off the
Shi’ites in southern Lebanon entirely from their traditional markets, as
well as from their landholdings in Palestine. Moreover, about 100,000 of
the Palestinians who fled from war or were expelled by the Zionists in
Palestine in 1948-49 immigrated into South Lebanon and put another
burden on the limited resources of this area.

Later, under the independent Lebanese state from 1946, Twelvers
control of the office of president of the Chamber of Deputies provided
them with virtually their only important entree to government service, in
the Chamber's staff. Political parties remained weak in Twelver areas,
though for long the Arab nationalist parties and the communists had some
success in attracting their votes. Despite the clout of its landlord
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politicians, the South remained deprived of resources for infrastructural
development such as electricity, roads, hospitals and schools in the 1940s
ad 1950s° Only in the 1960s did the extension of roads, increased
literacy, and other developmental programs begin strongly to affect Jabal
“Amil.

Although Twelvers in Irag and Lebanon remained at best junior
partners in the process of state formation, their condition contrasted
favorably with that of their coreligionists in a-Hasa, which the Saudis
conquered from the Ottomans in 1913. The Ottomans had granted the
Shi’ites of this region relative freedom to worship in their own mosques
and follow their own local religious leaders. In contrast, the fiercely
monotheistic partisans of 1bn “Abd al-Wahhab excoriated Imamis as the
worst sort of polytheists. The Saudis, imbued with this puritan
conscience, placed severe restrictions on Twelver religious observances,
and in genera deprived them of religious liberty. A minority of activist
local Shi'ite leaders, especially Hasan "Ali al-Badr, called for armed
resistance to the Wahhabi invaders in Qatif, but more quietist figures won
the day. The more militant Shi‘ites then emigrated to Bahrain or Irag.
The new ruler, Ibn Sa’'ud, imposed harsh taxes on the Shi'ites of al-Hasa.
A vigilante-like group of Wahhabis called the Ikhwan, adherents of an
ultrasstrict interpretation of Sunni Islam, forbade Shi‘ite mourning
processions for the Imams and other public manifestations of Shitism in
the 1920s, either at the ruler Ibn Sa'ud's behest or with his complaisance.
Judgeships were increasingly held by radical anti-Shi‘ites. In 1927 the
Ikhwan pressured Ibn Sa'ud into staging forma ceremonies in al-Hasa
where Shi'ite notables were forced to convert to “Iam” (i.e. Sunnism)
and renounce their former “polytheism.” Many Shi'ites emigrated or were
forced out. Wahhabis began selecting some Shi“ite mosques and houses
of mourning to be destroyed, and Wahhabi prayer |eaders were installed
in others. 1n 1928 Ibn Sa'ud broke with the Ikhwan and subdued them by
force, and thereafter he lessened pressure on the Shi'ites of al-Hasa to
conform to Wahhabi norms. He did not, however, relent on the issue of
over-taxation, and his policies are said to have driven many Shi'ite
landowners from the kingdom, alowing Sunni carpetbaggers to buy up
their estates at a pittance. Most Shi“ite communities suffered these abuses
silently, but in 1929 a brief revolt broke out in Qatif, which was put down.
Even after the decline in the influence of the Wahhabi clerics after 1930,
Imamis could practice their religion only in private, and the one attempt to
re-establish a local seminary in Qatif resulted in the imprisonment of its
main supporter. The local Shi’ites were further hurt economically by the
collapse of the natural pearl industry in the face of the rise of cultured
pearls. Until 1945, Twelvers tended to be craftsmen working for Sunni
merchants or laborers in the gardens of the predominantly Sunni big
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landowners of al-Hasa. The Twelvers of al-Hasa dwelt above the rich ail
deposits discovered in 1936, and later on naturally supplied much of the
labor needed to exploit them. Attempts were made to restrict them to
relatively unskilled positions, but it was impossible to prevent them from
benefiting from the economic windfall of petroleum altogether. Ironically,
of al the Imami Arab communities, that of Saudi Arabias Eastern
Province possessed fewest religious rights but were the most integrated
(albeit as proletarians) into the structures of a modern economy. They
were not dirt farmers, marsh Arabs or slum dwellers, but rather came to
constitute a third of the workers on the oil rigs. Since their region did not,
however, profit from its petroleum to the same extent as, say, The Saudi
capital of Riyadh, al-Hasa's Twelvers were doubly exploited. "

The fal of the Qgjars in 1925 and the rise of the new Pahlevi dynasty,
along with the gradual emergence of Iranian nationalism, much reduced
Iranian Shiite influence abroad. The Pahlevi shahs, committed to a
secular ideal, were not much interested in including support for Shi‘ism
abroad in their foreign policy goals. The networks of Shi‘ite ulama in
Qum, Isfahan, Mashhad and el sewhere continued to run seminaries and to
attract students from abroad, and this was probably Iran’s main influence
on neighboring Shi‘ite communities in the middle third of the twentieth
century.

For some Arab Twelvers of the elite or the intelligentsia, the ideologies
of nationalism and ethnic Arabism proved increasingly attractive ways of
integrating their communities with those of the dominant Sunnis. But
among the masses many retained a religious ideology of the righteousness
of the oppressed Imams and the sacredness of Imam Husayn's martyrdom
at the hands of a tyrannical government, which continued to harmonize
with their political reality. Of course, even such specificaly Shi'ite
cultural symbols need not be incompatible with loyalty to Irag or Lebanon
(Saudi Arabiais another matter).

The Shi'ites of South Asia in the period before 1947 continued to be
under British rule and so the question of their relationship to postcolonial
nation-states was deferred. They did organize on a communal basis, and
some Shi'ites supported the Muslim League's call for Pakistan in the
1930s-1940s.  Others, especially the All-India Shia Conference in
Lucknow, backed the Congress Party, which they felt was more relevant
to those Muslims whose provinces had no hope of being included in
Pakistan and who intended to remain in India. After Partition in 1947-48,
Shi'ites emigrated to Karachi from the Indian United Provinces (the old
Awadh or Oudh of which we have spoken so much in previous chapters)
in substantial numbers, though most, of course, remained in India and
continued to ally with Congress. Thus, before Partition their community
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politics was most often subsumed under broader forces such as the
Muslim League and the Congress Party.

The last three decades of the twentieth century witnessed great changes
in the situation of the Twelvers, though it is clearly too early to draw a
balance sheet or to come to any real conclusion about where these
changes will take West and South Asia So far, the governmental
structures and private commitments that promoted discrimination against
the Shi'ites in Irag and Saudi Arabias Eastern Province have not been
much atered. But they have been stretched and challenged. Their
position in Lebanon has, however, atered dramatically. The organizing
of a significant Shi'ite community in Pakistan after 1947 has so far not
dramatically altered their status as a minority, but the Pakistani state has
in any case been relatively tolerant of them, moreso than any government
in the Arab world with the exception of early twenty-first century
Lebanon. In the Arab world, the Shi’ites have often moved from peasant
villages to city slums, which while it has not helped national integration in
the way some theorists predicted, has made them available for political
mobilization on ethnic grounds in new ways. What has been the impact
of the Islamic Revolution in Iran on that country’s neighbors?

Although in the late 1950s a significant proportion of the members of
the Arab nationalist Baath party were Twelvers, after 1963 Sunnis began
to predominate and to monopolize its upper echelons. The Baath-military
coup of 1968 brought an elite of Sunnis to power. Although the Baath
espoused a secular ideology of nationalism and "socialism," it became one
more vehicle for relatively small Sunni Arab power elite to dominate
Twelver Arabs and Kurds. The secularism of the Sunni elite brought
them into conflict with committed Twelvers clergy and intellectuals, who,
like their cordligionists in Iran, increasingly sought solutions to their
social problems in aresurgent ISam. That Imamis were largely excluded
from power and the country's burgeoning oil wealth in the 1970s made
things even worse. From early in their rule, the Baathists closed Twelver
Muslim institutions, enforced strict censorship on religious publications,
authorized the sale of alcohol in the shrine cities, persecuted activist
Imami ulama, and quelled subsequent demonstrations by force. In the
early 1970s some 60,000 Iragis of “lranian extraction” were expelled
from the country into Iran; most of them did not even know Persian. The
state was clearly attempting to deprive the Iragi Shi‘ite community of the
resources of its urban merchant class, from which many of those expelled
derived.

The Twelver reaction to de facto discriminatory policies was various.
On the one hand, some activists began setting up, from the late 1950s,
underground movements such as ad-Dawa and al-Mujahidun which
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worked toward an Islamic state. A more dramatic reaction came in 1977,
when tens of thousands of Twelvers rioted in the provinces of Ngjaf and
Karbala, and in the slum of a-Thawra township in Baghdad, demanding
the end of the infidel Baath regime. By the late 1970s, as well, Da'wa
had become increasingly militant and even had decided that the only way
to fight the Baath's increasingly repressive and totalitarian turn was
violence. Saddam Hussein and the party elite resisted both pressure to
institute an Islamization program and to admit more Twelvers into the
highest government offices with real power. He harshly responded by
arresting Twelver leaders and executing some of the more prominent or
militant. But the regime did spend more money on Imami areas, and in so
doing avoided further major unrest in the succeeding decade. Saddam
Husein's increasing cult of personality, and his commitment to battling
Islamism with an Arab nationalist ideology, led him into the misstep of
attempting to forestall a Twelver uprising at home (as caled for by
Khomeini in 1979) by launching an attack on revolutionary Iran in 1980.
Although the largely Twelver Iragi troops performed listlessy, and
10,000 or so are said to have defected to Iran, most clearly chose to be
Iragi Arabs rather than Persian-dominated Imamis - despite the strong
Islamist leanings of many Iragi Twelvers in the 1970s. More militant
Shiites of a Da'wa cell attempted to assassinate Saddam in 1987, but
failed.

Saddam’s 1990-1991 attack on and occupation of Kuwait, which
provoked the Gulf War, seemed to give an opening to Shi'tes chafing
under Baathist repression. Although some important number of them
continued to support and be involved with the Ba'th party, the leaders of
the oppositionally-minded among them attempted to coordinate with the
Kurds and other dissidents with a view toward planning a post-Ba'thist
Irag. Probably a majority of Shi'ites joined the ranks of the opposition in
the fateful spring of 1991 when, in the wake of the defeat inflicted on the
regime by the U.S. and its alies, Shi'ites in Ngjaf, Karbala, Basra and
elsewhere rose up against the Ba'th. The regime's retaliation was brutal
and effective, leaving countless casualties (rumors of 40,000 dead in
Karbala alone have reached me from Iragi expatriates). More recently,
the Iragi government has waged ecological war on the marsh Shi'ites of
the south, draining their swamps and forcing tens of thousands of them to
fleeto Iran. The situation in Iraq in the late 1990s through the present is
difficult to know about in detail, and the world economic blockade against
it has produced a highly abnormal politica economy, so that
generalizations about the place of Shi'ites in contemporary Iraq are
parlous. It is safe to say, however, that a very large proportion of the
community is extremely alienated from the regime and that there is areal
question as to whether it can ever truly gain their loyalty."
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In Lebanon the social position of the Twelvers changed drastically in
the postwar period, even before the country plunged into a period of
prolonged political instability from 1975.'% In 1956 Twelvers constituted
around 18% of the population and subsisted largely in the south or around
Baalbek as poor, illiterate sharecroppers and dirt farmers. Thereafter they
suffered because of high indebtedness and agricultural mechanization,
being forced off the land into the cities or abroad to West Africa and the
Gulf. Some Twelvers accumulated enough capital to go into commerce
or banking, and many increased their literacy and access to other media
such as radio and television, though most became concentrated in the
grimy bidonvilles of Beirut. But their forced urbanization and greater
access to media did make them easier to organize. The insecurity of life
for Twelvers in these decades also spurred a demographic spurt at a time
when middle-class Maronites were reducing their family size and
emigrating abroad in large numbers. By 1975 Twelvers were about 22
percent of Lebanon's population. Given the huge Maronite emigration
since that date, and the continued large families of the Twelvers, some
have suggested they constituted by the mid-1980s over 30 percent of the
country's popul ation.

In the civil war in the mid-70s, national order broke down and
coalition militias based in neighborhoods emerged as the most important
unit of government, each organized on the basis of religious or ethnic
community. The Syrians, who invaded in 1976, chose not to pacify the
country, but rather to play local militias and communities off against one
another. Willy-nilly, some Twelvers had to join militias, including one of
their own, AMAL, in order to survive. Many poor Twelver youth joined
Communist and other leftist organizations, and fought in their militias, as
well. Developing out of the Iranian cleric a-Sayyid Musa a-Sadr's
Movement of the Deprived, Amal, like other militias, forms the security
wing of a political party. Ama had to compete with other political
currents among Shi’ites. As noted, the appeal of the Left for many ethnic
Shi“ites cannot be discounted.

In the wake of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon of 1982, and the truck-
bombing of the U.S. Marine barracks in October, 1983 by radical Shiites,
Amal in coalition with Druze fighters in 1984 took over West Beirut -
formerly a Sunni power base. Amal leader Nabih Berri, a French-trained
lawyer with an American green card, gained the cabinet portfolio of
minister for the south, and has played an important governmental role
ever since, whether in the cabinet or the parliament. For some years, he
has served as Speaker of Lebanon’s reconstituted parliament. Although
Amal had a paramilitary wing that was for a while in the 1980s involved
in airplane hijackings, kidnappings and other terrorist actions, it gradually
evolved into a fairly mainstream political party representing the interests
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of the new Shi'ite middle class. Amal's basic political demands, the end
of confessional representation and greater political weight for Twelversin
view of their new plurality, demonstrate conclusively that it aims at
national integration for Shi‘ites. Amal so far forms part of a remaining
stream of specifically Lebanese nationalism, having largely resisted the
appeals of pan-Islam or Shi’ite irredentism. As the largest religious and
ethnic minority in Lebanon, which has thrown up an important bourgoisie
and professiona class, the Shi‘ites had a great deal to gain from the
restoration of some stability to Lebanon in the 1990s. Whether Amal
leaders from the middle strata can offer a stake in the system to the poor
Shi’ites in the bargain, and retain their loyalty, remains a crucial question.
Ama has run politically savvy political campaigns against its main
competitor, Hizbullah, in the late 1990s, dealing the latter substantial
defeatsin parliamentary and some municipal elections.

The other major political grouping among Lebanese Shi'ites is the
Hizbullah, notable for its decade and a half guerilla war against the Isragli
occupation of a swath of land in the far south of the country. Hizbullah
emerged into prominence first in 1983, when more radical |slamists broke
with the Amal party. They carried out bombings of the U.S. embassy and
a Marine barracks in October of 1983, and attacked a U.S. embassy annex
a year later. Its fighters were also involved in kidnappings of Americans
and airplane hijackings in the 1980s. Its major focus from 1985 was
fighting Israeli forces and their proxies in South Lebanon. It is said that in
the beginning this party was predominantly controlled by Iran, and
Revolutionary Guards have been stationed in training camps near the city
of Baalbek. Hizbullah has developed more local leadership in recent
years. It has received, and continues to receive, mgjor funding from Iran
estimated in the late 1990s at $7-20 million per month. Only a portion of
it is probably put to the military purposes of its armed wing, the 5,000-
man Islamic Resistance, however. Much of the money goes to social
welfare institutions run by the party.

In the 1990s, the Hizbullah has emerged as a political party of some
sophistication. It has attracted middle class members. In 1996 a militant
faction, headed by Shaykh Subhi Tufayli, split from the party mainstream
over its softening political line. At the dawn of the twenty-first century,
the Hizbullah holds nine seats in the 128-member Lebanese parliament
(down from 12 in the early 1990s), along with members in forty
municipalities. It has established 3 hospitals, 9 schools, 13 dental clinics,
and other socia service institutions, including the provision of clean
drinking water to slum dwellers in Beirut. Its leaders say they are
dedicated to making Lebanon into a Shi'ite Islamic republic (an unlikely
development in a country with powerful Christian, Sunni and Druze
minorities and a strong secularist position, where Shi'ites are at most a
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plurality). They have announced their unswerving allegiance to Iranian
spiritual leader "Ali Khamenei and they are suspicious of liberalizing
reforms in Iran. The Hizbullah won a mgjor victory when Isragli troops
withdrew from South Lebanon in 2000 and their proxy Lebanese forces
dishanded. The militia refused to disarm even in the wake of winning its
main goal, however, and lsragli newspapers complain that it has
continued to lob mortars over into Israeli-held territory and to encourage
Palestinian terrorism against Israel. Some sources charge Hizbullah in
fund-raising and Idamist extremist actions in Latin America and in
Europe in the 1990s. The American War on Terror from September 11,
2001, had severe implications for continued paramilitary or terrorist
operations of Hizbullah. The party was named by President George W.
Bush a terrorist organization, the financia accounts of which must be
frozen. Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri angrily rejected this
demand, insisting that Hizbullah is a bona fide Lebanese political party
and that its paramilitary activities against Israel’s occupation of the
Shebaa Farms area claimed by both Syria and Lebanon were legitimate
anti-imperialist warfare. The scene was therefore set for a potentially
violent confrontation between an America dedicated to reducing the use
of transnational violence by non-state actors as a political weapon, and a
radical Shiite party committed to its continued use against Israel.'®

In al-Hasa, the Saudi authorities, after a number of missteps, appear for
the moment to have achieved something like a detente with its Shi’ites.
In 1979, following the revolution in Iran, Twelvers in Saudi Arabia's
Eastern Province mobilized to express their grievances.'® They spread
pamphlets, and in November of 1979 insisted on holding public "Ashura
processions to mourn the martyrdom of Imam Husayn. The processions
became the flashpoint for riots and demonstrations throughout the area's
major towns, including the oil towns. Further demonstrations and clashes
occurred in February of 1980. After harshly suppressing these
manifestations of social discontent, the Saudi government went on to
promise Twelvers a better lot in life. Monies were dated for
electrification, roadwork, and housing loansin Twelver areas. In February
1986 King Fahd visited the Eastern Province and pledged still more
spending on public projects and an equal treatment of Shi'ites. In order to
keep in closer touch with the area's Twelvers, he had appointed his son
Prince Muhammad as governor of the province. This carrot appears to
have been proffered with some success, given the general lack of
subsequent turmoil in the province, marred only by the 1996 bombing of a
U.S. barracks at al-Khobar, which many in the U.S. lay at the feet of Iran.
Others have blamed radica Saudi Shi'ites of Eastern Arabia, who were
said to have organized in a small clandestine cell of less than a hundred
members in the mid-1990s, leading to a 1996 crackdown. In spring of
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2000, violence erupted between the Saudi state and a small Ismaili Shi'ite
community near the Yemeni border over Wahhabi restrictions on their
worship practices, and intolerance toward Shi’ites continues to be strong
in the kingdom. '®

Shi“ites have witnessed repression and then acceptance in Bahrain, a
Sunni-ruled island, the population of which is two-thirds Shi“ite.'® There,
the ruling family prorogued parliament in 1975. When a coalition of
Sunni and Shi’ite reformers campaigned in 1991 for its restoration, they
were harshly suppressed. In the 1990s Bahrain was the scene of a
concerted struggle by local Shi'ites for greater rights and a say in their
own governance, in which dozens of persons died in various acts of
violence. Some of the more radical Bahraini Shi'ites appear to have had
close connections to Iran, but most clerics in Bahrain are from a different
and far more conservative school of jurisprudence (the Akhbari) than that
which prevails in Iran. Many of the issues were socia rather than
religious, however. There are resentments about guest workers taking jobs
that Shiites could fill. In 2001, a newly powerful member of the royal
family finally instituted certain reforms and lifted somewhat the severe
persecution of Shi‘ite and democratic activists, leaving the door open to
more optimism about how Bahraini religion-state relations will develop in
the future.

In South Asia, the Shi“ite community of Pakistan emerged as the most
numerous in the world after Iran. The precise percentage of Pakistan's
130 million people who are Shi'ites is a matter of dispute, but the
imprecise range of 6 to 12 percent is often suggested. The magjority of
Pakistani Twelvers consists of rural Punjabis, probably the peasant
followers of the Suhravardi and other mystical Sufi leaders who converted
to Twelver Shi'ism, mainly in the course of the nineteenth century.
Karachi’s well-organized Shi‘ite community consists of Urdu-spesking
“Muhagjirs’ or immigrants from India at Partition. There are also Shi'ites
in the far north of the country, in Hunza and Gilgit, as well as among the
Sindhis. Pakistani Shiites split in the years after 1947 into two main
organizations, one committed to the equal status of all Pakistanis, and the
other more communally oriented and dedicated to preserving a specific
Shi“ite identity. As Pakistan moved toward having a written constitution
in 1956 and toward greater implementation of Islamic law, Shi'ites were
concerned that the Sunni interpretation of Islam not become hegemonic
such that they were governed by it themselves. They succeeded in
gaining protections for Shi'ism in the constitution, though it has been
alleged that in actual practice they have been discriminated against in the
law. Sunni activists pressed for restrictions on Shi‘ite mourning
processions, hoping to ban them or at least ensure they did not go through
Sunni neighborhoods, and sometimes they succeeded in the latter. Sunni-
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Shi“ite riots during such processions in the month of Muharram have been
endemic, and particularly bad violence broke out between the two in the
mid-1960s in the Punjab and in the 1980s in Karachi. The violence had
the effect of encouraging government restrictions on the processions. In
the late 1960s Shi'ites successfully mobilized to ensure that the
government, which was taking over Musliim pious endowments (awgaf)
would not put them under the control of Sunni clerics, and in this they
succeeded.'’

In the 1970s, Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto's socialist policies
hurt many Shi'ite great landlords and inspired fear of secular hegemony
among many clerics. Shi‘ite ulama were among those who preached
against Bhutto in the mid-1970s, and who helped provoke the military
coup of Genera Zia ul-Haqgqg in 1977. General Zia was committed to
“Idamization,” the replacing of secular or British-derived law with
statutes drawn from medieval Sunni jurisprudence. Since Idamic law
recognizes few grounds for depriving persons of private property, this
tack had the political advantage of attracting the support of wesalthy
Pakistanis hurt by Bhutto's nationalization policies. The implementation
of Islamic law as Sunni law, however, threatened the interests of Shi’ites.
Among the new policies was the involuntary collection of alms (zakat)
from Pakistani bank accounts, through the deduction of 2.5 percent per
annum of the principal. Zia envisaged the Sunni ulama as the body that
would distribute the money to the poor, provoking howls of protest from
the Shi‘ite community, sure that they would end up being taxed for the
benefit of Sunnis. In July of 1980 some one hundred thousand angry
Shi’ites descended on the capital of Islamabad to protest. Later the same
month, a demonstration by 25,000 Shi'ites turned violent. Zia ul-Hagq
then backed down and alowed Shi'ites to exempt themselves from
payment of the tax. Khomeini-style Shi‘ism gained adherents in Lahore.
In the 1980s, the Karachi Shi ite community was roiled with Sunni-Shiite
violence that had an ethnic tinge (often their adversaries were immigrant
Pushtuns, militant Sunnis, who had settled in the city because of the
Afghan wars). In the 1990s the epicenter of Sunni-Shi‘ite violence
switched to the Punjab, where a shadowy ultra-Sunni group called the
Army of the Companions [of the Prophet], dedicated to violence against
Shi“ites for their alleged insults to the Sunni caliphs, conducted numerous
militia-style raids on Shi‘ite communities. Shi'ites in Pakistan have
gained de jure protections as a minority, and the presence among them of
big landlords and other wealthy gives their community political weight.
They have demonstrated an ability to sustain civil-society organizations
and to mobilize for the attainment of political goals. The example of their
co-religionists in Iran has probably encouraged them to be more activist
and sometimes militant. Still, they are a small minority in a large Sunni
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country and are open to de facto discrimination and sometimes even
campaigns of violence. The Sipah-i Sahaba or Army of the Companions
alied with the Afghan Taliban, which received monetary and other
support from Saudi Arabia assassinated Shi‘ites. Rivalries between
Shi“ite Iran and Sunni powers like Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Afghanistan are
sometimes played out among Pakistani Shi ite and Sunni communities.

The Islamic Revolution and the war with Iraq in the 1980s also
challenged the relatively quietist Shi'ites left back in India, who had
largely supported the Congress Party, and it exacerbated Shi ite-Sunni
tensions in centers like Lucknow. (Sunnis tended to support Iraq in the
war). Khomeinism became an ideology that competed with the more
politically subdued versions of Shi‘ism popular in Lucknow and other old
Shi’ite centers, but it is my impression that it remained a minority taste.
The greatest impact of the rise of revolutionary Iran on South Asia was
probably in Afghanistan, where the beleaguered minority of Hazara
Shi’ites found themselves forced to develop their own militia and party
(Hizb-i Vahdat) and to make a shifting series of alliances in order to
survive during that country’s long civil war. Ultimately the ultra-Sunni
Taliban conquered their main territory, with much bloodshed. At one
point in the late 1990s Iran appeared to be mobilizing for war with the
Taliban over its treatment of Afghan Shi’ites and of Iranian personnel in
the country.'® The threat passed, but the incident no doubt influenced Iran
to side quietly with the U.S. in its battle against the Taliban in 2001.
American special operations forces fought side by side with and gave key
tactical support to the Shiite Hazara fighters and the other members of
the Northern Alliance who battled and defeated the Taliban.

The spiritual and political impact of the Islamic Revolution in Iran has
often spurred the Shi’ites in the countries around Iran to greater activism
and made them a force the civil state had to reckon with. Nabih Berri's
position as a non-feudal part of the mainstream of Lebanese politics was
new, even if having a Shi’ite speaker of parliament is not. At the same
time, the various communities new militancy has sometimes been
extremely costly in lives and property damage, asin the disaster visited on
rebelling Shi'ites by Saddam Hussein in 1991 and after. One might also
instance the constant fighting between Israel and its Christian allies in
South Lebanon and the AMAL and Hizbullah militias, which has often
harmed Shi‘ite and other civilians. Continued commitment to violent
tactics by Hizbullah could well bring it into a fateful confrontation with
the United States.

On closer examination, however, it seems obvious that Shi’ite activism
in the late twentieth century had the practical effect of integrating Shi'ites
more closely into the post-colonial nations in which they found
themselves. This integration has been an often brutal and costly struggle.
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Although the Baath Party in Iraq has conducted major pogroms against
Shi’ites in the south of the country, it has also been open to substantial
Shi“ite talent within its own civilian ranks. Amal gradually evolved from
a community militia that sometimes resorted to terror into a mainstream
political party dedicated to maintaining the integrity of a Lebanon
characterized by a civil government and parliamentary rule. Hizbullah
has not made that transition, but with the Israeli withdrawa from the
south of the country in 2000, it may well be unable to sustain a
paramilitary mission. Severe American pressure to abandon transnational
violence as a tactic could also play a role in such a transformation. The
necessity of trading horses for political campaigns and parliamentary
maneuvering seems unlikely to leave in place its somewhat quixotic
attachment to old-style Khomeinist rhetoric about an Islamic republic
ruled by Shi'ite clerics.

Shi‘ites in Pakistan had suffered systematic persecution and
assassinations at the hands of hyper-Sunni groups such as the Sipah-i
Sahaba, which had strong links to, and fought alongside the Taliban and
al-Qaida in Afghanistan. Although they were careful not to be too vocal
about it, they must have rejoiced at the destruction of the Taliban in the
joint U.S/Northern Alliance military actions of fall, 2001. After dl, the
Afghan Shi“ite Hazaras, with their Hizb-i Vahdat militia, played a central
role in the Northern Alliance forces that liberated Hazara regions like
Bamiyan and then the country’s capital, Kabul in November of that year.
Both Afghan and Pakistani Shi'ites, despite their small proportion of the
total population, were well placed in the aftermath of the War on Terror to
seek integration into the political establishment of their countries.
Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf, who had come to power in a 1999
coup, will need the Shiites if he is to complete his turn against the
militant Sunni Deobandis and their seminaries, which had graduated the
Taliban. (Deobandism was a revivalist movement among Indian Muslims
beginning in the colonial period, but under Saudi influence and in reaction
to the Soviet occupation of Kabul, it became radicalized in northern
Pakistan and Afghanistan).

Of all these communities, the Saudi Shi’ites have been least successful
in gaining their demands or finding a means to national integration. Saudi
Arabia has a less significant civil society than most of the rest of the
Middle East, and no party organization, and is ruled by fiat on the part of
a twenty-first century absolute monarchy. Its power structures are
therefore narrow and exclusionary, leaving little opportunity for Shi‘ites
to make an impact. Their struggles, however, have played a significant
role in Saudi Arabia, and even moreso in recent years in Bahrain. The
Shi‘ite Arab minorities may often lack much political power in
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conventional terms, but they continue to be significant actors in state-
making in the Middle East.



11

The Modernity of Theocracy*

The government of Iran is a theocracy, and guaranteed to be so by the
Iranian constitution. It gives enormous powers into the hands of the
Supreme Jurisprudent, the cleric who stands at the head of the system of
Islamic law and administration, as well as into the hands of the clerically
dominated supreme court and Guardianship Council. In so identifying the
Iranian state, it is not my intention to posit Islam or theocracy as
essentialist and unchanging cultural formations. Rather, as | will attempt
to show, the very process of institutionalizing a Shi'ite theocracy in a
modern state has radically changed the Twelver Shitite tradition. As
Taa Asad has argued convincingly, a religious tradition isin any case a
set of arguments over time rather than a static object of transmission.'
Taking religion seriously does not ipso facto imply a commitment to an
essentialist view of it or of social causation. | want here, however, to go
rather beyond a consideration of a religious tradition as a bounded set of
internal arguments to an assertion that “tradition” is always a social
construct, and that what is “traditional” in a modern setting is in redlity a
core of earlier texts or doctrines wrapped in an unacknowledged set of
innovations. Certainly, in important sectors of society, Islamic law has
made a large impact on revolutionary Iran. Law has been “Idamized.” In
1982 the Supreme Court abolished remaining legal institutions surviving
from the Pahlevi period as well as laws still on the books that contravened
its understanding of Islamic law. In 1983, it established “lIslamic”
punishments, decreeing 109 capital offenses, including adultery, drinking
alcohol, and homosexuality. Hands were to be severed for theft, and
fornication or violation of the dress code resulting in flogging. Most
justice was administered summarily, and executions took place almost
immediately after sentencing. The touchstone for many of these laws is
medieval Muslim jurisprudence (which is not exactly the same thing as
Islamic law, though often the two are confused).
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As a result of this sort of legislation, the question of whether Iran’s
theocratic republicanism represents a form of medieval romanticism or a
form of modern populism has been a theme of the literature on Iran since
1979. The “medievalist” argument has often inflected the writing of
journalists and of Iran’s theocratic republicanism’s opponents. Ervand
Abrahamian has made the strongest case against medieval romanticism
and for Iran's theocratic republicanism as akin to Latin American
populism, juxtaposing the ayatollah to Peron.? | concur in the value of
this comparison, but my concerns here are different from those of
Abrahamian. It is the argument of this paper that Iran's theocratic
republicanism as a state project is a distinctive form of high modernism,
which is influenced by the demands of Shiite nativism. That is,
medievalism is a motif in Iran’s current version of modernism, but it is
like the medievalism of Dali’s surrealist paintings, like Walter Benjamin's
use of the kabbalah, like neo-Thomism in twentieth century Catholic
theology. The medieval is encapsulated by and employed for the
construction of an anti-liberal modernism, thus becoming something quite
un-medieval.

I would like to begin by examining the premises underlying the
medievalist thesis. Among its proponents was the shah himself. Whilein
power (1941-1979) he frequently characterized the Shi'ite clergy as
“black reactionaries,” and, perhaps under the influence of his Swiss
education, saw many social ingtitutions in Iran, including the bazaars, as
medieval holdovers that were better swept away by modernity. Already
in the summer of 1979, from his exile in Mexico, the shah described the
revolutionary government as “under the influence of medieval leadership”
and “crumbling of its own ineptitude.’® A year and a half |ater Steven V.
Roberts of the New York Times wrote that “A year ago at this time,
Americans were aready in a funk. Iran, one of our strongest alies in the
Middle East, had fallen to the forces of a medieval religious fanatic who
was turning back the clock with both hands”* In 1986 Gary Sick,
formerly of the Carter National Security Council, wrote of Khomeini in
France that “During his four-month sojourn at Neauphle-le-Chateau
outside Paris, he gave hundreds of persona interviews to those who
flocked to his door, curious to meet this medieval prophet turned
revolutionary.”> Imam Khomeini’s 1989 jurisprudential ruling (fatwa)
condemning Salman Rushdie's book The Satanic Verses as a capital
offense created a virtual flood of newsprint coupling the words “Iran”
with “medieval.” As late as 1995, Thomas Friedman could write, “In my
next life | want to be a European statesman. | want to be able to turn up
my nose at the United States when it puts principle before profit and
naively imposes an embargo on Iran to prevent this medieval theocracy
from acquiring nuclear arms.”® Iranian secularists tend not to use the
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diction “medieval,” which has connotations in Persian of Western
historical periodization, preferring to call the regime “reactionary”
(irtija’i), though they also speak of it taking Iran “back to the stone ages.”
Moreover, of course, Khomeini and other Islamist activists often had a
sharply critical view of the Mudim medieval period, which was
dominated by Sunni caliphates and by monarchies, so that the
terminology was not by any means indigenous.”

Whether its adherents recognize it or not, the idea that a contemporary
state can be a throwback to medieval times rests upon Auguste Comte's
"law of the three stages' of human intellectual development. Comte
(1798-1857) believed that there had been a progression from a theological
stage (that of belief in gods) to a metaphysical stage (that of medieval
theology and sometimes theocracy with its belief in abstractions such as
essences), and finally that of positive, empirical knowledge typical of
scientific rationalism. From this point of view, what Iranians have done
since 1979 appears to have been to displace the high modern technocracy
of the shah in favor of an imposition on Iran of medieval-religious
governmental and social forms of the “second stage.” They have gone
“backward” and so violated Comte’s law. The shah’s wholly unwarranted
conviction that the 1979 Khomeinist government was “crumbling” was
probably tied up with this idea of the unnatural nature of a regression to
the metaphysical stage of medieval theocracy, which seemed unlikely to
those in the Comtean tradition to persist.

The trope of medievalism is actually quite peculiar. It maps the globe
in four dimensions rather than only three. That is, Khomeinist Iran is not
only over 600,000 square miles in its dimensions, but it lies 800 yearsin
the past. Perhaps, in good science-fictional fashion, journalists who speak
in this manner see parts of the U.S, eg. Silicon Valey or Cape
Canaverd, asin the future. By slicing time up into static, linear blocs and
then locating each geographical region on this temporal grid, a Comtean
moral hierarchy is established, wherein a humane and advanced West isin
the future compared to barbaric “medieval” countries. These
considerations aside, it isnot at al clear that the authors who appeal to the
pervasive trope of the medieval understand what the medieval period was
really like, so that what is being invoked is a modernist set of myths about
the medieval in any case.

Those who find the medievalist argument unconvincing frequently
have a dialectical rather than a linear view of history. From a dialectical
point of view, no medieval template could simply be lifted from past
history and misplaced onto the present. Rather, any social movement or
form of government now existing has come into being by dialectical
interaction with modernity and so itself partakes of modernity. The oaths
that Catholic clergy had to swear in the early twentieth century to oppose
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modernism were modern oaths. The Bharatiya Janata Party in India,
which some would see as devoted to restoring a medieval vision of Hindu
rule in India, is a quite modern and sophisticated political party. The
Hinduism of the BJP has evolved in diaectic with modernity and the
heritage of both colonia utilitarianism and Nehruvian secularism.
Likewise, the Christian Coalition of the late twentieth century U.S. is,
despite the biblical literalism of many of its members, a most modern
political movement.

Sociologist Anthony Giddens has been among the more thoughtful
commentators on modernity as a dialectica rather than a static social
form.® It is fluid and changing and full of contradictory forces. The
modernist impulse that overthrew royal absolutism in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries could also give rise to amoral republics and national
security states, which in turn gave rise to “utopian realist” movements for
greater civil liberties within the modernist republic. Modernism cannot be
placed in a simplistic way under the sign of secularism and scientism.
Rather it isitself afield of contention on which religious and secular ways
of viewing the world battle with one another and influence one another.
Twentieth century religion has been transformed by modernity, with
regard to everything from bureaucratization to doctrine. Modernity in
turn has been shaped in important respects by religious institutions and
concerns, whether negatively or positively. | will argue that republican
Iran has been such a field of contention, in which theocratic forces have
battled secularizing ones, proponents of state socialism have struggled
with capitalists, militarists have contended with forces favoring a small
military, and those seeking greater religious censorship have grappled
with those advocating greater intellectual freedom. The balance sheet of
these various struggles about the shape of Iranian modernity has to be
drawn differently in the 1980s (when the first term in each of these binary
oppositions prevailed) than in the 1990s (when, despite the continued
strength of the theocrats, the ground began to shift against them). An
Iranian observer, "Ali Asghar Kazimi, has characterized the entire past
two decades as a “crisis of modernity.”®

Medieval and Modern Shi‘ism

One response to the argument for medievalism is that despite the
rhetoric appealing to Shiite tradition, the Islamic Republic of Iran does
not resemble the functioning or even ideals of medieval Shi‘ism. Aswe
have seen above in this book, Twelver Shi‘ism was initially premised on
the notion that after the death of the Prophet Muhammad he should have
been succeeded by his cousin and son-in-law, "Ali, and then by “Ali’s
lineal descendants through Fatimah, his wife and the daughter of the
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Prophet. When the eleventh of the Shi'ite Imams, Hasan al-"Askari, died,
some alleged that he had had an infant son in hiding, who had gone into
Occultation in a supernatural, subterranean realm, from which he would
return someday to restore justice to the world. The absence of an Imamin
this world threw the Twelvers into severe crisis. Some took the Akhbari
literalist line, holding to the sayings and doings of the Prophet and the
Imams as guides to how life should be lived now that the Imam was not
present. They came to hold that the sayings of the Imams had to be taken
on faith, and they collected enormous volumes of putative sayings, which
they sought to put off-limits for reasoned examination. They even came
to argue that the Qur’an itself could not be understood in a common-sense
manner without taking into account the sayings and interpretations of the
Imams.

Note that even for the rationalist Usulis, the law was never
standardized. Apparently contradictory sayings of various Imams all co-
existed in enormous folio volumes that entirely lacked indexes. The
consensus of past jurisprudents was an unscientific instrument, since
scholars often picked and chose among the jurisprudents they considered
“great.” Usulis maintained that in the absence of the Imam, the Shiite
learned men were his general deputies. They could thus authorize
religious taxes, Friday prayers, and at least defensive holy war (most
medieval jurisprudents disallowed offensive holy war in the absence of
the Imam, since only he would have the authority to launch one). This
Usuli school of scholastic rationalists in jurisprudence tended to garner
greater support from and to give greater support to the civil states erected
by Shi‘ites. Some great Akhbaris did also come to support, e.g., the
Safavid state, however, so the distinction is not an absolute one.

Some Usuli jurisprudents were recognized as having only partial
expertise, able to rule on some issues but not others. Only a handful were
seen as absolute jurisprudents. Some Usuli writers asserted that ideally
there should be a single, most learned jurisprudent, to whom all would
turn. In practice, however, each city tended to have several senior
jurisprudents, and at any one time there were usualy five or six major
contenders in Iran and (from the late eighteenth century) the Iragi shrine
cities for the position of supreme jurisprudent. That is, Usuli ideals sound
like Roman Catholicism, whereas Usuli practice was much more like that
of Greek Orthodoxy, with its polycephaly or several equal archbishops
rather than a single pope.

Occasionaly, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, a scholar
would locate to the shrine cities in Iragq and attain such great prestige by
virtue of having trained an entire generation of ulama that he would be
given the right to disburse the donations and religious taxes coming into
Irag, a prerogative referred to as riyasa or leadership. Such a scholar
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might be very widely emulated, as well. But it was seldom the case that
other senior mujtahids in Iran's maor cities saw themselves as
subordinate to him or bound by his rulings (indeed, classical Usuli
teachings held that no trained jurisprudent was allowed to simply emulate
another jurisprudent, but rather always had to reach his conclusions about
the law independently).

Usulis strongly held that it was illegitimate to continue to cling to the
ruling of a jurisprudent once he had died. Jurisprudence was seen as a
continual, dynamic activity of the jurisprudent’s mind. Should he, by
reasoning upon the relevant texts, ever reach a conclusion that reversed
his previous ruling, he was bound to declare it, and the new ruling stood.
Commercial litigants complained endlessly of the arbitrary and unstable
character of Mudlim law, where in a sense no case was ever finally closed
until the presiding judge was dead. Since a dead mujtahid cannot engage
in this dynamic process of continual reconsideration, and since we cannot
know if his great legal mind would have continued to maintain his
positions had he lived longer, his rulings cannot form the basis for lay
emulation once he is dead. The laity must rather choose a new, living
mujtahid to rule on difficult and abstruse matters for them. The previous
jurisprudent’s rulings might be influential, but they were hardly binding,
and only congtituted a consideration with regard to any sort of
“precedent” insofar as that scholar might be entered among the ranks of
the great legal thinkers and so become part of the tradition’s consensus
(ijma’).

Both Akhbaris and Usulis tended to hold that in the absence of the
Imam, civil governmental authority could only derive from common law
Curf) rather than from Islamic law. In Shi'ite law, after al, the state
should be a theocracy ruled by the Imam. In the Imam's absence,
governmental authority was not illegitimate, but it was not divinely
bestowed, either. It welled up out of customary practice and was
therefore mundane or in some sense “secular.” To the extent that the
Qajar civil state, for instance, did incorporate the ulama into itself with
regard to the judiciary, it could be recognized as having some religious
charisma, but never very much. Since the state officials and notables
were often rapacious and lived by imposing uncanonical taxes on the little
people, some of the more radical ulama saw them as holding power
illegitimately, though this was a minority view among them.

In contrast to this medieval hodgepodge of unrationalized authority
clams and welter of conflicting texts, the Islamic Republic of Iran
radically reconfigured Shi'ite institutions via its constitution and legal
system. Instead of being an unattainable idea, the Supreme Jurisprudent
becomes the holder of a political, institutionalized post, as Iran’s head of
state. Instead of being a personalized jurisprudent for particular clients
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and followers, whose rulings lose their force upon his death, he is an
institution whose fatwas, as with Khomeini’s death decree against Salman
Rushdie, are felt by most Iranian Shiites to be irrevocable. Instead of
being able to pick and choose among thousands of sayings attributed to
the Imams (with all of their potential contradictions), law is now made by
state jurisprudents in accordance with a fixed constitution, a codified legal
system, and parliamentary legislation.

The ability of rival jurisprudents to strike a stance of independence
from the supreme jurisprudent, guaranteed in premodern Iran by the
informal, personalistic structure of authority in Shi'ism and by poor
transportation and communications technologies, has been substantially
eroded. Too severely questioning or critiquing Supreme Jurisprudent “Ali
Khamenei can impose threats of imprisonment or even actual jailings on
the critics, even if they are themselves high-ranking clergymen. The
shotgun marriage between the old Shi'ite idea of a “source for
emulation” (marja’-i taglid) and the Khomeinist institution of the
Supreme Jurisprudent (Fagih) has produced a far more modern,
rationalized structure of authority in Iranian Shi‘ism. Nothing like the
office of the Fagih existed in medieval Shi‘ite Islam, nothing even
approaching it.

Medieval Shi'ite learned men were wary of the civil state and saw it
as lacking direct divine sanction in the absence of the Imam. Khomeini
promulgated the new and quite innovative idea that the clerically-ruled
state is not just the general deputy of the Twelfth Imam, but something
closer to his specific representative. Whereas medieval Shi’ites fought
over whether Friday prayers could even be said, religious taxes paid, and
defensive holy war fought, on behalf of a common-law civil state in the
absence of the Twelfth Imam, Khomeinism asserted divine sanction for an
entire state, with its various branches and extensive bureaucracy, despite
the Occultation of the Imam. In his famous pronouncement toward the
end of his life, Khomeini affirmed that the Isamic Republic, as the
representative of the Hidden Iman, had the authority temporarily to
suspend pilgrimage to Mecca and to make other, similar demands on
believers.'” In Islamic law, a distinction was made between basic Islamic
law (usul) and subsidiary legal issues (furu’). Most jurisprudence
concentrated on the subsidiary issues, and the demand that the laity
emulate the jurisprudents related only to these. A layman was to say his
five daily prayers or go on pilgrimage in a straightforward way with
reference to the basic Qur'anic texts. Khomeini demolished this fine
distinction, projecting the Islamic State's power even into the area of
basic, common-sense Islamic obligations like pilgrimage. He further
extended its powers by appealing the to Sunni jurisprudential principle of
maslaha or state action on behalf of the public good, a principle not
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recognized by medieval Shi‘ite jurisprudents but which was taken up
from Hanafi thought and foregrounded by Sunni modernists like
Muhammad “Abduh. In essence, the “public good” principle allowed the
new state to do virtually anything and declare it in accordance with
Islamic law, assuming it could be argued it was benefited Muslims. The
Khomeinist state is not only not medieval, and it is full of features that
would have been branded heretical and unthinkable by the major Shiite
thinkers of that time.!' They are so because they are modern.

Let us turn, then, to the question of theocratic Iran as a project of high
modernism. James Scott argues that the “most tragic episodes of state-
initiated social engineering” occur when four conditions are present. The
first is a commitment on the part of the ruling €elite to an administrative
ordering of nature and society. The second is a high modernist ideology
that consists in an aggressive program of scientific and technical progress,
the expansion of production, and mastery of nature and of human life.
The third is an authoritarian state that unreservedly backs and seeks to
implement the high modernist project. Such a state often comes to power
through war and revolution, headed by those who repudiate the past and
wish radically to reshape society. Finally, Scott believes that such a
thoroughgoing state intervention can only be accomplished where civil
society is prostrate, such that the populace lacks the means to resist the
enterprise.'?

Scott explicitly names Muhammad Reza Pahlevi as among the
purveyors of a high modernist project in the twentieth century, and no one
who knows modern Iran can read his description of the phenomenon
without immediately thinking of this dynasty. Reza Shah (1925-1941)
had initiated the high modernist period in Iran. He demanded that all
Iranians take last names so as to establish social “legibility” of the society
by the state. He standardized law and thrust aside premodern practices,
reducing the power of the clergy, expanding the capital of Tehran,
establishing a national school system and the first university. He
renegotiated in a small way the royalties on Iranian petroleum, and built
the first extensive railroad links throughout the country. The coercive
character of this project is symbolized by the forced unveiling campaign
of the 1930s, by the banning of trade unions, the jailing and assassination
of some political opponents, the banning of socialist movements, and
attacks on writers. His successor, Muhammad Reza Pahlevi (r. 1941-
1979), established if anything a more complete dictatorship, pursuing
industrialization, favoring large businesses, promoting literacy, and vastly
expanding the school and university system. Iran was to become
“modern” and “like France” by the year 2000, overcoming its “medieval”
heritage and ingtitutions, with the clergy and the covered bazaars serving
as the shah’s bétes noires.
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The high modernist projects of many states have foundered. Some
were conquered by outside powers (the Axis). Some ran out of steam,
and were supplanted by parliamentary processes, free markets, and civil
society in the second or third generation (Kemalist Turkey, the Soviets).
Some were overthrown by revolution at the hands of the enraged objects
of their socia engineering (British India, French Algeria, the Pahlevisin
Iran). When high modernist regimes are overthrown, they are often
supplanted by Liberal ones. For a society that felt hobbled and
impoverished by a large public sector, it is tempting to deliver the
economy into private hands and renounce micromanaging it, as the Poles
did in the 1990s. For a society that resented the high-handed fiat of
dictators, apparatchiks, or politburos, it is appealing to turn to multiparty
elections instead. For a society that had experienced severe constraints on
public organization, it is often felt desirable that a plethora of civil society
organizations be allowed to form.

Yet an authoritarian high modernist regime is not always replaced by
aLiberal state. The paradoxes of Iran derive from dialectic. The Islamic
revolution represented a severe critigue and rejection of prominent
features of Pahlevi high modernism. The rhetoric of inclusion, of
populism, and of religious authenticity with all its “medieval” referents,
was intended to offer an alternative to the shah’s vision, which was coded
as elitist, exclusionary, foreign, secular and inauthentic. The Khomeinist
project is not high modernism (characterized by a scientistic ideology) but
nativist modernism, in which the tropes of Western scientism have been
subordinated in public to those of indigenous authenticity, here Shi'ite
Islam. That the project is now carried out in the name of Islam rather than
of science and progress should not deceive us, however. For one thing,
the congtitution of the Islamic Republic mandates “the utilization of
science and technology.”'® There is areal sense in which theocratic Iran
continues the Pahlevi project and even exceeds the former in its “high
modernism.” This is easy to see if we examine the basic initiatives of
social engineering since 1979. Khomeinist Islam is not anti-modern, but
rather anti-liberal.'* But as the twentieth century relentlessly showed us,
there have been many forms of anti-liberal modernism.

Nativist Modernism in the Economy

Let us consider the economy. One of Scott's indices of high
modernism is extensive state intervention in the economy. Fred Halliday
famoudly argued that the regime of Mohammad Reza Pahlevi was
properly seen not as a fascist one but as a capitalist dictatorship.'
Although plagued by cronyism, maldistribution of wealth, and a severe
bias toward big business and modern urban enterprisesin its loan policies,
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the Pahlevi state was in fact capitalist. True, the state-owned petroleum
industry played a central role in the economy, and the Soviet-built steel
mill at 1sfahan was a state enterprise. Nevertheless, Iran in the 1960s and
1970s aso had a significant private sector. Akhavi has characterized this
system not as private enterprise but as exclusionary corporatism, wherein
the state intervenes both to bargain with social groups about the scope of
their action and to curtail moves toward independence from the state.
That is, both “capitalism” and “private sector” meant something different
in the shah’s Iran than they do in the global north.'"® Nevertheless, unlike
many of Scott’s examples, the Iranian state was hardly socialist.

In contrast, the Khomeinist state carried out massive nationalization of
banks and industries.'” As economist Jahangir Amuzegar has pointed out,
the radica faction around Khomeini chose the Soviet-inspired “Indian
model” for the Iranian economy.'® At the height of Nehruvian economic
policies, the Indian public sector constituted about 25 percent of the
economy. It is difficult to compare this situation with Khomeinist Iran
because the state-owned oil sector distorts the statistics (thus, in amost all
oil states large proportions of the economy are in state hands, even
rightwing Saudi Arabia). Still, in the Islamic Republic something close to
70 percent of the gross domestic product came to be controlled by the
state or state foundations, and even if one subtracted the oil sector some
30 to 50 percent would remain in the public sector, depending on the price
of petroleum and currency exchange rates at any one time. This outcome
puts Iran somewhere between India and the old Soviet bloc countries such
as Hungary (50 percent) or Nasserist Egypt (also 50 percent). Rashidi
notes,

Today [1993], the public sector, including the government, public
organisations (nahad, boniyad) and institutions considered to be part of
the government, directly or indirectly control some 70 percent of the
GDP, and spend 75-80% of foreign exchange earned by the country.
Even though the ratio of the general budget to GDP in 1991 (1370) was
17.3%, the “government” employed about half of the labour force in
cities, and 31.8% of the total manpower of the country (4.166 million out
of 13.00 million).'®

The nationalized industries were either placed under direct
governmental control or under that of government philanthropies.
Between the Revolution and March, 1993 some 580 industrial units were
nationalized by the state. Even after the beginnings of privatization in the
late 1980s, in 1990 state industries still produced all washing machines
and spools, most light bulbs, and about half of the auto tires, refrigerators
and freezers, paper, vegetable oil and pharmaceuticals manufactured in
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the country. By March, 1982, 637 businesses had been placed under the
jurisdiction of the Foundation for the Oppressed (Bunyad-i Mustaz afin).
Among the holdings of such state institutions are Alborz Silica, Avand
Plastic, Ilam Cement, Indamin Shock Absorber, Iran Tire, Radio Electric
Iran, Quds Cellulose Manufacturing, and other industries notably lacking
in any medieval overtones. Banks and credit institutions were also
nationalized, as were the some 600 engineering consultant and
construction companies. Very large numbers of businesses and pieces of
real estate belonging to pro-Shah political refugees who fled the country
were absorbed into the public sector.® And, of course, the petroleum
industries, which had already been in the public sector under the shah,
continued to be a prime source of income to the state. Media such as
television and radio are also state-owned and controlled.

Although factory workers participated in the Revolution and then
organized themselves into independent Consultative Unions (shuras) in
the first year after the revolution, attempting to assert workers' control
over the shop floor, they were gradually subordinated to the state, as
Assef Bayat has shown. In 1979-1981, first Prime Minister Mehdi
Bazargan and then President Abolhassan Bani Sadr, promoted a liberal,
technocratic management strategy that accommodated some greater
worker input but insisted on a technically qualified management making
the key decisions in the factory. This strategy was opposed not only by
the Consultative Unions themselves, who struck and agitated for worker
control, but by the proponents (known as maktabi) of Islamic Ideology.
Bayat explains that Islamic Ideology as a manageria strategy:

is management by those whose position derives not from certain relevant
skills (education or experience) but is based mainly on character and
personal, or more importantly, ideological connections with the ruling
clergy, especially the IRP (This does not imply that all managers lacked
managerial skills.) They were in authority to preserve the presence of the
ruling party in the factories, these being the most vulnerable parts of
Iranian society . . . In essence, their major policy was repressive one-man
management . . .The implication of this approach is that, in practice, there
is a tendency to create and support ideological gangs—informal workers
organizations which aret he functionaries of different external
organizations of factional powers, such as [the] Islamic Association of the
IRP, Pasdaran (Revolutionary Guards) and Basij (mobilization
organization), etc.?'

Bayat concurs with Akhavi that the labor policy of the Islamic
Republic has been corporatist, in which an attempt has been made
organically to unite labor, capital and state interest. Although in the first



200 SACRED SPACE AND HOLY WAR

two years after the Revolution Khomeini made numerous statements in
favor of the “barefoot” or “oppressed,” by which he meant Iran’s masses
of dum dwellers, he gradually backed off supporting them, throwing his
authority behind capital and property instead. By 1992 the Rafsanjani
government was engaging in “urban renewal,” as Abrahamian has pointed
out, which involved the bulldozing of shantytowns, provoking major riots
in five cities.?

The state has a large role in economic planning and the building of
infrastructure. Much more infrastructure, from schools to roads, has been
built in the rural areas than was the case under the shah (many of the more
powerful members of parliament are from the countryside). But, as
Patrick Clawson has noted, the appeal of big industry has not entirely
faded:

Iran is also pouring billions of dollars into creating heavy industries that
do not seem particularly appropriate from an economic standpoint. Iran’s
experience with heavy industries, such as the Sar Cheshmeh copper
refinery or the Mubarakeh steel mill, should show that such projects can
consume hillions of dollars for dubious results . . . Perhaps the decision to
put so much emphasis on heavy industry in the National Priority Projects
reflects the same attitude that led to the investment of billions in the
Mubarakeh steel mill. But outside observers can only note that the
emphasis on heavy industry gives Iran the capacity to produce a wide
range of military goods.”

In 1976-1986 the average number of workers employed by each large
firm owned by the state or para-state organizations increased from 294 to
407, at a time when employment and output in privately-owned medium
firms was plummeting.?* If state intervention in the economy on a large
scale is a sign of high modernism, then Iran’s theocratic republicanism
has been far more interventionist than the Pahlevis.

The Military

Because of the large number of irregular “revolutionary guards’
thrown up by the 1978-79 Revolution, and because of the outbreak of the
Iran-lrag war in 1980, Iranian society became significantly militarized in
the 1980s. The number of soldiers in the shah’s army, air force and navy
in 1977 was 342,000, with military expenditures (in 1992 dollars) of $15
billion. By some estimates, the Islamic Republic in 1986 had 705,000
men under arms, including the revolutionary guards. Military
expenditures were $29 billion in 1984 and $20 billion in 1985, falling
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precipitously thereafter to $7-$10 billion until 1991, when the total was
halved.”

Given the drastic fall in petroleum prices, and the decline in GDP in
the course of the 1980s, the increase in military spending was even
steeper in proportional terms than it appears. The revolutionary guards
were often poorly integrated into the military, sometimes actually
competing with regular army troops in the fighting in southwestern Iran
against Iragi invaders. In addition to their battlefield role, they often
acted as vigilantes in urban areas, policing morality and the appearance of
women, and attacking those they viewed as enemies of the state, not only
Mujahidin and Baha'is, but also supporters of elected officials such as
President Abolhassan Bani Sadr.

The militarization of Iranian society and a preference for violent
means of settling disputes led to tragedies such as the attacks on Kurds
seeking greater autonomy in Sanandg in the early 1980s® It also
resulted in the decision to prolong the Iran-lraq war even after Saddam
Hussein began suing for peace in 1984. Just as Nixon and Kissinger had
needlessy prolonged the Vietnam War out of domestic politica
considerations, so Khomeini prosecuted the war with Irag for four years
longer than he had needed to. Irag, admittedly the naked aggressor in
1980, was already in 1984 offering substantial concessions and even
reparations. Khomeini sought to take Baghdad and to add to Iran's
territory a country that was majority-Shi‘ite, wherein lay the holiest
Shi’ite shrines (Ngjaf and Karbala), and which was among the richest oil
states in the world. His greed and stubbornness cost the country tens of
thousands of additional lives and hundreds of thousands of casualties. It
is probably not the case that the failing economy was significantly
affected by the war, but continuing it incurred many opportunity costs.

The most grotesque manifestation of the high-modern militarism of
the 1980s was the tactic of human wave attacks. Foolhardy frontal
assaults on heavily fortified Iragi positions had succeeded in pushing
them out of Iranian territory earlier in the war. But after 1982, the Iragis
were dug in, defending their own country rather than attempting to
occupy someone else’s and their morale appears to have improved. They
were, moreover, far better armed than the Iranians and had control of the
air. Controversy swirled around the human wave tactic inside Iran, with
Khomeini beginning to back away from it in 1985 and Rafsanjani, then
speaker of the parliament, openly condemning it in 1988. Still, as late as
January 16, 1987, the Washington Post quoted U.S. Defense Department
reports that 40,000 Iranian troops, many as young as 14, had been killed
since the previous December 24 in human wave attacks on Iragi positions
around Basra.”’
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The vigilante cadres of the revolutionary guards, the cultura
revolution of 1980 (which was coopted by the Khomeinist state), and the
human wave attacks were all consistent with the monumentality and
single-mindedness of a high modernist approach to reordering society.
No premodern state in the Middle East maintained the demographic
equivalent of a 700,000-man standing army. Professional soldiers' lives
were valued in the early modern period. It was a Napoleonic innovation
to draft hundreds of thousands of peasants and throw them at well-trained,
well-armed opponents, using them up at dreadful rates in order to batter
down the enemy. Khomeini was not a Richard the Lion-Hearted in his
military tactics, but rather a Napoleon Bonaparte, a modern military
leader of grandiose ambition and complete lack of respect for individual
human lives (though to be fair, Khomeini only came to want Irag, not the
whole of his continent).

The Nuclear Program

Another area where the Iranian state has pursued a program
reminiscent of the worst features of high modernism is its nuclear reactor
program. Such an energy source makes a certain amount of sense for
countries such as France, which can afford big science and which lack
petroleum reserves of their own.?® Even there, the problems of the storage
of nuclear waste have never been satisfactorily resolved, creating a very
long-term and dangerous potential pollution problem (and a security issue
with regard to the potential for terrorists to use nuclear waste to create
“dirty” conventional bombs). Iran is virtually floating on petroleum and
natural gas, and does not need to risk Chernobyl-style disasters nor face
the problems of nuclear waste disposal. It is, moreover, prone to
earthquakes. Finally, the unfinished Bushehr nuclear facility was in fact
attacked by the Iraqgis during the Iran-Iraq war, and should another war
break out in the Persian Gulf, an active reactor would pose a tempting
target, with terrible consequences should it be hit.

The shah had developed extensive nuclear ambitions in the 1960s, and
had acquired from the U.S. a small nuclear research reactor of the Triga
type, installed at Amirabad, which became the center for subsequent
Iranian nuclear research. The shah hoped to build twelve nuclear power
plants and amost certainly had ambitions of developing nuclear
weaponry. He actually contracted for and began building two nuclear
reactors in the Persian Gulf port of Bushehr, with French, German,
Belgian, Italian and Japanese partners, investing $3 billion in the project.

Khomeini cancelled work on these reactors projects on coming to
power, seeing nuclear energy as satanic. In 1982, Reza Amrollahi, a
relative of then speaker of parliament Ali Akbar Hashimi Rafsanjani, was
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appointed to the Iranian Atomic Energy Organization and became an
advocate for reviving it. He mapped out in public a plan for a civilian
power program that would provide about 20 percent of Iran’s energy
needs. There have been alegations, however, that he also spent a great
deal of time lobbying Khomeini and Rafsanjani during the 1980s for the
nuclear program, attempting to convince them that Iran could hope to
build an atomic bomb. In the end, he was appointed one of four vice
presidents and given a budget to restart the nuclear program. 1n 1985 Iran
began seeking agreements with foreign countries, and made plans to site
nuclear-related facilities throughout the country in order to make them
less vulnerable to attack (taking a lesson, no doubt, from the successful
Israeli preemptive strike on Irag’'s nuclear facility in Baghdad in 1981).
At the height of the Iran-Iraq war and only a few years after the winding
down of the cultural revolution and the Great Terror, Iran then lacked the
highly-trained scientists and engineers to pursue the program effectively,
and needed to rebuild its scientific infrastructure. Amrollahi sought and
received permission from the International Atomic Energy Agency, given
that Iran had signed the non-proliferation pact, to buy 20 percent enriched
uranium for their old American research reactor, and the |AEA authorized
Argentina to supply it. Iran further sought another research reactor from
the Argentinians, which had the potential to produce weapons-grade
plutonium, but this purchase was blocked by the U.S.%

President Ali Akbar Hashimi Rafsanjani revived Iran’s nuclear
ambitions upon becoming president in 1989, however. Initially, he sought
to convince Iran's earlier partners to resume work, but these had been
alienated by the Iranian role in the terrorist tactic of taking Western
hostages in Lebanon, and refused. Rafsanjani then sought a contract for
the reactors with China or India. He signed a contract with the Chinese to
import a small nuclear research reactor in 1991, which nuclear engineers
saw as ominous, since this technology could eventually be used, as it had
been by Irag, to produce atomic bombs. Iran’s vice president, Ayatollah
Ata'u’llah Muhgjirani, did nothing to alay such fears when he said in
1991 in an interview in Abrar that all Muslim countries should attempt to
acquire nuclear weaponry.®

Further momentum toward the Bushehr plan was blocked by the first
Bush administration, which also convinced the Kraftwerk Union division
of the German Siemens Corporation not to go forward, on the grounds
that the project might have military applications. Rafsanjani insisted that
Iran only wanted to develop its nuclear research facilities for peaceful
purposes. Finally, after four years of seeking another partner, President
Rafsanjani prevailed upon a cash-strapped Russia to do the work. In
1995, Iran granted Russia an $800 million contract to build its first
nuclear power plant, a VVER-1000 water-cooled, water-moderated
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reactor, at the Persian Gulf port of Bushehr. Despite enormous pressure
applied by Washington to prevent the deal from going forward, the
project appears to be quite alive. In April, 1999, a St. Petersburg-based
company began producing eguipment for the planned nuclear power
plant, with delivery set for 2001.%' The Iranians subsequently sought from
the Russians a deal to install three more reactors at Bushehr, even though
some high Russian officials have spoken against the wisdom of building
further such plants. In spring of 2001, Russian President Vladimir Putin
reaffirmed a Russian commitment to helping Iran build nuclear reactors
for energy production, despite the sanctions the United States had placed
on the Russian firms contracting for this project.® Despite Iran’s having
signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and despite the lack of firm
evidence that it seeks to acquire nuclear weaponry, Washington continues
to be convinced that Iran aims at doing so. The reactor at Bushehr would
probably not in fact be much help in any weapons program, and it is open
to international inspections. It has, however, been aleged by some
American journalists and officials that the real nuclear weapons program
is far more clandestine, scattered around at secret facilities in Iran not
open to inspection. * Given that such neighbors as Russia, Pakistan, India
and Israel all now have nuclear weapons, and Irag has in the past been
close to developing them, it would not be far-fetched that the Iranian state
is seeking this capacity itself. Even a purely civilian nuclear program,
however, seems foolish in its risks and monumentality for an ail-rich,
income-poor nation. A high modernist project has been refurbished as a
nativist-modernist one. Note, too, the obvious contradiction between all
the talk of Iran as a “medieval” society in Washington and among the
Western journalists, and their simultaneous anxiety about Iran’s high-
technology capabilities (this startling oxymoron is visible in the quote
from Friedman cited earlier).

Political Repression

Although the grounds for censorship and the jailing of dissidents for
thought crimes have shifted enormously, the specific state technologies of
social control show continuities, as well. While Muhammad Reza Pahlevi
led a repressive police state with extensive censorship and jailing of
dissidents, the average number of prisoners in the shah's jails held for
thought crimes in any one year in the 1970s was about 1,000. This
number compares to about 300 in the Soviet Union under Brezhnev.
Relatively few dissidents were actually executed, though that any at all
wereis, of course, monstrous.

Under Khomeini literally tens of thousands of Iranians were serially
jailed. Some 10,000 members of or sympathizers with the “Idamic
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Marxist” Mujahidin party were killed, most through execution after
arrest.® Political parties other than the loose Islamic Republican grouping
were gradually banned and destroyed, including the revived National
Front that had opposed the shah in the early 1950s and which had a
significant religious wing. 1n 1986 there were 600 members of the Baha'i
religion in jail simply for adhering to the wrong religion, almost as many
as the total number of the Shah's prisoners of conscience in any one year,
and in the 1980s nearly 200 Baha'is were executed for their faith.
Although the numbers of killings declined dramatically after Khomeini's
death in 1989, as did the number of prisoners of conscience, theocratic
Iran has for most of its history been far more repressive than the shah's
regime.®

Religious persecution and struggles over the Mujahidin version of
liberation theology have tended to be depicted as a form of
“medievalism.” But in fact, the various technologies of social control
implied by the huge numbers of jailed and killed indicate clearly that we
are in the presence of a bureaucratized process, of Hannah Arendt’'s
banality of evil. The gendarmeries, revolutionary guards, holding cells,
prisons, execution squads, burial grounds, dunning of families of the
executed to pay the costs—all of these institutions and repertoires are
those of the high modernist state, not the ramshackle and inefficient
methods of medieval baronies. In the mid-1990s, the prison system of
Iran according to official government sources held 160,000 prisoners, or
266 per 100,000 population.* For comparison, in Europe Romania at 200,
Poland at 170, and Portugal at 140 per 100,000 population are considered
among those with “relatively high” numbers of inmates. These numbers
are, of course, much smaller than those of the former Cold War
superpowers, the U.S. and Russia. But they are sufficiently large for a
country of Iran's size to indicate a substantial penal bureaucracy that
compares ably with the high end of European states. As for the
theological dimension, the large-scale jailing and even execution of
persons for holding the wrong views has been a persistent feature of high
modernism. In a state like Iran characterized by nativist modernism, with
a theocratic palitics, religious views are at once a form of theology and a
form of political ideology.

Theocratic republicanism in Iran has entailed extensive pre-
publication censorship by the state. Articles have been vetted. Liberal
Islamist writers like "Abd al-Karim Soroush have been denied visas to
speak abroad on occasion. Periodicals and newspapers have frequently
been closed. In 1998 a number of writers were assassinated by agents of
the Ministry of Intelligence, later branded “rogues’ by the supporters of
President Khatami, who condemned the killings. Still, nothing has been
done to the so-called rogues. Informal mechanisms of censorship also
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operate, often with tacit state support. Soroush, for instance, has
sometimes been prevented from speaking on campuses by hordes of
radical Idlamists opposed to his brand of Islamic liberalism. In 2001 the
campaign against the press and suppression of other human rights by
hardline clericsintensified.

Literacy and Schooling the Nation

Among the big social engineering projects adopted by the shah was
vastly increasing literacy. The Middle East had relatively low rates of
literacy in world terms for most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Around 1900 only 7 percent of Egyptians were literate according to
British colonial statistics, and the percentage was likely to have been
rather smaller in Iran, with its rugged landscape, low population density,
and extremely low levels of governmental investment in areas such as
national education. Despite the shah’s Literacy Corps program that began
in 1963 as part of the White Revolution, which involved the drafting of
urban youth to teach reading and writing in villages, by the late 1970s the
national literacy rate was still less than 50 percent. Women were only 35
percent literate. In Khomeinist Iran, 1980 witnessed the cultural
revolution, which was coopted by the state with its Supreme Council for
Cultural Revolution. This body groups the heads of the judiciary,
legislature and executive with the “ministers of education, culture and
higher education and health and medical education, as well as several
cultural experts.” The ministry of education under the Islamic Republic
receives about a fifth of all governmental expenditures, and employs 41
percent of the country’s civil servants, more than any other ministry.
Thus, a modernist commitment to universal literacy, along with a
concomitant desire to sociaize al students to state values, characterizes
the Khomeinist state just as much as it had the Pahlevi, if not more. By
1994 over 17 million students were enrolled in about 96,000 schools.
There are now over one million students enrolled in 44 universities in
Iran, compared to 16 in the late 1970s. In the 1990s, the number of
women entering the universities tripled.”

The highly ideological and theocratic nature of Iran's nativist
modernism, indeed, encourages a special concentration on education and
indoctrination. Ironically, even though an Islamic revolution brought
Arabic words flooding back into newspaper Persian, the populist
character of the revolution, with its emphasis on reaching out to the poor,
led to a Persianization of grade school textbooks so as to enhance the
facility with which children could become literate (Arabic words pose
special orthographic and lexical problems).® The daughter of the former
president, Fatemeh Hashimi Rafsanjani, alleged that by 1996 the literacy
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rate had climbed 72 percent over-all, with women at about 68 percent,
representing nearly a doubling of literacy rates among women since the
Revolution. Other sources were more conservative, estimating over-all
literacy at 68 percent in 1995. By 2000, the deputy head of Iran’'s
Literacy Movement estimated that only 10 million out of 65 million
Iranians were illiterate, or 15 percent. Of these, 6 million were women
(and most were rural), suggesting that women's literacy had nearly pulled
equal to that of men at over 80 percent. ** Whatever the exact statistics, it
certainly is the case the both literacy and female literacy has improved
enormously under the Islamic republic. Ironically, given the highly
patriarchal rhetoric of the theocracy, the education of women has been
among its greatest successes the education. Many of these newly literate
women, moreover, have become active in politics, and they were among
the major constituents who helped elect Mohammad Khatami president in
1997.

Society Responds to Nativist Modernism

The dialectical, fluid and changing character of republican Iran has
allowed for the emergence of forces that moderated the excesses of the
Khomeini years during the subseguent decade. Nativist modernism has
been a battleground over which various socia and cultural forces have
fought, from Khomeini’s theocratic radicalism to Soroush’s Islamic
liberalism and even to a defiant Iranian secularism, though proponents of
the latter have been so far out of the mainstream of political discourse that
their battles tend to end in martyrdom.

The prolongation of the Iran-Iraq war from the early 1980s, when the
Iragis first signaled an eagerness to settle, until 1988, produced extensive
disaffection with the Khomeinist regime in Iran. The evidence is that
Iranians simply did not put their hearts and souls into the war effort,
especially in the second act of the drama when it was clear that the Iragis
wanted peace and that the reason for the continuation of the war was
Khomeini’s ambition to take Baghdad. Less than two percent of the
population was enlisted in the military, and only about 3 percent of gross
domestic product was spent on the war effort in the mid-to-late 1980s.
The expenditures on the military declined dramatically from $20 billion
(in 1994 prices) in 1984 to $13 hillion in 1985 and only about $6 billion
in 1986, even though the war itself continued to rage throughout this
period.”” After the end of the war, and with the death of Khomeini,
military expenditures declined further, to only a little over 2 percent of
GDP. Iran has continued to maintain a relatively large military force,
especialy if one counts the paramilitary revolutionary guards, but as
Clawson notes, it is used for road-building, revolutionary indoctrination,
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and other non-military purposes. Iran’s military spending in the late
1990s has been much lower per capita than neighbors such as Turkey or
Saudi Arabia.

The massive state control of the economy has been, of course, a huge
economic disaster for the country and poses a long-term threat to Iran’s
future, to the extent that many observers have spoken of the “de-
industrialization” of the economy. The state has faced a number of
economic congtraints, including low oil price troughs in the mid to late
1980s and again in the mid to late 1990s. The initial disruptive effects of
the revolution were dramatic. In 1979-1982, Iran lost fully a third of its
gross domestic product. Given the near doubling of the population since
the revolution, the lackluster performance of the public-sector industries,
and that petroleum and gas income is the maor source of foreign
exchange, the sometimes low oil prices have largely kept Iranians from
attaining again, much less surpassing, the real per capita income levels
they saw under the shah in the 1970s. Per capita income in Iran, despite
the significant petroleum weslth, is far less than that of a non-oil neighbor
like Turkey, with its more vibrant private sector.

The government control of so much of the economy resulted in lack of
significant investment in key areas like machinery or construction and the
retardation of the process of capital accumulation, as Sohrab Behdad has
shown. He argues for economic involution, such that institutions of the
market have been disrupted and the workforce has been deproletarianized,
forced into petty bourgeois status in small self-owned workshops. He has
demonstrated that in 1977-1990, investment in machinery and
congtruction declined an average of 6 percent per year, so that by 1990
investments by the government and the private sector in machinery were a
third what they had been under the shah in 1977. The private sector,
mainly smaller workshops, has occasionally attempted to take up the
dlack, though he notes that medium-sized firms were much weakened at
the expense of small workshops employing one or two persons, and large
state-owned factories with hundreds of employees. The sector of medium
firms, he believes, is key to capitalist development, and it was failing. In
contrast, in 1987 the small workshops produced 30 percent of
manufacturing output (up from 16 percent in 1976) and employed fully 50
percent of manufacturing workers (up from 29 percent in 1976). Self-
employed workers, who predominated in the small workshops, increased
1976-1986 from 2.8 million to 4.4 million, or by a factor of 57 percent.
Medium-sized firms correspondingly declined. Wage workers in the
private sector declined from about 3 million in 1976 to 1.9 million in
1986, a reduction of 39 percent. Along with the expansion in the number
of smaller workshops, there was a proliferation of service activities, most
of them of a make-work nature, and government workers increased in the
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same period by 1.9 million (though about half of this number is accounted
for by larger military and paramilitary forces.”!

That Khomeini’s policies had made Iran a pariah made it unable to
receive international credit in the 1980s, and divorced it from the Bretton
Woods ingtitutions, such as the International Monetary Fund and the
World Bank. In the 1990s Rafsanjani and Khamenei attempted to repair
Iran’s reputation internationally sufficiently to again receive a World
Bank loan. Opening Iran to such global influences inevitably brought
scoldings from economists about Iran’s bloated and stagnant public
sector. Rafsanjani was convinced by the dismal economic statistics that
the massive nationalizations of the 1980s has been a tragic error, and
decided in 1991-92 to pursue privatization. In the subsequent five years,
the Industrial Development and Renovation Organization (IDRO), which
holds the majority of the country’s heavy industries, raised $467 million
from the sale of public companies to the private market. This process
accelerated in the late 1990s, though only a small proportion of the heavy
industries have actually been sold off. “Government policy calls for
IDRO to sell up to 57 per cent of its holdings in firms, with the rest being
distributed among the employees of privatised companies.”* Salesin the
late 1990s included one-quarter of the main automobile manufacturer.
Plans have been put forward to privatize the tourist industry, as well.
Steps are now aso being taken to allow private non-bank credit
organizations in lran, giving the state banking sector some private
competition, with hopes of increasing the amount of credit available to the
economy. After 1997, the dialectic between the communitarian and
egalitarian impulses of the nationalizers and the desires for economic
progress and efficiency of the privatizers began to swing toward the latter.
The conservative clerics, however, continued to throw up roadblocks to
legislative reforms. ®

Political repression and censorship, and even occasionaly
assassination, continue to be features of the Iranian political scene, though
there are periods, as with the late 1990s, when a wider range of political
speech and opinion was permissible—a window the hardliners tried hard
to close in 2000-2001. The more liberal provisions of the Iranian
congtitution, which although it allows the vetting of candidates does insist
on elected, representative officials, have been employed by forces in
Iranian society to mitigate the most authoritarian aspects of nativist
modernism. More recently, the authoritarians have struck back by more
intensively vetting candidates to exclude liberals. In the five elections for
parliament, there has been a decided retreat in the hegemony of radical or
hardline clerics, and an increasing number of non-clerical representatives
elected. The emergence of seminary-trained, unabashed Muslim
theologians advocating a sort of Lockian liberalism, such as "Abd al-
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Karim Soroush, was an unexpected development of the 1990s. The way
in which Rafsanjani and Khamenel backed off the large-scale killing of
those they saw as enemies of the regime, whether Mujahidin sympathizers
or the apolitical Baha'is, demonstrated that state actors' determination to
employ the authoritarian state as a blunt instrument for the forcible
reordering of society was waning. In the 2001 elections liberals
associated with President Muhammad Khatami, first elected in 1997,
swept the parliamentary elections as Khatami received a second term.

Conclusion

Theocratic republican Iran meets many of the criteria for James C.
Scott’s vision of High Modernism gone bad. The ruling €elite certainly had
a commitment to an administrative ordering of nature and society. They
asserted that they were conducting this reordering in the name of Islam.
But the “Idam” of the Islamist technocrats around Khomeini, including
Mehdi Bazargan (an engineer and factory owner), Abolhassan Bani Sadr
(a French-trained economist), and many members of subsequent cabinets,
was seen as entirely compatible both with science and with high
modernist forms of social engineering. The human wave attacks on
entrenched Iragi army positions, the nationalization of much of the
economy and the imposition of ideological control on workers, the
instances of urban renewal requiring the expulsion of slum dwellers, the
pursuit of nuclear and other high-technology weaponry, are al consistent
with high modernism, despite being pursued under the rubric of theocratic
republicanism. Nativist modernism allows the ideological assertion of
localist authenticity as an over-all framework for the working out of a
High Modernist project.

The authoritarian Khomeinist state came to power through revolution
and immediately was plunged into war by Saddam Hussein, responding
by amassing an enormous 700,000-man military. It arose in a society
where civil society or intermediary institutions between the state and the
people had been largely suppressed by the Pahlevi state or incorporated
into state organs. The top quintile of the country in terms of wealth was
chased into exile, killed, or expropriated, such that the old power elite was
decapitated. There were very few checks on the new state's power,
despite the flailing guerrilla actions of the Mujahidin or the futile minor
revolts of the Kurds and Turkmen.

Still, the marriage of high modernism to Islamist anti-liberalism
produced severe contradictions that ultimately posed challenges to
Khomeinism of the 1980s variety. The alignment of discontents among
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large socia groups has shifted over time. A new bourgeoisie emerged
from the bazaar and government contracting in the course of the 1980s,
replacing the old Pahlevi elite and restoring the weadlth stratification to a
shape very similar to that of 1977.* This new bourgeoisie found a
political aly in Rafsanjani. Some clerics are rumored to have desired to
abolish women's suffrage on coming to power, but had not done so,
perhaps because women had been among the groups that mobilized for
the revolution and they felt they needed their support. Despite restrictions
on women, the labor needs created by the expansion of the army led to
greater women's participation in the work force, and the massive
schooling and literacy campaigns created millions of newly educated
women. The voting age in Iran was also set relatively low, alowing
youth to have an impact on elections.

When the Guardianship Council allowed a former minister of culture
named Mohammad Khatami, who had been sacked for being too liberal,
to run for president in 1997 against the right wing clerical favorite, "Ali
Akbar Natig Nuri, they unwittingly admitted into the race a Trojan horse
for disgruntled women and youth, who voted for Khatami decisively and
helped ensure that he received 70 percent of the vote. Khatami has been
congtrained by the relative lack of power the president enjoys under the
Iranian constitution, and by his de facto lack of control over the army, the
police, and a number of important ministries, including Intelligence. He
has moved behind the scenes, however, in an attempt to put his men into
power in the bureaucracy, and his hand was strengthened by subsequent
municipal elections, in which candidates identified with his political party
or with his program did exceedingly well. During most of his first term,
many members of parliament remained to his right, however, which
allowed the representatives to block some of his appointments. The
judiciary and Guardianship Council are solidly under the control of
clerical hard liners, so that even his more recent supportive parliament can
make little headway on reform. Nevertheless, these developments of the
late 1990s and early 2000s demonstrate that Iran’s long-supine civil
society isreviving. The resulting polarization has created greater political
tension, and raised question marks about the future. Whatever Iran has
looked like in the past two decades and will look like in the succeeding
two, it has not looked anything like a medieval state or society. Indeed, if
anything the more admirable virtues of medieval Iran, its love of poetry
and life, its reasoning approach to religion, its relative tolerance of other
creeds (certainly compared to much of Europe at the time)—have all been
damaged by the excesses of nativist modernism.
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