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CHAPTER _ I
7

Activist Shi‘ism in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon

Abdulaziz A. Sachedina

“There were thiee idol breakers, Abraham, Muhammad,
and Ruly Allah Khomeini,”

T heard this slogan and its variants hundreds
of times in the street demonstrations in Tehran and other cities of Iran in 1978-79.
The slogan captured the aspirations of the Shitite Muslim masses in [ran that ushered
in the Tslamic revalutionary movement under the leadership of the Ayatollah Kho-
meini. The Islamic revolution marked the beginning of an innovative idea in Shi‘ite
Islam, namcly, the creation of an Islamic government in the modern nation-state
of Iran under the religious leadership of its learned scholar. the avatollah.t To
the Shitice masses, the notion of a legitimate religious authority assuming political
power corresponded 1o their historical affirmation of the cheological lcadership of
the Prophet Muhammad’s male descendants as divinely guided lmams ( temporal-
religious lcaders}. They believed thar there had been twelve such Imams, the last of
whom had disappeared in the tenth century C.E., to Teturn at some future date as the
Mahdi, the messianic deliverer. The Shi‘ite creed had consistently depicted the ulti-
mate divine victory as a time when the last Imam would retumn to establish an
Islamic government and creare the rule of justice and equity on carth. However, no
human being could know the day or hour of that victory, During the extended period
of waiting, Shi‘ism developed and drew upon an identity rooted in a sensc of a
communal sutfering and passion in anticipation of that day when God would send
the [mam to deliver the community from tyrannical absoluist political power. In the
meantime, pending the return of this messianic Imam at the End of Time, they had
acknowlcdged the religious leadership of their scholars, who continued to guide che
community in their mundane as well as spiritual aftairs.

On 1 February 1979, Ayatollah Khomeini returned from a fiftcen-vear exile to
institute a “rule of justice and equiry™ in Iran 2 The welcome that he received among
the Shitites reflected their heightened sense of expectation, sparked by the prophecy
of oae of the Shitite Imams, heard repeatedly in [ran at the time, that “A man will rise
from Qum {as a precursor to the Mahdi] and he will summon people to the night
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path. People will rally to him like picces of iron jeo a magned. not o be shaken by
strong winds, free and relving on God.™ The suffering-and-passion motits dcvcloped
in Shitism scrved for Khomeini as a ready-made source of inspiration in the suceessful
mass mobilizaton of the Shitites in their struggle against the “unjust” rule of the
“Pharach™ of Iran. the Shah Reza l'ahlavi. In place of the shah’s regime he proposed
to erect an aleernative in keeping with the cherished messianie vision of Shi‘ism: an
Islamic government guided both by the leadership of the avarollah and by the expec-
tation of the retum of the last Imam. In my conversations with various persons of
different social strata at the time of Khomeini’s ascendancy, [ discovered that, despite
widespread enthusiasin for this vision of Iranian sociery, almost no one, whether re-
ligicus or sccular in orientation, had a clear understanding ot the nature or goals of
“Islamic government” in the absence of the legitimately and theologically acknow!-
cdged last Imam of the Shi'ites.

The question to be posed in examining the recent Shi‘iee revolution in Iran tums
on this insight: given the continued absence of the Imam and of specific prescriptions
for “Islamic government,” how, then, did the Ayatollah Khomeini succeed in “acti-
vating” politically quietist Shi‘ites? How, in other wards, did he succeed in transform-
ing the suffering-and-passion motif, an ¢lement of Sh‘ire 1dentity that had previously
generated political quierism and withdrawal, into an activist ideology of rebellion and
confrontation in the context of the modern age?

On 9 April 1980, Avyatollah Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr, a renowned Shi‘ite reli-
gious scholar and leader of the Shi‘ite struggle for political justice in Irag, was exe-
cared by Saddam Hussein, the ruler of Iraq. When [ visited Iraq during the summer
of that year, it was evident that the victory of the Islamic revalution in Iran had at
that time a receptive audience of Iraqr Shi‘ites, especially among the leading Shi'ite
scholars in the holy city of Najaf whom T interviewed. The Shi‘ites of Iraq comprised
the largest religions community in the country, and constitute a majority of the total
population. The determination of the “downtrodden™ Shi‘ites of Traq to press ahead
with their demands for sociopolitical justice was evident in spite of Saddam’s policy
of ruthlessly suppressing any such Shiicc-inspired threat to his own regime.

The execution of Baqir Sadr. often termed the “Khomeini of Irag,” was prompted
by his numerous writings and speeches, widely circulated in the Islamic world, which
encouraged the Arab Shitites of Iraq to demand their political rights. Like Khomeini,
Baqir Sadr appealed to the latent radicalism of Shi‘ite theology, with its emphasis on
suffering and martyrdom as elements of the divine plan. This emphasis, with its glo-
rification of the role of the underdog, appealed to adherents moving in the direction
of activism to cnhance their social pusition in Traq. The Traqi regime’s fear of this
inchoare activism was also revealed in its decision to cxccure Muhammad Baqir Sadr's
sister, Bint al-Huda, who had collaborated with her brother in careving on his strug-
gle among the Iraqi Shi‘ite women. Again, the question arises: how did Muhammad
Baqir Sadr overcome the traditional restraints of Shitism which had required the
Shi‘ites to maintain the purity of their faith by shunning politcs?

On 3] August 1978, Imam Musa al-Sadr, the leader of the Lebanese Shitites, was
seen for the last time in a horel in Tripoli, Libya. Musa Sadr had come to Lebanon in
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1959 as a trusted representative of an Iraqi Avatolleh in Myaf and thereafrer emerged
as the leader of the Lebanese Shi‘ites, who up to that point had made accommindation
with their world of alicn domination. Musa Sadr changed the subdued attitude of the
Shiite community within a few vears of his arrival. The heightened sociopolitical
awareness among the Lebancse Shifites was underscored after hus disappearance in
Libva, when his mantle was inherited by another religious scholar, Savvid Mubam-
mad Fusavn Fadl Allah. at present the reputed spiritual leader of the Hizbullah (the
“Party of God™. Like other contemporary Shitite leaders. Fadl Allah (b, 19347 was
educated in Najaf. where he lived until the 1960s while keeping in close touch with
the Shi‘ites of Lebanon by visiting them from time to time. After his permanent
return to Lebanon in the mid-1960s, he dedicated himself, through his numerous
writings and lectures, o the aurturing of activise Shi‘ism. From the partern of political
quictisin and submission pricr to the 1970s, the Shiites of Lebanon emerged as a
nuajor political force in Lebanese affairs in the 1980s. What prompred a radicalized
Shi‘ism at this time in Lebanon?

In order to answer the questions that these developments in the Shi‘ite Muslim
world raise, we must consider “the historical development in Islam within the hege-
mony of the West during the past century and 2 half” which has given rise o the
religious fundamentalism among Muslims in the modern age.* Religious fundamen-
talism among Muslims stems from the acure awareness of a conflict berween “the
religion which God has appointed and the historical development of the world which
He controls.”* To correct the spiritual crisis caused by this awareness. Islamic funda-
menralism has endeavored to strike a balance berween the divine promise of earthly
success to the Muslims and their contemporary sitvation by moving in rwo directions:
first, by introducing reforms to prevent fucther internal deterioration of Istamic rehi-
gious life; and second, by protesting and resisting alien domination in anyv form over
the Islamic character of Mushm societics.

The first direction—the requirement of internal reform— has been dominared by
the repeated call to return to the oniginal teachings of Islam n the Qurian and the
Prophet’s paradigmatic life (the Sunma), in variant degree and form. The proponents
of this form of Tslamic responsc to the perceived corruption and heedlessness among
contemporary Muslims firmly believe that the carthly power and success of the first
generation of Muslims were duc to their strict adherence o the pure faith, to the
fundamentals of Islam. Conscquently, if the Muslims want to regain their carly posi-
tion of power and prestige, they must fashion their practice, meluding their govern-
ment, on the ideals prescribed by the Qur'an and by the pristine community. [n a
sense their religious fundamentalism is puritanical. It has a considerable following
among numerous sectors of Mushim brotherhoods thronghout the Islamic world.

The second direction—thie requirement of resistance to alicn inteusion  has been
far more challenging in that it has meant providing an Islamic alternative to the con-
sciously imported or externally imposed sociopolitical systems during the past contury
and a half. Because of the importation of modernized legal codes and social norms,
the proponents of this form of Islamic response to the threat of the ahienation ot the
Muslim peoples from the Tslamic way of life have also had to fall back on the funda-
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mentals of original Islaim. However, their return to the Islamic fundamentals is based
on ic acceptance of the linear notion of development of an Islamic society. As such
their retrieval of relevant teachings that would enable them to build an Tslamic svsttrnj
ad?plablc to the modern circumstances is selective. In other words, their ﬁmdz;mcn-
r‘ahsrn cant be designared as an activist type of reaction involving creative interpreta-
tion of religious ideas and symbols to render them appiicabic to contemporary

Mushim hustory. )

In answering the questions raised above in connection with Shi‘ite activism in Iran
Ira_q, and Lebanon, we will encounter bath of these directions of Islaric fundamcrlj
talism, adopted in varying degrees of emphasis by the Shi‘ite leaders responding to
the perceived deterioration of Islam in the modemn age.

At the outset it is important to state the difficulry faced by a Muslim Islamicist
wha has actually witnessed the phenomenon of religious fundamentalism in the arca;
under consideration and whase primary interest is in conveying the actual practice in
thc IslaFnic world, in interpreting information pertaining to the dynamics of this prac-
tice so it will be intelligible and manageable to persons living and working in another
culture. Ironically, at the present time, neither prejudice nor a lack of information
stands in the way of understanding the phenomenen of Islamic fundamencalism:
rather, the problem is that the considerable informarion we have has nat advanced o;-
refined our discernment of the refigious axperience of modem-day Muslims. In other
wards, what demands further clarification in Islamic fundamentalism relates to the
:Ess«cntial nature of the [slamic religious experience. Most of the scholars on Islamic
h.l_ndamcntajism‘ because of a methodalogical insistence oo neutrality and imperson-
ality, have cither denied its existence or have treated it casually. However, a central
thesis of ﬂ'}is cssay is that the core of Islamic fundamentalism is the re]iginu’s idealism
that‘ promises its adherents that once the Islamic norm is appléed, it will effect dra-
matic change and vanquish the manifold sociopolitical and moral probicms afflicring
thc‘ Muslim peoples. In other words, it is Islamnic religious experience, above all eise
which guides belicvers in reasserting the relevancy and applicability of the rlormativc:
pattern of pristine Islamic revelation to the task of creating the ethical order on carth.
'he self-confidence whicl arises from religious conviction inspires the believer o
embark on the venture of reducing or eliminating altogether the existing gap between
the ideal and the real. Thus our understanding of Islamic fundamentalism will have
to bc concerned with the innermost aspect of the ways in which Islam, as an erernal
divine blueprint for ordering human lite, provides its adherents with both revelatory
and rational guidance as they experiment with ways of fulfilling the divine command
in history. .

. Islamic civilization is tounded on a unique understanding of creation and revela-
tion which has been decisive in the shaping of Islamic identity. This difference in
understanding can be studied in the Muslim comprehension of a salient feature of
their history since Islam was proclaimed as a religion in seventh-century Arabia. ‘The
carl:\-' history of Islam was marked by “centuries of emporal as well as spiritual
fach ievement, an age of conquest and brilliance. . . . Muslim achievement was seen as
mitrinsic to their faith.” This farth maintained that the divine purpose is reflected in
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the cosmic order and in divine guidance for individual and collective conduct. Hu-
manity is constantly faccd with 2 fundamental moral choice of conducting itsclf so as
to confarm to the divine norm and be prosperous or face perilous doom as a conse-
guence of rejecting that norm. Accordingly, human beings, as an inseparable part of
the divinely originated cosmos, should aim at implementing God's normative will as
expressed in the Tslamic religious-moral law, the Shari‘a. In this sense secufarism,
which in the context of madern Western civilization sigmifies 2 MOVEmUnt away from
God, will inherently remain alien to Tslam's theocentric emphasis.* Commentary on
the most important goal of [slamic fundamentalism { i.c., the creation of a social order
based on Islasmic norms of society) must recognize this subtle vet substantial distine-
rion berween the worldvicws of Islam and modern sceularism, lest it be reduced to
descriptive data “without soul.””

Istamic fundamentalism is rooted in the widespread Muslim belief that the centu-
rics of temporal and spiritual achievernent in the past were the result of the religious
experience of the Muslim communicy. This understanding of religious history orients
and guides the sociopolitical behavior of the Muslims at the present time, in part
because religious leaders and increasingly the masses pereeive that the impocted West-
ern models for creating social institutions and a social ethic have failed 10 respond 1o
their aspirations.

Of course Islam as a religious phenomenon is not severed from the mundanc stage
of human political, social, and economic endeavor; on the contrary, Islamic faith be-
cames a self-propelling and sclf-reinforcing inducement to the establishment of a just
order, the advent of which is to be heralded by the success of these endeavors. Ac-
cordingly, the religious culture of [slamic fundamentatism is secn as plaving a mean-
ingtul, even irreplaceable, role in nurturing new social, political, and cultural attitades
and in building new social and political institutions capable of responding to the
demands of modeenity. With this relationship berween religious culrure and socio-
political contexts in mind, the present study of Shifite activism as an objective Hlustra-
tion of religious fundamentalism in Islam will undertake to skewch the religious
history of the Shi‘ites in the conzext of the sociopolitical vicissitudes of the community
in fran, Iraq, and Lebanon in the last century and a half in order to answer the central
guestion: why now?

The Vitality of Religious Experience in Islam

Tslamic religious expericnce originates in a worldview shaped by revelarary monothe-
ism that emphasizes individual and collective life as a reflection of God’s purposeful
creation to further the establishment of ethical order on earth. Accordingly. this rel-
gious experience has always involved attempts to comprehend and submit to God’s
revelation and to institute the just and good society. Maore importantly, this religious
ciperience has created an ongoing rension between the cxigencics of a timeless and
immutable revelationary norm and its applicability for the Muslim conununity on
carth. This tension has furthermore caused the Mushim community to perperually
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reevaluate the extent of its respensibilicy to the divine norm and, in the face of re-
peated failure, has caused Muslims to reform themselves to conform to its objective
realization in history. The impact of the hegemony of the West, while not irrelevant,
is secondary in importance to this fundamental burden of the religious experience of
the Muslim. The religious concern of a Muslim today is how to live as 2 Muslim in a
world dominated by forces that fail to see the challenge of his faith.? The challenge of
living as a Muslim 1n the modern age requires one to attend to the rehabiliration of
the earthly success of carly Islam, which was accomplished in a time when Muslims
were in control of their own destiny withour intrusion from colonial powers; when
Muslims were themselves but still were successtul and excelled in the world, reputedly
because of their obedience to God’s commands.”

The attempt to meet this ongoing religious challenge, complicated as it has been
by the existence of injustice in the Muslim poliry, gave rise in history to two distinct
and in some ways even contradictory attitudes, namely, quictism 2nd activism. Both
of these attitudes had sanction in the revelational authority of the Qur'an and the
Prophetic practice, the Sunna. However, the exponents of a quictist posture were
often supporters of authoritarian politics and offered unquestioning and immediate
abedience to almost any Muslim authority which publichy accepted the responsibilicy
of upholding the Shari‘a. Gradually, as the development of the political history of
Islam bears our, the quietist and authoritarian stance becamne associated with the ma-
jority Sunni Muslims. Sunni religious leaders {the ulama) had a major role to play in
shaping the quictist posture toward rulers: in many cases, they acted as the legitimiz-
ers of the de facto Sunni power and encouraged Muslim peopies to accept and obey
the de facto Sunni authority. On the other hand, the exponents of an activist posture
supported radical politics and raughe that there was no obligation of obedience to
corrupt and wicked rulers; indeed they insisted thar the duty of “commanding the
good and forbidding the ¢vil” in the Qurian necessitated the removal of an unjust
authority from power. In the early centurics, the activist and radical stance became an
attribute of Shi'ite Islam.* However, following numerous unsuccessful attempts by
the Shi‘ite leaders at different rimues in their history w overthrow the ruling power
{even when that power was Shi‘ite}, Shi‘ites adopted the quictist atritude rather than
the activist one. There is sufficient historical precedent to argue that the quiedst atti-
tude was at times adopted as a strategy for survival rather than as principle in itself.
In the facc of unfavorable circumstances it became imperative to protect Shitie life
from destruction. Moreover, such quictist passiviry was justified as a religiously sanc-
tioned strategy (tagiyws) to allow for time ro regroup and reorganize for future
acovisim.

These realities render difficulr the task of charting precisely the ¢bb and flow of
Shi‘ite activism, for given the proper sociopolitical conditions. the activist mentalicy
may be seen as merely dormant or latent within Shitite quietism. As this essay argues,
recent Shi‘ite activism has, as in the past, emerged after a period of reladve quietism
i large part because of the central role played by Shitite religious leaders and therr
radical teachings in response to specific sociopolitical conditions. In other words,
Shi‘ite acrivism is in an important sense a tunction of the religious leaders® discern-
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ment of both the “signs of the tmes™ and of the possibilitics for action present within
the ustorical cradition.

As a minority group living under adverse condinons, Shitites had by the end of
the third cenrury of their existence following the death of the Propher in 632 o.F
developed a religious-legal ineellectual mechanism for resolving pressing problens
encountered by rhe believers in crisis sitations. This intellecmal dcvciopmcna ini-
tially prompted by practica] problems ¢ncountered by the Shitites in dcaling with
p()litical vicissitudes, followed a dialectical pattern, incorporating positieons that ar one
time seemed untenable but that through further interpreration of theological-political
doctrines in the contexr of sociopolitical exigencies were declared valid.

Thus, for instance, one of the major problems facing the Shi‘ites as a minority
living under Sunni domination in ninth-tenth century Arabia, [rag, central Iran, or
Khurasan {today the southern Sovier U mnn) was whether a member of the commu-
nity could enter the service of an “unjust™ {meaning Sunni) authoriny and accept an
official administrative position in its government. As it turned out, the Shitites had
penetrated the Summ administration cven before 2 solution to satisfy a Shitite believ-
er’s conscicnce was sought. Accordingly, the resolution that it was permissible for a
Shifite to accepr an official position and remuneration for service rendered to an unjusc
administration as long as that “benefited the brethren in faith™ (i.c., other Shiites)
was given 1 the form of a religious justification for engaging in something that was
carlier deemed to be prohibited and even harmtul to one’s taith. Such intense Shi‘ire
preoccupation with preserving the original purport of Istamic revelation was neces-
sary, it was argoed, given the absence of the divinely designated Imam o lead Shitire
affairs on a day-ro-day basis.

The Shi‘ites believed that the Prophet had desigrated their first Imam "All {d. 660;
o succeed him as the head of the Muslim commumity, However. he was passed over
for succession three tmes in a row by the caliphs Abt Bakr (d. 634), “Umar {d. 646),
and ‘Uthran (d. 656), who were recognized as such by the Sunnt Mushims. Finally,
almost a quarter-century after the Prophet’s death, the caliphare was assumed by ‘Al
in 656. Bur 'Air’s leadership was marred by political tarmoil in the Muslim polm’ and
after a brief and contested rule, *Alf was murdered, and his son and designated suc-
cessor, Hasan. became the caliph. Hasan's caliphate lasted for less than six monchs;
then circumstances forced him to abdicate in favor of Mutawiva, a member of the
Umayyad clan whose enmity to the Hashimite clan of the Prophet dated back to pre-
Istamuc davs in the seventh century C.E.

However, Hasan continued to be acknowledged by the Shitites as their second
Imam. Against the backdrop of the polincal undoing of the Shitite leadership in the
carly hastory of Islam, the Shitite creed did not require the Imam to be invested with
political authority 1 order to be accepred as the leader. The posiuon of Iimam was
transmitted trom one legitiunate Imam to his suceessor through the process of speaal
designation, which according o Shitice beliet, also guaranteed authorisative transmus-
sion of the knowledge abour Islamic revelation through these rightful and infatlible
Imams. Following Hasan, his brother Husayn became the third Imam of the Shitires,
Bath Hasan and Husavn held a special staras in Muslim popular piety because they
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were the grandsons of the Prophet through his daugheer Fatima. The popular venera-
tion of the Prophets family (aif ad-bayt} was common among Musiims in general.

However, in Shi‘ism, the Prophet’s family was regarded as the bearer of authentic
Islam. Accordingly, all the Imams of the community had to be the descendants of ‘Ali
and Fatima. 'The Shi‘ites held that there were altogether rwelve such Tmams, including
“Alf and his two sons, Haszn and FHusayn. The twelfth Imarmn, the Mahdi, according
to Shi‘ite belicf, is the last and the living 1mam who disappeared in the year 874. His
rerurn as the messianic restorer of Islam is awaited by the Shiites.

The disappearance of the twelfth Imam is designated as the doctrine of “occulta-
tion.” The period of occultation is divided into two forms: the “Short Occultation”
and the “Complete Occultation.” According to this division, during the Short Occul-
tation, which lasted for some seventy vears (874—941), the fast Imam had appointed
some of his prominent followers as his “special deputics” to catry on the function of
guiding the communiry in its religious and social affairs. However, during the Com-
plete Occultation (941—~present), the learned jurists (the fagth or mujtabid, as they
are also known) among the Shi‘ites were believed to have been appainted by the
rwelfth Imam as his “general deputies™ to guide the believers pending his return.’ [n
other words, the learned Shitites were to assume the role of functional imams.

Undoubtediy the role of the functional imam was bound to become very influen-
tial and efficient in the community. Additionally, the communiry, whose single
justification to be organized as the Shia (“partisan” or “supperter”} was its unques-
tionable loyalty to the Imam, did not find it religiousty problematic to include in that
lovalty the tangible, funcrional imam, the Shi'ite jurist. Evidently this sense of faith-
fulness on the part of the Shi‘ites toward their religious leaders made feasibie the
emergence of Ayatoilah-like Jeadership in Shi‘ism.

Modernization and the Reaction of Shi‘ite Religious Leadership

Onc of the ironies in the history of modernization in the Islamic world lies in the fact
of its intraduction from outside by the Western colonizing powers and by westerniz-
ing clites within the Muslim community. Modemization, along with the reaction of
the religious leaders in the Islamic world o irs failure to arrest the saciopolitical and
moral breakdown of Muslim life, thus cannot be fully appreciated withour raking into
consideration the way maodernization was inroduced by “modernizing dictators™ who
failed to establish appropriate mediating institutions by which the indigenous popu-
lations might have developed the attitudes and techniques required to deal with the
demands of modernity.'? When the aggressive Western nations began, in the second
half of the nineteenth century, to dictate the direetion of Muslim polities, the compla-
cency of the Muslim governments seemed almost to welcome the modernizing poli-
cics of the westernizers among the Muslims. To these westernizers, the obvious course
of action under those circumstances involved replacing the weaker sociopolitical
system of Muslim societies with the stronger Western model. Their solution—
westernizing as a means cither for the Muslim polity to hold its own in relation to the
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hegemonistic Western states, or simply s a means to attain power in the new or-
der— served to extend and decpen Muslim dependence on the West,

Nevertheless, the Muslim westernizers failed to recognize that weszernizarion was
problematic withour the atritudes and spirit which had imbued modernizazion in the
West, including a “sense of innovation, of enterprise, of spontaneity” without which
“the copier must always be several crucial steps behind.”?? In other words, modern-
ization could not be adopred merely by westernizing, externally, Muslitn societies had
o find their own resources from which to build their now social order. The Muslim
westernizers were slow (o recognize this and instead hastened to shed their weaker
Islamic heritage in favor of the stranger Western heritage. Because this policy ren-
dered them dependent upon an alien cultural and political world, it robbed them of
the sense of unassailable identity necessary for them to be able to shape the world on
their own terms.

This fatetul policy led to disastrous consequences, at least in the eyes of the Shi‘ite
oppenents of the westernizers within their ranks. One such consequence was the im-
portation not only of Western techrology but also of its accomplice, the Western
secular worldview, which in the wake of the Enlightenment and its scientific and social
advances, called into gquestion the saving power in religion. Hence, modernization
through westernization in the Islamic setting implied nothing less than the displace-
ment of the view that the Quran and the Sunna could provide a framework for pre-
scribing appropriate social institutions and social ethics in rhe technical age. Mare
important, this approach to modernization had adverse implications for the cultural
and the political future of the Muslim nations and threatened to leave Muslims “cul-
turally homeless™ in their own nations. '

Nonetheless, Muslim leaders, both religions and the modernizers and westerniz-
ers, whether in Iran or in other parts of the Islamic worid in the nincteenth century,
were confronted by almost constant foreign intervention. The traditional ruling clite
and the existing military and administrative institutions were no longer capable of
resisting ot checking this intervenrion thar destabilized the Mushm public order. In
the face of the Western encroachment and the inability of the Istamic heritage to check
the loss of independence becanse of internal decay of the Muslim socicties, there was
a unanimous call for change through reform and adaptation to deal with the political
and social decline thar had shaken the confidence of Muslims. In this way, the Muslim
ordeal with modernization through westernization began with the need to respond
effectively to the deeply felt actacks on the Muslim community by Western interfer-
ence and even outright colonization of their homelands.

At any rate, the development of such 2 response was complicated by the fact that
westernization had been accepted as a necessary 100! o combat political decline, and
this acceptance led in fact to an inability to controt the wholesale and indiscriminate
importation of Western ideas. In fact, for the Muslim modernizers, westernization
was the only way of dealing with the political predicament caused by Western powers.
Islamic universalism came to be regarded as internatly incapable of arousing a Western
tvpe of nationalistic artirude deemed necessary, ironically, to frec a Muslim land trom
torcign intervention. TTowever, the adaprarion of Western ideas not only served to
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eliminate the historical Muslim ambivalence toward the European concept of nation-
stare and to foster the national solidarity needed for success in implementing mod-
ernization: it also became the model for rustructuring institutions dealing with the
modern nation-state and the infrastructure o sustain public welfare. s

Nevertheless. an active reaction to Western domination, in some €ases amount-
ing to a milicant ant-Western Muslim modernism, woincided with the dcspo‘tism of
the Qajar monarchs {1796-1925) in Iran and developed in response to their overt
alliances with foreign powers for personal gain. Whereas the Shi‘ite populace in lran
submitted to Qajar absolutism, the religious leaders, in alliance with their followers
in the bazaar, attempted to carve a greater political role for themnselves as the defenders
of Islam “against the encroachment of infidels.”

In the nineteenth century, the interests of the Qajar shahs were served by the
traditional and hierarchical organization of Persian society, in which arbitrary monar-
chical power was exercised through an elaborate system of formal alliances v.;ith vari-
aus factions. Leading members of the village or tribal groups loyal to the Qajars were
favored, for cxample, aver their local and regional rivals, while urban leaders and
neighborhood trade and bazaar merchants were pitted against each other. By app.oir?t-
ing members of the Qujar tribe to the most important posts in the state and provincial
bureaucracics, by imposing arbitrary taxes on dissenting factions, and by strengthen-
ing local alliance relationships, the shahs secured absolute control over Fhe military
and government administration. However, the resuiting rivalries, including that be-
tween “the men of the sword” (administrators and military officials) and “the men of
the pen” (the intellectual class, who played a increasingly prominent role in afTairsl of
statc) led to a contentious political climate that made possible British and Russian
intervention in the ninereenth and twentieth ceneuries.

The “men of religion,” the ulama, also enjoved great influcnce in society through
their performance of public services {e.g., they administered local justice, sole‘mnizcd
marriages, presided over funerals, and acted as guardians for orphans and widows).
Consequently, they too developed an independent parronage nerwark wt Iran, cen-
tered largely in the bazaar, but with lines of influence throughout the urban slum.u;
and to a lesser degrec in the rural areas. By vireue of their religious learning and their
representation of the masses before the government, the ulama were also popularly
regarded as representatives of the Hidden Imam. The Qajars realized that they could
harness the prestige cnjoved by the ulama to ther advantage. Accordingly, the shahs
treated the ulama with a show of respect even as they attempted to reduce the influ-
ence of those among them who were potential leaders of popular disconrent.™

The mid-nincteenth century witnessed a subtle but important increase of Furo-
pean influence, Iran established an instinite of higher learning on Western lines, even
as the Europeanization af urban lifc in the Qajar capital of Tehran became widespread,
However, although increasing numbers of Tranian students were coming in dircct
contact with the Western lifestyle by pursuing an education in Europe, [ranian society
in general remained unaffected by the new admiration of the West and rctaincd‘ its
lovaley to Lslamic cultural cradition. However, the somewhat superficial westerniza-
tion of urban life upset traditional alliances, and the ulama found it necessary to de-
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fend the religion of Istam itself against the subversive intluence of forcigoers and
foreign-educared Traman youth.'” In the eves of some prominent ulama, the Qajar
rulers had failed o uphold their principal duty of defending the boundarics of an
Islamic polity from the incursions of non-Mustlims. One explanation for this lapse
that gained currency amony the masses held that the elice segments ot the soci-
ctv—Qajar family members, educated bureaucrats, and the wealthier familics-—-had
abandoned or compromised Lslam in their cagerness to acquire the reputed wealth ro
be gained, presumably, by accepting Western domination and by mimicking the West.
Subsequently a owentieth-century Iranian intellectual, Jakl Al-e Ahmad. denounced
the situation as “Westoxication,” 1®

As the nineteenth cenmry entered its final quarter, some of the ulama becamic
dissatisfied with the governmental policy of pursuing foreign money, which led to
turther foreign domination of the Muslim lands. Consequently they organized to
oppose the tobacco monopoly granted o a Brivish company in 1891 The ulama
saw the monopoly as a threar of foreign, infidel intervention i Mushim sociery.
The chief nuyjrahid, Mirza Hasan Shirazi, residing in Iraq at the rime, issued a judicial
decision {fatwa) prohibiting the smoking of tobacco until the monopoly was with-
drawn. The decision by the mujtahid was obeyed throughout the Qajar realm. The
suceess of the prohibition was achieved through the collaboration of inteflectual. com-
mercial, and religious groups: the religious class, operating in a traditional society in
which actions contrary to religious authority were, and still arc, regarded ag a scrious
matter, were bound to play a leading role in political reform, but thev did not do so
in isolation.

The abolition of the tobacco concession was in large part facilitated by the
emergence of a type of Qajar diplomacy, trself conditioned by the internal policy of
“divide and rule” as a measure to keep the dynasty in control, which sought to draw
contending foreign powers into Iran in arder to pit them against each other and so
maintain a rough balance of power and a maximum amount of freedom tor the in-
digenous ruling power. In the case of the tobacco monopoly, Russia and Britain
each took advantage of the Qajar concessions within the larger contexe of their
tivalry for dominion over Iranian affairs.” The ulama and their supporters inter-
preted the Qajar concessions as an outright capitulation of Muslim territorial integriry
to the foreign pawers and hence regarded the powers, withour any distinerion. as an
undivided, urrerly hostile Western presence. (This perception of the foreign inter-
ference in Muslim affairs would be enshrined in the foreign policy of the Tslamuc
Repubtic of the 1980s as expressed i the words of Khomeini™s famous diceuny:
“Neither Fast nor Wesr,™)

Thar the Shitite ulama were able, in stark contrast to thelr Sunni counterparts, to
assume a leading public role in opposition to the regime during the 1891.-92 protests
over the tobacco monopoly can best be understood in rerms of the Shitite recognition
of the more centralized religious leadership of the Tearned jurist. During the Qajar
petiod, this recognirion made it possible for a prominent mujrabid o assume the mast
authoritative religious officc i Shiison namely, that ot maria’ al-taglid (source of
imitation [for religious practice]). By virtue ot a sound Laith, knowledge, and charac-
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ter, marja* al-taglid are entrusted with the rational interpretation (iftshad) of the
sources of Islamic law, the Quran and the Sunna. in the light of the requirements of
modern life. When the Shifites acknowledge someone as the marja® al-taglid, the lat-
ter’s rulings in any matter become binding on them. Morcover, the wealthy in the
comnyanity send their religious offerings ro the marja. This practice assured the in-
dependence of the Shifite religious authoriry, who resided in Irag 1o escape royal
pressure. This unique fearure in the Shi‘tte religious institution allowed Mirza Hasen
Shirazi, the acknowledged marja al-taglid in 1891, ra command obedience to his
decree prohibiting the stoking of tobacco., However, as pointed out earkier, the reli-
gious decree could not have by itself achieved the social mobilization of all the ele-
ments in the society. The alliance between the religious and the modernizing secular
sections of the society, on the onc hand, and the cooperation of the commercial sector
with the ulama, on the other, was of great consequence in turning the concession into
a national movement.

The Constitutional Revolution in the first decade of the twentieth century pro-
vided a second occasion for alliances between the ulama and different and ar rimes
disparare, and sccudar, factions within a society absorbing the impact of moderniza-
tion. However, the Revolution (1906-11) also resulted in the dissolution of the
ulama-sceular coalition which had proven so effective in 1892. The initial demands of
the coalition for reforms in the iegat and governmental systems through constitution-
alism represented “the first direct encounter in modemn Iran between traditional Is-
lamic culture and the West”® and generated an intense debate between different
facrions belonging to a spectrum of ideologies.

The last decade of the ninereenth century and the early years of the rwentieth
century was a time of heightened popular resentment against the Qajar family. And
although the shah Muzaffaruddin made certain attempts ar domestic reform in 1900,
concessions granted to Furopeans and Russians to pay for his cxtravagant travels in
Europe led to forcign interference in the internal affairs of Iran. Morcover, the shah
disregarded the warnings of religious leaders to abide by the Shari‘a and thus was
perceived to be abandoning the delicate relationship with the ulama that served as the
basis for religiopolitical consensus. Popular resentment led in turn to demands for
reforms in political procedures in order to effectively limit the autocratic power of the
ruler through the promulgarion of a constitution, and o guarantee active participa-
tion of the new political elite in the elected consuitarive assembly 2 There was support
for the establishment of a “chamber of justice” with the authority w address socio-
political gricvances.

Thus the opening of the first representative assembly (majlis) in 1906 was in large
measure a victory of Lranian intellectuals secking political redress by the varicus means
of a constitution, a national assermbly empowered to set limits on roval finances and
to regulate administrative practices, a code of laws, and in the placce of the shah and
his governors, regular courts to administer them. "The intellecrnals were able to muster
the support of the religious leaders and their popular constituencics. Morcover, their
familiarity with European constitutionalism earned them the leading role in providing
the gencral direction and in making specific demands such as the one for a chamber
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of justicc. The Shi‘ite jurists provided the necessary religious legitimarion for these
demands and reminded the shah of the temporary nature of his rule in the absence of
the Imam of the Age, the only authentic ruler of the Muslim communitsy.

However, not all the jurists in Iran were supporters of political reforms and liber-
alization. Some prominent jurists regarded the modemization of political institutions
as un-Islamic and were accordingly rovalists, even when they believed in the necessity
of legal restraints on the monarchical autherity. Consequently they encouraged
counter-revolutionary associations to oppose the liberal democratic ones that had
sprung up throughout fran. Undoubredly, besides their misgivings about the overall
advantages of modernization through westemnization, the opponents of political lib-
eralization regarded the reforms underraken by the Consticutionalists, especially in
the areas affecting judiciary and financial administration. as a challenge to their tradi-
riemal authoriny.®

In 1907 the opposition to the Constitutionalist reforms was led by a prominent
jurist, Shavkh Fadlullah Nuri, who formed a political association to demand that 2l
parliamentary legislation {which he regarded as an innovation of a sort in the Islamic
contexr) be subject to ratification of a committee of leading, membets of the Shi‘ite
religious leadership to ensure its religious validity. Nuri's proposal, which was passed
and made part of the constitution, marked the rumultuous relationship between the
secularly conceived legislarive assembly and the religiously derived legal doctrine that
regarded the divine law, che Shari‘a, as the perfect and sufficient norm for sociopoliti-
cal organization ar any time. Morcover, it created a palitical rift berween the moder-
nizers and the religious leadership that would continue to the present time and would
adversely affect much of what the Constitutional Revolution had accomplished in the
area of political liberalization.

However, because the constitutional movement had embraced a vast group of
peaple from every social quarter, it also generated varving expectations. Each clement
in the governing elite—the educated westemnized mrelligentsia, commercial leaders,
and the Shitite jurists—had its own agenda in supporting the creation of modern
institutions to balster the aims of the Constitutional Revolution. Whereas the west-
ernizing intelligentsia and the commercial leaders had little or no interest in pursuing
any Islamic goals in providing the means to satisty the demands of the people, the
Shi‘ite jurists saw the revolation as an opportunity to implement the Sharia, the
divine blueprint for a just order. in all its aspects throughout [ran.*

‘The Constitutional Revolution thus failed to unite the disparate and at times con-
Hicting intellectual elements to create 2 uniform ideology and carry out its program
of action (which was, according to the jurists, that of implementing the Shari‘a, and
according to the modernizing intellectuals, that of cstablishing a constitutional system
of government and modernization of the statc apparatus). A conflict berween tradi-
tionally educated jurists and the modernizers with a modern secular education scems
in rerrospect inevitable. Through their tradidional juridical training in the theoretical
basis of the Shari‘a, which prepared them to inferentially deduce fresh judicial deci-
sions under changed circumstances, the jurists found the applicarion of Islamic norms
in the modern age both relevant and feasible. On the other hand, the modernizers,
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under the influence of European sccular ideologies. recognized mumediately the ten-
sion hetween the concepr of a state based on Western-influenced institutions and the
traditional Muslim ambivalence to a political lite founded on such an exalted sense ot
nation. Accordingly they deemed it impossible tor the traditional Islamic nom to
provide demaocratic structure and thus facilitate public parucipation in government in
a modern nation-state. Consequently the religious feaders and their modern-cducared
pattners in the constitutional movement disagreed on the implemenration of the Is-
lamic norms in the changed environment.

With subsequent sessions of the majlis came unprecedented and ever more com-
plex faws for electors which had the pracrical effect of continually reducing the reli-
gious component of the chamber, It soon became clear that the tradiional ulama and
the westernizing Muslims simply had littk in common beyond their opposition to the
regime. The westernizers sought in European models the ideal constitution, while the
ulama-merchant coalition sought to pratect celigious prerogatives and the traditional
bazaar economy. The atomization of the constitutionalist rnovernent, Aist into mod-
ernizing and traditionalist camps and then within each camp, accelerated as primordial
fovalties and radical ideolagies splintered the antiroyalist forces. However, the coup
de grace was delivered to the constitutionalist forces, ironically cnough, by the West.

The 1907 Anglo-Russian entente divided Iran into three spheres of influence,
comprising a Russian-dominated north, 2 small neutral zone, and a British-controlked
south. In June 1908, with the treaty as justification, the Russians instigated a success-
ful coup and backed by troops in Tabriz, quickly assumed control of much of the
country. They were kept from Tehran itself only by the concerted action of an alliance
of northern revolutionarics and Bakhtivar tribesman. In 1911, however, Russian
forces found a pretexe to march on Tehran, causing the collapse of the majlis and the
dissolution of the modernist-ulama alliance.

This disagrcement berween the secularly educated Mushim modernizers and the
religious leaders had wider ramifications in the future role of Islam and its inter-
preters. The jurists became suspicious of the religious sinceriry of the liberal modern-
izers and their imported Western ideas abour modermzation. Moreover, the ultimate
defear of the constitutional regime in 1911-12 and the restoration of the traditional
ruling class through the intervention of the foreign powers of Greatr Britain and
Russiz, who saw control of Iran during the Fiest World War as essential to their
military stratcgy against the Germans and Ottomans, left very little opportunity for
the jurists to test their refined juridical methedology in deducing laws and to dem-
onstrate its feasibility in sociopolitical relanions in the modern sitnation. Furthermeore,
the position of the most prominent among the Shiite jurists, who were regarded as
functional imams and thus as models for the believers, became increasingly confined
to strictly religious mateers. a development which forced their withdrawal from a
sociopolitical scting which now required 2 new tvpe of expertise. The establishment
of institutes of technology and higher learning on the Western model, dedicated to
training the new burcaucrats of the modern governmental and adninistrative systems.
weakened and finally undermined the monopoly of the Shi‘ite jurists as shapers of
rheir followers’ worldview.
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Hence, modernization through westernization lett the religious leadership isolated
trom the public domain and trom puble discourse. I Lghe of this precedent, the
revolution of 197879 is all the more striking in that both the leadership and the
general body of the Shia had for the balanee of the twentieth century been condi-
tioned to accepr thar docrrinally as well as funcrionally, Shitice jurists could not assumc
political leadership, especially in the modern context.

Following the depasition of the last Qajar ruler in 1925 and prior to the revolution
of 1978-79, Iran was ruled by Reza Khan and his son Muhammadreza, who assumed
the crown under the dynastic name of the Pablavi. Reza Shah was at first cautious in
his dealings with the ulama, whom he had assured of his intention to tulfill Islamic
law and to torego any tvpe of radical reforms like those introduced in the neighboring
Turkish republic with the secutarise policies of Kemal Atarirk. However, Reza Shah
pursued a despotic program of modernization that included the suppression of all
oppoesition. Retween 1925 and 1941 the program was undertaken with a careful eye
on conservative and religious sensibilicies. Educattonal reform included the institution
of a public clementary school svstem and a uniform school curnculum during the
vears 1925-30 and the cstablishment of fran’s first modern university in 1935,
Coupled with the development of industry and other economic enterprises, the re-
forms reinforced the dechine in the mflucnce of the ulama and their traditional allies
in political and social life.

By the late 1930s, the consolidation of roval autocracy allowed tor a more direct
artack on the religious establishment. The contlice was intensified by a series of direct
attacks un the centers of ulama power in Iran. Attempts were made to control the
Shi‘itc mouming rites commemorating the martvrdom of Imam Husavn; mosques
were opened to tourists; exit visas tor the annual hajj pilgrimage to Mecca became 2
state prerogative; the veil was outlawed and women were ordered to dress in western-
stvle clothing; and statues of the shah {suspicious of idolatry, the ulama had prohib-
ited the representation of human figures) began ro appear everywhere. The leading
ulama within Iran were left wich minimal jurisdiction in the public order to challenge
the shah’s policy of modernization, which continued to restrict the public role of
Islam.

With World War IT came the end to Reza Shah's development program and bis
rule. In the wake of the German artack on Russia in 1941 and Germanys intention
1o use Iran as a base against Russia, the Brirish and the Russians demanded free transit
and military assurances from Reza Shah, who refused to comply. As a result, Iran was
occupied in the north by the Russians and in the south by the British. In Seprember
1941 the allies pressured the shah to abdicate, and his voung son Muhammadreza
was put on the throne,

The young shah assumed the crown under politicatly unstable conditions creared
by the occupation. These conditions were a major factor in the growth of oppaositional
organizarions and cconomic and social disruptions.. From 1943 to 1945 political ac-
tivity increased and political groups emerged under diverse ideclogies, from the con-
servative, religious party on the right, supported by the ulama and their allies in the
bazaar, landlords, and rtribes, to the lefiist Tudeh, with its communise and sociahist
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program. Rerwcen the two was a nationalist group led by Mohammed Maosaddeq.
whosc opposition to forcign intervention in Tranian affairs was well-known.

"Ihe conflicting currents of wama politics came most clearly to the surface in the
Mosaddeq interregnum. Whereas leading members of the religious class remained
withdrawn from political involvement, some politically activist ulama adopted 2 radi-
cal stance by organizing small but enthusiastic ant-Western groups to combat the
antireligious attitude perpetrated by the regime. One such group was the Frda'iyan-i
Istam under the Avatollah Kashani, made up of a small number of voung zezlots who
assassinared persons they regarded as enemies of Islam. The Fida'iyan, like ather small
groups under the leadership of the activist ulama, were a religious nationalist group
and as such had supported Mosaddeq’s anti-British policies during the nationalization
of the oil industry, 2 move designed to ease the economic and social crisis that faced
Iran in the late 1940s and carly 1950s. However, some senior ulama, including Ava-
tollahs Bihbahani and Buryjirdi, suspicious of the secularist tendencies in Mosaddeq's
nationalist movement, were in favor of a constitutional monarchy. Thus, by the time
of the overthrow of the nationalist Mosaddeq regime in 1953 by an American- and
British-supparted coup, the ulama from both quietist and activist camps were united
in their supportt of the coup, which rerarned the shah to power. The shah returmed
with a vengeance and took repressive measures to deal with his opposition, whether
religious or otherwise.*”

After World War 11, Iran expericnced massive economic transformanons with
significant political consequences, including the social and culrural dislocation of
particular groups. Throughout this experience the government was engaged in imple-
menting & program of development and modernization through the building of a
high-capital, high-technology cconomy. This process virtually destroyed the tradi-
tional social fabric of [ranian society, creating as a consequence political dithiculties of
varying intensity. The shal’s madernization policy “completed the destruction of im-
portant sectors of the rural and bazaar economies and it forced large numbers of
people out of ancestral homes and villages into the urban laber marker and into new
patterns of lifc. Morcover, much of the sodial and cultural impact of the shab’s pro-
gram was erratic and inconsistent.” * The program notably failed to extend opportu-
nities for active participation in the political process te a new generation of modern,
cducated Iranians; it also tended to alienate the new generation from their compre-
hensive cultural roots through cducational and cuituzal policies which diluted the
Iranian religious identity by overemphasizing its pre-Istamic component. In the eyes
of many wha would come to oppose the regime, the forced modernization, bereft of
opportunities for the political development of potential cirizens, was to proceed at
any cost and through ruthless measures adopred by a despotic authoricy.

The economic and palitical conditions under the shah in the 1960s and 1970s
created circumstances ripe for the emergence of a new type of leadership in Tran,
though not necessarily a religious one. There is evidence ta support the argument that
the development policies pursued by the shah’s absolurist system were bound to create
an oppositional unifving leader who would attempt to reinspire confidence in the
traditional Iranian culture as capable of producing an alternative to modernization
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programs that had threatened the mraditional and religious security of the ordinary
pmplc and, more dramattcally, had led to the human misery attendant upon protound
social and cconomic dislocation, Certainly it ts clear that the conditions under the
shah were the sine gua non for the emergence of political activism among the previ-
ously quiescent Shi‘ites of Iran.

The Shi‘ite religious icadership seized upon this potential for activism in the grow:-
ing disillusionment with the rapid modernization and the sodal consequences of
Western “cultural colonization.”* Moercover, the religious leadership was fully aware
of the direct or indirect attempts at undermining their influence and appropriating
their traditional perquisices. However, because of their self-imposed alootness from
the complex sociopolitical developments of the period and dheir lack of intellectual
preparation to respond effectively to the developments, the leaders were ill-cquipped,
in dealing with modern ideologics, to engage in a critical analysis of the factors con-
tributing both to the social dislocations and to the weakening of tradition. In addi-
tion, modernization had the effect of alienating many members of the Musiim
community from their religious leaders. Because the potential of Shi‘ite religious cui-
ture for political activism rested upon the interpretations of the social, economic,
cultural, and political conditions pronounced by the marja* al-taghid, it 1s probably
correct to suggest that, by weakening the influence of the religious icaders, the shal’s
government in the 19605 sought to underminc the practical religious culture and the
sensc of moral responsibility toward these conditions.

The de-emphasis of the Islamic element in the restructuring, of 0 modern lranian
saciety was directed more particularly toward the cducated class and the vounger
generation in the high schools and universitics. Development programs that as 4 mat-
ter of policy ignored Tslam as an important factor in orienting Iranian society to
modemity were hardly cancerned about the erosion of traditional moral and religious
values that increasingly affecred the educared class. The marja’ al-taglid and other
kading members of the religious class found it most difficult to reach the voung and
the educated, disoriented as they were, the religious leaders believed, by the corrupr,
narrowly materialisric festyle associated with Western prosperity.

Educated Muslim youth, frustrated in the 1960s and the early 1970s with the
failure of imported Western ideologics and institutions to satisfy their sociopolirical
aspirations, began to exert pressure on their religious leaders to reinterpret Islamic
revelation and apply it to their situation. However, any attempt to shape responses to
meet the needs and demands of the people in the contemporary setting inevirably
involved revising, or even abandoning, traditional {and socially outmoded; religious
prescriptions, espectally in the area of interpersonal relationships, rhar were often
conditioned by an outdated sociopolirical perspecove. For example, tradinonal [s-
lamic sources are aimost silent on the public role of a Musliny woman, because cheir
idcal invelvement in traditional Muslim sociery was alwayvs conceived of in terms of
their domestic pursuits. With the introduction of compulsory cducation for girls and
the opparrunitics that became available to the modern educated Muslim women out-
side their homes, religious leaders were expected to provide necessary religious sanc-
tion for their exsradomestic exposure.
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Such an attempt to shape a response to modern living was perceived as requiring
“rethinking” and “reapplving” of independent reasoning (ijtthad). In the past. appli-
cation of personat independent reasoning by the Shi'ite junsts had made it possible

to maintain a smooth interaction berween the demands of the original teachings of

Islam and the new contingencics underlving the social, political, and economic con-
ditions of the time. In the context of the rapid pace of social and political change in
the affairs of the Shi‘ite community during the modernization program of the shah,
the religious Jeaders were not yer willing to venture innovative decisions to case the
burden of the Muslim conscience as it struggled to find an answer to the vital ques-
tion: is Islam capable of providing direction to a modem life?

In the absence of the twelfth imam, the functional imam (1.c., the marja® al-taqlid),
was seen as legitimately invested with the discretionary authority to make binding
decisions for the public incerest of the Shi‘ite community; he alone could undertake
to rethink the relevancy of Islamic norms to modern life. As far as the political order
was concerned, the assumption of the Hidden Imams constitutional authoricy by
anvone, including a well-qualified Shi‘ite jurist, would depend on a juridical reinter-
pretation of the doctrine that the ideal rler was the Imam in occultation. Accom-
modation with changed circumstances within the context of existing political
arrangement had precedents in the long history of Shitismi. The hiscorical precedents
would guide them to infer solutions in modern rimes.

Historical Roots of Contemporary Shi‘ite Activism

If [slamic fundamentalism in the modern serting signifies the “reassertion of the rele-
vancy and applicability of the given norm, with the intent to enhance its effective
application,”# then Shi‘ism affers the madern world a rarc glimpse of the dvnamics
of a religions ideology rhar embodies postulates about active divine intervention in
human history and claims that its program will establish the best social order of which
human beings are capable.

As a religious ideology Shiism functions within a specific sociopolitical order
which it constantly evaluates and calls upon its adherents either ro defend and prescrve
or to overthrow and transform. Morcover, it operates within a specific cultural serting
whaose most powerful symbals it urilizes in order to articulate its subtle and even
complex ideas in the general language of the people. Accordinghr. Shifire religious
ideology is both a critical assessment of human society and a program of acrion,
whether leading to a quictist authoritarianism or an activist radicalism, as the situation
may require, to reatize God’s will on carth to the fullest extent possible.

From this ideological perspective, Shi‘ite movements, at different times in history,
have reflected the intent of Islamic revelation to the construction of a new society and
potity. The obvious question that arises in the minds of pious Muslims when they
cxpcricnct-injllstice, whether pcrsonally or cqllcctivcly, is: do Muslims have an abli-
gation to take arms to oppose and expunge cvranny and corruption within the com-
munity? The response to the question of perceived injustices has depended upon the
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current sociopaolitical circumstances and has been conditioned by the precedents set
by the Shifite Imams whose reactions o similar situations remain a precedent tor their
followers.

Shitiee theologians and jurists have treated the major question of armed revolt
against an unjust government by cxamining whether such an action is justifiable with-
out the leadership of a divinely appointed Imam, or whether any individual qualified
Shi‘ite van undertake to fight the tyranny and corruption ot his time if ir has reached
an intolerable level. Historically the guidance of Shifit junists, whether leading to
radical polirical action or otherwise, turned on their interpretation of the two basic
doctrines intrinsic to an authoritative perspective or worldview that organizes the
mundane existence of Shitice Muslims. These rwo doctrines are the justice (af-‘adl) of
God and the leadership (al-tmama) of the righteous individuals. In the highlv politi-
cized world of Islam there have been numerous ideas and conceptions about God’s
purposc on earth and Ilcadership of human socicty. Territorial expansion in the name
of Islam and the process of supervising the conquests and administering the affairs of
the conquered peaples not only demanded strong and astute leadership, it also re-
quired the creation of a system that would provide stability and prosperiry. Under-
girding this social, political, and economic activity in the early cenmurics was the
promise of Islamic revelation that only through obedience 1o God will believers ac-
corplish the creation of a just and equitable public order embodying the will of God.
The promisc was butttessed by the certainty that God is just and truthful. Divine
justice demanded that God do what was best for humanity, and divine truthfulness
gencratcd the faith that God’s promise would be fulfilled if humanity kept its covenant
of working toward a truly godly life,

The proof that God is just and truthful was provided by His creating the rational
faculty in human beings and sending revelation through the prophets ro guide it
toward the creation of an cthival world order. The indispensable connection berween
divine guidance and the ¢reation of an ethical world order provided an ideclogical
mandate for the interdependency between the religious and the political in lslam. Ir
also pointed to some sort of divine intervention being necessary in the crearion of a
just society. Consequently, the tocal point of the Islamic belief system envisions the
Prophet and his properly designated successors as representing God on carth—the
God whe invested authority in them in order for them to rule over humankind rightly.
In other words, the linkage between the divine investiture and the creation of an
Islamic world order became a salient feature of Islanue ideological discourse almost
from the beginning. Accordingly, the hasic religious tocus on the crearion of just
order and leadership, which can create and maintain it. oricnts the worldview of the
Muslims in general and of the Shr‘ite Muslims in particular.

However, the essential connection berween the religious and the political beeame
an underlving source of crises in the Muslim community, The first major crisis in the
political history of Shi‘ite Tslam occurred with the death of the Prophet (632 c.x.).
At this time the first Imam of the Shi‘ites, *Al, according to Shi‘ism, was denicd has
legitimate claim to succession as the head of the Muslim communicy, their caliph.
This was regarded as usurpation of the rights of “Ali. The circurnstances demanded
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thar Muslims explain the situation thar seemed to point roward the breach of divine
promise. The desperation felt by the pious observers of the polirical scenc is dis-
cernible in the subsequent insistence wpon a qualified leader who would assume
political power to further the divine plan and to enable God’s religion o succeed.

The crisis prepared the ground for the emergence of the early Ski‘a {partisans} of
‘Ali as a distinet group in the Muslim community who refused to acknowledge the
legitimacy of the three caliphs, Abi Bakr, ‘Umar, and ‘Uthman, who bad preceded
*All in the Medinan caliphate (632—56). However, these caliphs, including ‘Alf, arc
regarded by the Sunni as the ideal Muslim rulers wheo, because of their personal char-
acter, deserved the position of leadership in the community.?? The differences in the
Muslim comimunity over the question of rightful successor to the Prophet marked the
permanent rift berween the two tactions that would gradually develop into two dis-
tinct schools of thought in Isfam, namely, Sunnism, the majority, and Shi‘ism, the
minority faction. Sunnistm and Shi‘ism, even when they have shared comman beliets
in the marters of fundamentals of Islam, have differed substantially in their concep-
tualization of carly religious history. Whereas Sutmism has regarded this religions
history as the period of the grear carthly success of Tslam to which later gencrations
of Muslims should aspire to return, Shitism has downplayed the period as a deviation
from the true Islamic position. The ideal pericd in Shiism hence is to come in the
future when the last messianic Imam, the Mahdi, will establish a rule of justice.

The period that followed this first crisis in Shi‘ite history witnessed disconrent
among all Muslims. Some were moved by profound religious convicrion and deep
moral purpose to seck activist political steps to contront injustices. The activist solu-
tion to seek redress for wrongs committed by those in authority was by no means
limited to the Shi‘ites only; rather. dissatisfaction and dissension were widespread
among all people, a situation which led to the murder of the third caliph ‘Uthman in
656. He was regarded by the rebelling Muslims as both personally corrupt and po-
litically unjust.3*

'The period, morcover, generated much discussion and deliberations regarding the
duty of obedience to an unjust ruler who caused disobedience to God. The most
important questions that were raised in this connection and that had implications for
the political stance adopred by some activist groups, including the Shi‘ites was, what
were the limirations over the power of a Muslim authority in the state that ideally
existed as a divinely approved necessity to promote justice and equity? And whar were
justifiable courses of action that the community could take if the authority in power
became unjust, thereby making the state evil?

Responses to these questions could not ignore the Quranic imperative thar calls
for “commanding the good and forbidding the evil,” which in fact was the underlving
principle in the permission for undertaking fibad (the struggle, up to and including
armed struggle, to realize God's will for humaniry). Jihad, as such, becomes a divinely
sanctioned instrument to procure the divine will on earth. However, jiliad in the sense
of “holy war™ is less evident in the Queian. The Qur'an justifies defensive warfare on
moral grounds. namely, w fight injustices and persecution in socicty. A legitimare
Muslim ruler is cbligated to undertake defensive jihad to prorect the lives and prop-
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erty of the Muslim community. Thus i became firmly established m carly Shitite
theology that everv pious Mushim was to oppose any nominally Muslim authority
regarded as corrupt and degenerate, as long as such oppasition did not endanger the
believers® lives.

By the time of the second crisis, the end of manifest leadership of the Imams
through the occultation of the ewelfth and last Imam Mubammad ai-Mahdi (941},
the notion of a revolution to overthrow unjust authority favored by the radical ele-
ment in the Shi‘ite community had taken on an apocalyptic cast: the revolution would
come in a furure time of fulfillment. This belief in the future coming of the Mahdi,
the testorer of pristine Islam, 1s shared by all Muslims, Sunnis and Shi‘ites alike (al-
though the rerm “Mahdi™ has becomne associated more with its Shi‘ite connotations).
However, in Shi‘ism, belief in messianism has served a complex, seemingly paradoxical
function. [t has been the guiding docerine behind both an activist political posture,
calling upon believers to remain alert and prepared ar all rimes ro launch the revolu-
tion with the Mahdi who might appear at any time, and behind a quietist waiting for
God’s decree, in almost fatalistic resignation, in the matter of the return of this Tmam
at the End of Time.** In both cases the main problem was to determine the right
course of action at a given fime in a given social and political setting. The adoption
of the activist or quictist solution depended upon the interpretation of conflicting
rraditions attributed ro the Shi‘ite Imams about the circumstances that justified radical
action. Resolution of the contradiction in these traditions in turn was contingent
upon the agreement about, and acknowledgement of, the existence of an authority
who couid undertake to make the Imam’s will known ro the community. Without
such a learned authority arong the Shi‘ites, it was practically impossible to acquire
reliable knowledge about whether a govenument had indeed become evil, and whether
a radical solution was an appropriate form of struggle against it

In Shi‘ism, authentic religious knowledge was regarded as part of the divine guid-
ance that was available to the community even though the Imams were not invested
with political authority and were lving under the political power exercised by the de
tacto governments. With the termination of the theological Imamate in the tenth
century, when the last Imam went into occulration, the Shi‘ites were faced with the
issuc of the continuation of this guidance. The Imam’s authority {notwithstanding
his lack of political power, he still had the right wo demand obedience trom his follow-
crs) had been located in his ability to interpret divine revelation infallibly. The Imam's
tnterpretation and elaboration of the revelation formed, in fact, part of the religious
obligations binding on believers, Moreover, the interpretation was regarded as the
right guidance needed by the peaple ar all times. In the absence of the rwelfth Tmam
during the eccultation. the Shi‘ites songht thar wudance i the authority that could
assume the decisive responsibility of guiding the commumity to the will of God under
critical circumstances.

Following the occultation, the Shi‘ites believe that the authoniey was assumed by
the deputies of the Hidden Inam, who were believed to have been directh appointed
by him. During the Short Qceultation for some sevenry vears following §74. tour
prominent members of the Shitite community became the fncrional imams. The vear
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941 marked the beginning ot the Complete Occultation which excends to the present
time. During the Complere Oceultation the duty of guiding the comnunity was un-
dertaken by the qualified Shitite jurists who, according to Shi‘ite belief, became the
leaders of the community through a general designation of the Hidden Imam.

This development consolidated the authoricy of Shi‘ite jurists by initiating an un-
precedented relationship between believers and their religious scholars. This sense of
devation to the religious leaders as the representatives of the Imam made possible,
after 941, the exercise of powerfully influential religious leadership in the Shi‘ite com-
munity, pending the return of the messianic Hidden Imam.

The Leadership of the Jurist and its Leginmation
in Shr'ite Political Jurisprudence

The question of religious leadership has always received greater artention in Shi‘ism
than in Sunoism. ‘this is reflected in the debate among the Shi‘ites regarding the
theological propricty of the religious scholars (the mujeahid or fagih) assuming the
leadership of the Shifite community as the specifically designated deputies of the Hid-
den Tmam. However important the question of the continuation of divine guidance
might have been for the Shitites to survive under the de facto governments of their
times, it was oot {or just anyone to undertake the responsibility of guiding the com-
munity. In accordance with the Shi‘ite expectations of their religious leadership, the
position of 4 jurist as a depucy of the Imam certainly needed authorization from the
Imam himself, a sort of deputization that could guarantee the availability of reliable
guidance. Bur in view of the prolonged occultation of the Tmam and the absence of
special designation during this period, no realization of this prerequisite was possible.
The issue of the proper designation of leadership was discussed, and exegetically re-
salved, in the works of Shi‘ite political jurisprudence. Therein the lack of specific
designations by the Imam led to an important distinction berween “power” (which
could exact or enforce obedience) and “authority” {which reserved the right to
demand obedience, depending on legal-rational circumstances), a situation that had
caisted even during the lifetime of the Imams. Under those conerere historical circum-
stances (the lack of actual power) Shi‘ite jurists argued that both the investiture of
authoriry and the assumption of political power were necessary for the creation of the
ruk: of justice.

However, delegarion of the Imam’s authority to a jurist who could assumne borh
the authority and the power of the Imam without specific deputization was deemed
dangerous by the jurists themselves. As historical events unfolded, and as Shi‘ite
peoples were subjected to one seemingly arbitrary, autocratic rule afier another, the
jurists grew increasingly warv of the exercise of absolute authoriry without divine
protection in the form of the infallibifiry that the Shi‘ite ITmam enjoved as a successor
of the Prophet, and ranghrt that government by anyone besides the Imam was evil and
those engaged in i nevitably corrupted. This attitude toward contemporary govern-
ments can be discerned n the works of Shitice jurisprudence in which those jurists
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took it upon themsclves te praduce a coherent response to the problem and the nature
of delegation of the Imam’s authorine 1o a Shitite jurist and to assert the Twetver
Shitire doctrine that the infallible Imam was the onlv Just Ruler (al-suftan al-adii).
Pending the cstablishment of the ideal rule of the Hidden Tmam, the possibilicy of an
absolure claim to political power {saftana) and authority (wilaya) resembling that of
the Imam humselt’ was ruled out. Nevertheless, the rational and revelational need to
exercise authority in order to manage rhe aftairs of the community was recognized
and legalized.

During the Occultation the establishment of the Twelver Shitite dvnasties like
those of the Buvids (945—1055), the Safavids {1501- 1786} who converted Iran to
Shi‘ism, the Zands (1750-94), the Qajars {1794 --1925) and the Pahlavis {1925 -79)
did not alter the basic doctrine of the Twelver Shi‘ite leadership, thar is, the doctrine
of the theological Imamate. According to this doctrine, the cweltth Tmam was the
only legitimate ruler of the Muslinn community, and he would return a1 the End of
Time to establish the Islamic public order. Nonetheless, the indefinite absence of the
Imam allowed the jurists to develop a profile of a just Shifite figure of authority,
however temporary and fallible, who could in the interim follow the Qur'anic man-
date of creating a public order that would “enjoin the good and forbid the evil.”

It is important 1o bear in mind that Shi‘ite jurists were individually responding
at specific times to specific polirtical sithations created by the establishment ot Shi‘ite
tempotal power in their works on jurisprudence. Their works included fudicial
opinions abour the reigning political power, whether Sunni rulers or the professing
Twelver Shi‘ite dynasries. Thus there was a lack of any definite organization or
strict uniformity of response among them. The Shi‘tte jurisss in the classical age
(ninth—rwelfth centurics), although often living under some sort of state protection
(especially under the Shitite dynasty of the Buvids), continued to be private individ-
wals as they are today. Although less willing than their Sunni counterparts to relax the
limirs of [slamic anthority or to cncourage obedience to unjust and tyrannical govern-
ments, Shi‘ite jurists were themselves engaged in rationaiization of, and accommoda-
tion to. their historical circumnstances. These responses 1o the existing political order
reflect the tensions within the Shi‘ice political jurispruodence ereated not only by the
occultation of the Imam bur also by intellectual interaction between Shi‘ite and Sunni
scholars. The cccultation of the Imam and the minoriry staws of the Shitites made it
possible, and in some instances necessary, tor them o be quite pragmatic and realistic
in their contacts with contempuorary de facto governments and in the formulation of
their judicial opinions about them, more so if the de facto rulers happencd to be
professing Shi‘ites. Accordingly, cach wark of jurisprudence 1 copiously documented
by quotations from the fundamental sources of Islamic religious practice, the Qur’an
and the Sunna, as well as the vritical evaluation of the opimons of precedene-serring
jurists. Meticulous cxamination of past legal decisions and the rational and traditional
proots produced ro support them reveal that these deaisions were never simply theo-
logical abstractions but, o the contrary, were made in intimate dialogue wirh specific
sttuarions in the Muslim polity at the time.

in order to trace the development of the jurist’s anthority that culminated in the
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powerful position of an Ayatollah in the 1970s and 1980s. it 15 necessary to p_rocccd
chronologically, from period to period of Shi‘ite jurisprudence. It is conveRient to
divide the responses of Shi'ite jurists in regard to the nature of dCPurYSi'l.lP and t_hc
extent of its authority into four historical periods when major judicial decisions with
implications for the contemporary Shiite leadership were infcrcmiaﬂ){ deduce ] s

The first was the Buyid-era (945-1055), the time of a decentralized Iranian dy-
nasty that controlled such centers as Baghdad in Iraq and bath $hiraz and Kirman in
Tran. This was the first instance of a Twelver Shi‘ite dynasty coming to power. How-
ever, the Buyids did not Iay any claim to religious authority. Tn face, they allowed the
Sunni caljpﬁ to remain as the head of the Muslim comn'n_unir}f..(“,onseqluenﬂy, the
Buvid assumption of temporal power did not attect the basic Shi‘ite dOCtl‘ll’l‘lC regard-
ing the constitutional leadership of the twelfth Imam. I~Jv:\=n:rr!1c.lcss1 accordmg to -the
juridical formulations at this time, a number of abligatory religious acts had' implica-
tions for the Tmam's constitutional authority, Islamic law required that cither the
[mam or his specifically designated deputy should be present to undcrr:?kc or convene
the religious duties with political implications. Thus, for '{nstance, in the case of
waging offensive jihad against nonbelievers, Shi‘ite law required that orll}r the lmarn
as the head of the Tslamic polity could initiate the war against the n(.mbchcvcrs, ar he
could appoint his deputy t undercake it on his behalf. EvidenFIy m_thc‘ ah:scnf‘lc of
the Imarn or his special deputy during the Occultation, the question of offensive .]xl}ad
was ruled as suspended until the Imam reappeared as the messianic restorer of pristine
Islam. )

While the question of engaging in offensive jihad had little relevance for the
Shiites living as a minority in the Islamic world in the tenth century, icrc were other
obligations in the Islamic law, such as the duty of prcservatio_n of solaal order, collec-
tion of religiously ordained taxes, and administration of justice, which had rciftvancc
for the existence of the Shitite community under changing sociopolitical circum-
stances. The performance of these sociopolitically relevant obl:xgations cou}d not_bc
postponed indefinitely, and the juridical works producc.cl during the Buyid pcrpd
advocate and support the major development of that period, Inam'clyt the assumption
of leadership of the Shi‘ite community by their qualified junsts: This assurnption gt
leadership was in turn {and necessarily) seen as a logical extension of the leadership
of the Imam as the dependable guide of the Shi'ites,

The Shiite jurists became the custodians of the Shi‘ite creed, including the theory
of the spiritual and temporal authority of the Imam. The establishment of a Twelver
Shiite temporal authority of the Buyids during the occultation of the Imam, ?Jrh_o_ugh
an innovation of a sort, had absolutely no impact on the central doctrine of Shi‘ism,
namely, the Imamate. Accordingly, no arempts were made to explain this develop-
ment in political jurisprudence as a political development. The juridical dc(.tismns
made at this time disclosed the conviction of Shitiee jurists that the continuation of
the socioreligious structure of the community did not depend upon the tcmppral
authority of the Shitite dynasty; rather it depended upon the consolidation of the
institution of the Imant’s 'dcpuryship. Tn almost ail the cases in which religious acts
with political implications were required, the jurists decmed it permissible for the
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Twelver Shi‘ite jurists to substitute for the Imam or his specifically designated depury.
For the jurists of the first period. deputyship was a sort of trust on behalf of the
Hidden [mam. As a trustee of the Imam among his followers, a Shi‘ite jurist could
assume all those funcrons thar the Imam as a political head of the community was
cntitled to undertake himself or would have delegated to someone qualificd to repre-
sent him. Thus, the Shi‘ite jurists were authorized to undertake functions with politi-
cal implications as functional imams, in the general interest of the Shi‘ices.

The second period of Shitite political jurisprudence {twelfth—fourteenth centu-
rics) witnessed political turmail in the central Islamic lands (the modern-day Middle
East} following the breakdown of the Sunni pelitical authority and che destruction of
the Baghdad-bascd Abbasid caliphate by the Mongoais in the thirteenth century. This
unfavorable situation in the Sunni world, in addition to the carlicr downfall of che
Shi‘ite Buyid dynasty under which the Shitites had enjoved relative peace and security,
convinced the Shitiee jurists that the existence of a just Shitite political authoriry fother
than that of the Imam) willing to consider the implementation of the Islamic laws
was not only expedient but nceessary. The reason was that the existence of such an
authority would fulfill the Qur’anic obligation of “enjoining the pood and forbidding
the evil.” The fulfiliment of this obligation wauld also provide religious grounds to
apply the phrase al-sultan al-‘adsl {the just ruler) to any Shitite authority committed
to the promulgation of the Islamic laws. In other words, the Islamic public order
under a just mler was an end in itself only inasmuch as the conumunity required it for
“drawing closc to obedience to God and away from disobedience ™

Among the administrative institutions that had grown up in the Islamic empire,
administration of justice became one of the most important in preserving the popular
sense of justice. Consequenty, at rimes when the central power of Muslim ruters had
disintegrated, the prestige and influence of the Muslim judge as the upholder of that
popular sense of justice in general became immeasurable. In Shi‘ism the administra-
tion of justice became the most fundamental aspect of the growing pelitical power of
the jurists, wha, in their well-established position as the deputics of the Imam by this
time and hence competent administrarors of justice in the juridical writings, were
regarded as the protectors of the people against the unjust behavior of those in power.
In addition, the expectations ot the Shi‘ite community required the jurists o under-
take the wider role of functional imam {bevond their already acknowledged role as
the interpreters of the Istamic revelation), in their capacity as the “gencral™ deputy of
the Hidden Imam. During this period the pew role of the functional imam was care-
fully explored in detail in jurisprudence under the rubric of the “Guardianship of the
Tarist™ (wilavat al-fagih).

The third period in the development of Shi‘ite political jurisprudence was the
Safavid era (1501-1786). During this time the first Shi‘ite state was established in
Iran under the Satavids. The successful conversion of their domains to Shitism aft
forded natural legitimacy to the Safavid rulers. Thus the jurists had lirtle difficuler in
validating the Shi‘ite temporal authority by interpreting the rational necessity for the
management of the affairs of the communicy by the ruler of the ape Gnftan al-zaman; .
Mcanwbile, the most significant argument justifying the authorite of the jurist as the
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“guardian”™ of the community turned on the desirability of 'me}erncnting_, fully thfrc
Shari‘a hefare the messianic return of the twelfch Imam. The jurise, according, to this
argument, had to be asked by the ruler to undertake the responsibility f’F the exceution
of the divine narm. The comprehensive authority of the jarist as the functional imam
had the same validiry. in this line of reasoning, as the power of a ruler in whom
authorirv was invcstéd in the Muslim public order. Moreover, just as the investiture
of audldrit_v was a precondition to assuming any official polirical function‘ i?l Isllam.ic
public order, so the investiture of comprehensive aurhoricy in Slﬂ‘i.l‘c_pF)lltlcal juris-
prudence was regarded as necessary to carry out the obligation of enjoining r_hn:_ gpod
and forbidding the evil. This larter obligation, as noted carlier, was the main religious
justification for the existence of any government during the occultatinnl_ I—on,f'cvcr, as
the opinions of the leading jurists of this period indicate, the assumprion of the po-
litical authority by the ulama was contingent upon their investiture by the ruler.

The fourth pc-riod of $hi‘ite political jurtsprudence began with the cstablishmcnrﬂ
of the Shitite dynasty of the Qajar in Tran in the late eighteenth century. The role of
Shi‘ite religious:. 1cad'crship received fuller elaboration during the ninetecnth :11‘11:1 c'arly
twentieth century, until it reached its logical conclusion in 1980 in the constitution-
alization of the “Guardianship of the Jurist™ in the modern nation-state of Iran, Dl_lr-
ing this fourth period, the position of the jurist as the guardian of the community
became institutionalized and centralized through the process of an obligatory reli-
gious requirement for all Shi‘ites to accept the authority of a mujtah_id in thc posi‘rion
of marjs* al-taqhd. It is significant that with the weakening and discrediting, of .t.hc
Shitite temporal authority, the jurist was seen as an alternative head of thc Slu‘%te
public order who could fulfill the function of the just ruler. In popular Shl‘lt‘? belicf
at the time, the marja® al-taglid was the deputy of the rwelfth Imam authaorized to
assume the duty of guiding the community during the occulration. Morf:f)vcr, in t_h::
perception of the $hi‘ite masses, the learned, pous jurist had a more legitimate claim
than did the monarch 1o exercise the comprehensive authority n the name of the
Hidden Imam pending his retumn. The jurist in the position of marja’ al-raglid, tlfcln,
came to e¢njov the papular confidence to function as the guardian of the Shi‘iee
community.

However, to generate the loyalty of the Shi‘a, the mara’ al-raghd had tw dcmon—
strate objectively that he possessed “sound beliet)” “sound knowledge,” and “sound
charscter.”* He demonstrated sound belief and sound knowledge through his Jearn-
ing, his publications on religious subjects. and the training of disciples. His sound
character was cstablished by his piery, which qualified him to become [htl: l(:'adcrl of
daily cangregational worship and 1o receive religiously ordained raxes for distriburion
among the needy. _ ‘ _

As depicted above, the Qajar and post-Qajar eras cotncided with the mtrohduction
of modernization, that is, a modemn system of administradon, modern education, and
modern values. The modernization of traditional instirutions in Shi‘ite socicty, how-
ever gradual and at times mismanaged, ereated tensions in the sociopolitical I_il'c of thlc
community and undermined the effectiveness of traditional Shi‘ite leadership. Addi-
tionakly, dt-lring the reign of the shah the Shitites exerted enormous pressurc on their
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religious leaders to resolve the tensions creaced by changed expectations under the
forces of modernization. The leaders” response to chis pressure was the retrieval,
assertion, and tinal development of the doctrine of the “Guardianship of the Jurise”
fwilavat al-fagib), a concept the relevance of which now outstripped academic con-
cerns, tor it offered the theological sanction by which to legally consolidate the
position of a Shi‘ite jurist as the execuror of the atfairs of the Shi‘ites in a Shitite stare
m modern times. The consolidation of 2 jurist’s position was sought by raising the
tundamental question taken wp by many Shitite jurists since the founding of Shifice
dynastics: If a temporal ruler can assume and exercise the discretionary authority of
the ewelfth Iman in a Shiite state, then is not a well-qualified jurist, who has exercised
miast of this authoriry as a de facto functional imam during the occultation, a more
fitting candidatc for this position?

The response to this question regarding the candidacy of the Shitite jurist as a
legitimate head of a Shi‘ite statc ro administer the atfairs of the communicy in modern
times was undertaken by prominent jurists such as Avatollah Khemeini of Iran and
Ayatollah Muhammad Bagir Sadr of Iraq. Thev offered their own nuanced interpre-
ratien of the Guardianship of the Jurist in the modern context,

Shi‘ite Ideology in the Modern Age

In analyzing Shi‘ite activisin as a manifestation of contemporary Islamic fundamen-
talism [ have thus tar discussed the theological-political and juridical sources of the
modern upheavals in the Shiite world precisely in order ro underscore the importance
of the ideas which constituted Khomeinis Shi‘ite ideology. However, it is unrcalistic
to think thar the Shi‘ite public has responded primarily, if ar all, to the purelv intellec-
tual basis of Shi‘ite juridical leadership i their collective decision to become support-
ets of the temporal avrchoricy of the mara® al-taglid. Nor did ordinary belicvers
automnatically recognize sound helief, knowledpe, and chavacrer in the jurist whom
they acclaimed as their religions autheority and, in dw cvents of 197879, their revo-
lutionary leader. What made the Shi‘ites responsive to their religious leaders, espe-
cially ro Khomeini and Baqir Sadr, relates in large measure to a threefold religious
experience which shapes cheir policical atticudes and inspires their willingness to strive
to preserve their religious identiry in the context of the larger Muslim community.,
Khomeini and Baqir Sadr, among other Shi‘ite religious lcaders, well understood this
dynamic, and so availed themsetves of these three religious experiences in order to
mobilize the Shi'ite community for the sociopolitical causes they desired to pursue.
The threefold experiences, in approximate chronological order. were martvrdom
{shakuda, occultation (ghavba), and precautionary dissimulation (tagiva).

Martvedom (Shahada) in Shi‘ite Religious Experience

Martvrdom has been sustained as a religious ordeal in Shitice poiitical history by the
conviction that God is just and conumands human sociery o pursue justice in accord
with the gnidance provided by divine reveladon to the Prophet. When the Shivite
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Imam, following the death of the Prophet, was denied hus right to assume the tem-
poral authority invested in him by divine designation, as the SljlititC_S believed, direct
political action was regarded as justified to establish the rule ot iustlcv:_—to rcplaq: 2
usurpatory rule by a just and legitimate one. The ensuing ‘stf-lllgglc o install a lcgm-
mate political authority resulted in the murder of several Shi‘ie lc.adcrs. In thfc light
of this conviction, the violent deaths were interpreted by succeeding generations as
martyrdom suffered in order to defeat the torces of oppression and falschood.

‘The most powerful symbol of this religious experience has without question been
the third Tmam of the Shi‘ites, Fusayn b. ‘Al (d. 680], the grandson of the Prophet,
whose martvedom is annually commemorated with solemnity throughout the Shi‘ite
world. Tmam Husayn provides Shita history with its pathos. Husayn’s joun’u:y to
Kerbala in southern Iraq in 680 was undertaken in response to the political circum-
stances created by the ascension of Umayyad ruler, Yazid, as a caliph of the Muslims
in Damascus, Sy;ia, In Kerbata, on the tenth of Muharram, the day of ‘Ashura, Hu-
sayn and his family and friends were mercilessly killed by the Umayyad troops. The
Shi‘ites have preserved this mament in their religious history as 2 tragic cvent rcmmt.i-
ing humanity of the sullied nature of power and the way the l‘lgl:lltOLl.S ongs suffer in
the world. For the greater part of Shi‘ite history, the memory of the tragedy Qf KcF-
bala has been tempered by the tradition of political quietism among the Shlfa'rm-
nority; however, there were times when the episode was interpreted by the religious
leaders in such a way as to cncourage activism to counter injustice in socicty.

The importance attached 16 the commemoration of ImamlHusayn’s Enartyrdom
has provided the Shi‘ite community with a rare paradigm that is tmgcd with remark-
able enthusiasm by lay believers. In modern times, the commemaration went beyond
its basic purpose of recounting the tragedy thar befell the fa.m.i.ly of the Prophet. [t
provided a platform that was used to communicate Shi‘ite teachings to the popul.acc,
which had little or no academic preparation to utilize written sources on the subject.
It was also int such gatherings that prominent Shi‘ite jurists lectured or engaged m
debate with other Islamic schools of thought, thus demonstrating their lcadcrship
abilitics to the community. Indeed, these important gatherings have served ay the
principal platform of communication with the Shiite public, among whfjm politically
adroit marja* al-raqlid such as Khomeini and Baqir Sadr tound their main support.

In fact in the case of the Lebanese Shitites from the 19705 onward, it is remarkabic
that this religious institution has been the primary medium Fi]rough which sacio-
politico-religious ideas have been disseminated by their leaders, 1ni:lndmg Irmam Muﬁa
Sadr and Shaykh Fadl Allah. But with the increasing literacy of Lebanon’s Shifites,
Fadl Aliah’s pilblicarinns, in particular Isiam and the Logsc of Force, have been influen-
tial as well. Recognizing the low level of religious education amang the Lc{?ancsc
Shi‘ites. these leaders used the commemorative gatherings as a forum by which to
awaken their followers to the injustices of the sociopolitical cealities of modern Leb-
anon. Imam Husayn’s act of self-sacrifice became a model in the struggle wo improve
the standing and increase the influence of the Shitite populati_on in the country.® ‘

With the increase of political awareness among the Shi‘ites came a Fiemand for
some detailed information on religious topics that were touched upon in the com-
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memorative gatherings in the 1960s and 1970s. Subsequently the mourning gather-
ings were utilized ro disseminate religious liccrature which among other things
included information on both quictist and activist postures of Shifiee ideology,
depending upon the sodopolitical dimarte ar the time. Uniike the theological and
juridical corpus produced by the jurist-theologians for themsclves, this religious lit-
erature Was written in the language of the people and in response to their religious
and social questions. This widely read or read alond (in rural gatherings where the
literacy rate still continues to be low) literature recounted the miracles of not only
the Imams but also their deputics, those who held the prestigious position of marja*
al-taglid. The spread of this devotional literature was instrumnental in legatimating the
Shifite furists, at least in the eyes of the Shifites, as legitimate guardians of the com-
munity pending the return of the twelfth Imam. Certainly the stories about learned
and pious jurists were disseminated with the purpose of strengthening, the belief of
the Shi‘ites n the tenet that even during the absence of the Imam, divine guidance
had been continuously available to the community through these pious cminent
scholars, the marja® al-taglid, and their erudite representatives among the Shitires like
Imam Musa Sadr and Shaykh Fadt Allah. Thesc pious gatherings took place in the
special buildings constructed for that purpose and known as busaynsyya, ot they were
simply convened in a mosque.

The husayniyya or the mosque served, then, as a crucial center for public religious
education and in the 1970s and 1980s were important indicators of political and
sacial awarencss among the believers. Representatives of the leading mana* al-raqlid
leetured in these centers and gave the gatherings cither an activist or a quictist tone,
They were in most cases students in the madrasa (centers for Jearning Islamic theology
and jurisprudence) of that marja’ al-taglid whose stance on religious and political
matters they represented among the Shifites. They made the marja‘ al-taglid’s religio-
political pasition known among his followers, who through the formal process of
declaring that they abided by his rulings had accepred his authority in matters per-
taining to the faith, In addition, these deputies of the marja’ al-taglid funcrioned as
the collectors of the religioush ordained taxes. The administration of the religious
taxes paid by the Shi‘ite community to their religious leaders became the most signifi-
cant source of their independence and the independence of their institutions of reli-
gious learning, thc madrasa, from any sort of government control. Indireerly this
independence from the government increased their power and prestige as the trust-
warthy protectors of the Shi‘ites against the perceived oppression and tvranny of
government ofhicials.

The religious experience of martyrdom in Shitism thus provided Shifiee leaders
with a formidable channel for mobilizing the Shi‘ite populace. The intense glorifica-
tion of martyrdom in Shi‘ite religious experience, with its appeal to human suffering
causing sorrow and lameneation at times of defear, as well as the human sensc of
justice demonstrating pelitical choice and courage at times of revolution, created and
nurtured religious institutions like the commemorative gatherings. the husavnivva,
and the mass-educating preachers in the contest of the sociopolitical circumstances of
the community. Thesc in rurn dircetly contributed to the acknowledgment and con-
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firmation of the leadership of the Shi‘ite jurists as the guardian of the community
pending the final tevolution of the twelfth Imam.

Occultation (Ghavba) in Shi‘ite Reliygions Experience

The second religious experience, namely, occultation (the removal of the Tweltth
Imam from the temporal sphere), signified the postponement of the establishment of
just Islamic order pending the return of the messianic Imam. Moreover, 1t reflected
and helped to explain the failure of the Shi‘ite revolts provoked by atrocities of the
ruling house in the centuries before Shi‘ite political power became consolidated in
Iran under the Satavids in the sixteenth century. Such revolts, endemic among Shi‘ites
atter Kerbala, tended to be of comparatively small scale and in the cencral Islamic
heartlands of Iran and Irag tended to be efficiently suppressed. In essence it was ex-
tremelv difficult under conditions of ghayba to maobilize significant secrors of Shi‘ite
S()cit:t): to political action, for such action was often seen as futile in the face of over-
whelming state power and in the absence of incontrovertible evidence that the ensu-
ing struggle was legitimized by divine will and to be marked by the fuifillment of
Shi‘ite messianic expectations. Thus those revolts that succeeded in establishing in-
dependent dynasties including the Fatimid Ism’ili Shi‘ites, who founded a ruling
dynasty in Egypt (909—1171), and the Zaydi Shi‘ites, who ruled in Yemen unuil the
1962 coup, tended to be restricted to the frontiers of Islamic society. However, nei-
ther the Fatimids nor the Zaydis maintained the beliet in ghayba as the ‘Lwelvet
Shitites did. Conversely, as the success of the Ruyids and the Safavids demonstrates,
Twelver Shi‘ite dynastics could be and were established in periods of political weak-
ness or disorder through external imposition, that is, through the successful conquest
of cutside, invariably tribal, forecs. In all these cases, it should be noted, the intensc
revolutionary fervor that brought these movements to power tended to dissipate once
the reins of government were firmly i hand.

Religiously speaking, the doctrine of occultation connoted some sort of divine
intervention in saving the life of the Imam, the only awaited Just Ruler, by moving
him from the realm of visible to invisible existence, and conveved the idea that the
situation was, at least before the Safavid era, beyond the control of those who pro-
poscd to overthrow the ryrannical rulers in order to establish the Tslarmic rule of jus-
rice. Furthermore, belief in the occultation of the Imam and his eventual return as
the Mahdi of the Muskm community at a favorable time helped the Shi'ites to per-
severc under difficult circumstances and to hope for some degree of reform pending
the Imam’s messianic return. Such expectation necessarily implied postponement
of the establishment of the thoroughly just Islamic order pending the reappearance of
the last Imam, who alone could be invested with valid political authority.

As with the religious experience of martvrdom, the belief in the occultation of the
rwelfth Imam led, given a particutar religious leader and particular sociopolitical cir-
cumstances, to the promotion of both the activist and the quietist acritudes. On the
one hand, the docerine raised questions about the pretext for any Shifite leader 0
venmure to create a thoroughly Islamic public order during the absence of the twelfth
Imam: on the other band, it demanded that the entire Shi‘ite communiry provide the
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means for its religious, soaal, and political survival pending the final return of the
Imam. The attitude of resignation that can properly be derived from this religious
cxperience has been adopred by a number of leading marja al-taqlid today, for whem,
it appears, the cstablishment of an Islamic sacial order without divine intervention
through the return of the infallible Imam is impossible. Tt is for this reason thar they
have slighted anyv political involvement in the contemporary demand for sminpn]irica'l
justice. Moreover, they have regarded public invoivement of any other marja* al-raglid
in assuming the political authority, even within a limired national boundary of a
modetn state, as theologically and juridically problemaric. The problem, as they see
il, is in its imphications for the vniversalistic authority of the Tmam as the sole Just
Ruler whose political authority cannot be deiegated ro anv Shi‘ite, however qualified
he may be.

On the other hand, the artitude of responsibility for the survival of the community
generated by the religious experience of occultation convinced marja’ al-taqlid such as
the Avatoliahs Khomeini and Mubamimad Baqgir Sadr to argue for an activist inter-
pretation of occultation. Thus they called for the active involvement of the religious
leadership as theologically legitimate and juridically incumbent and articulated a reli-
gious and moral ebligation of Shiites to support their marja‘ al-taglid in the struggle
against the unjust sociopolitical system.# By this interpretation, activist religious
leaders delegated the Imam’s political as well as juridical authority t a qualified marja’
al-taglid, who in his capacity as the mustee responsible for supervising the affairs of
the Shi‘ites during the Cecultation would be willing to shoulder the obligation of
“erjotning the good and forbidding the cvil.” In the eves of both Khomeini and Ragir
Sadr and of those who followed them in Iraq, lran, and Lebanon, the “Guardianship
of the Jurist” became almost an absolute, religiously szncrioned political institution.
As an absolute type, this institution was empowered 1o make all necessary binding
decisions that cover the broad range of moral. legal and religious matters in a modern
statc.*!

Precantumary Dissimulation (Taqivva) m Shi‘ite Religtons Experience

The open call tor the redress of injustices committed against the Shi‘ites in Iran, Traq.
and Lebanon m the 1970s and 1980s to some extent minimized the preponderance
of the third religious experience. namely, precautionary dissimulation (mgivval, which
in the past had been a predominant consideration in determining the political dirce-
tion of the Shitiee communiry, Historically, this pracrice of shiclding the e intent
of the fatthful community from unbelicvers and outsiders characterized rhe political
artitude of all the Imams and their followers subsequent to the marrvrdom of the
third Imam Husayn. The Shi‘ite leaders encouraged tagivva and even declared it to be
a duty incumbent upon their followers. so as to avoid pressing for the establishment
of the Shi'ite rule and the overthrow of the illegitimate caliphate. In a sense, tagivya
significd the will of the Shi‘ite community to continue to strive tor the realizatton of
the xdeal Islamic politv. il not by launching the revolunon contingent upon the ap-
pearance of the messiah and his consolidation as the keader of the community, then at
least by preparing the wav for such an insurrection in the fumare, In the meantime,
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the Shi‘ites had to avoid expressing their true opinions publicly abour the shortcom-
ings evident 1n the various de facto Muslin governments, regardles§ of whether they
were $hitite or Sunni, in such a way as to cause contention and enmity. Consequently
the practice of tagiyva was determined by the Condition{; (.1f the Shi‘itcs‘ as a minqrity
group living under adverse serrings; here again, the rﬁlllgllf)u.ﬁ |Ca(':i(_‘lrshlp detcrmmtfd
the appropriawe time for the community to abandon quierist passiviry and engage in
activism. _
Shi‘ite acrivism in recent years, as in the earlier times, has been the result of its
lcadership appropriating the stance symbolized by the religious experience of martyr-
dom. Such an experience, as interpreeed by the leaders in the 1970s, regards martyT-
dom a new revalution in itself, violent death suffered in order to uphold justice against
oppression. Thus, in his major work on the justificarion of resartling to force in Ts-
lam,** Shaykh Muhamrmad Husayn Fadl Allah, the leader of the Hizbullah {thc ParFy
of God) in Lebanoen, regards the notion of quietist passivity wn Shi‘ism as rooted m
an erroneous understanding of the theologico-political doctrine of precautionary d‘m-
simulation.* In order for Lebanesc Shi‘ites to seek redress for their oppressive socio-
political condition, Shaykh Fadl Allah has consistendy cncoumgcd_ thern to actively
pursue the establishment of social justice as provided in the Shari‘a. Morcovcl:, he
contends that the Islamic revelation places thar responsibility on them at all times
without limiting its relevance or applicabilicy to a particular place. y -

The transformation of traditional Shitism in the 1960s from a polirically quicrist,
taqivya-oriented stance to an activist preparation for rc_volu(ion was deepencd by tJ-_u:
reinterpretation of the role of religion and the custodians of l‘CllgIOI'!1 t]l'lc ulama, in
modern society by 2 modernly educated intellectual, Dr. *All Sharitau (d. 1977},
There is sufficient cvidence to show thar Shiite activism under the leadership of the
ulama, as maintained by Ayatollah Khomeini in his lectures in Iraq in the later part of
the 1960s, was elicited by Shari‘ati’s criticism of the ulama’s rok: in modern society.
The 1960s in Iran were the decisive years for bringing the religious scholars in mne
with modermnity. Several leading scholars of Shitite jurisprudence, including J\(hll’t.‘.].d:l
Mutzhhari {d. 1979}, one of the intellectual leaders of the Iranian Isla_mic Rﬁ\-"l:)]l:ltlo_ﬂ
of 197879, made percinent suggestions about reforming the most important insti-
eution of the religious leadership during the occultadon, namely, the marja* al-raglid
cstablishment.* Bur Shari‘ati took it upon himselt o confront the religious Jeaders,
who were satisfied with their traditional submissive interpretation of the Shr'ire reli-
gious cxperience and had abdicated their social and pelitical rcsponsib@litics. He d,:‘fil_
lenged them to plumb the activist potential of Shi‘ism and provide the Shifiec
community with much-needed ideclogical leadership in modemn times.

In his i)osi(ion as 2 teacher at the Umversiry of Mashhad, Imn,. Sh.ari‘ati was in
close contact with the lranian vouth exposed to the shahs modernization program.
Awarc of the predicament of the majonity of the rural, industrious. educated _youth._
he proposed a form of Shifism which took into consideration the p(:‘l:SOllal. soc1‘aF and‘
political bonds inherent in the concepr of Islam as a roral way of l]ff.l‘,. As the title of
his seminal waork, Isfamalogy. suggests, Shari‘at analyzed the interaction between the
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underlving values of Islam and society- -the very embodiment of the culrural life of
the community that continued to nurture the youth. In his discussion of Shitite his-
tory, Shariani depicted original Shi‘ism of Tmam “Alf as dedicated o cgalitarianism,
preeminently concerned with social justice, and most of alt as unabashedly revolution-
ary. Shari‘ati denounced the official Shitism of the Safavid court {and by implivation,
of the Pablavi court) for all the later accretions and the aloofiess of the prominent
members of the religious leadecship. The manipulation of Shefism and the religious
leadership by the rulers had led, he charged, to the distortion of the original Shi‘ism
ot the Imams *All and Husayn, and more devastating, to the quictist authoritarian
politics which had plagued so much of traditional Shitism +

Accordingly. Shariati introduced a crucial distinction berween the original Shi‘ite
spirit and its later polirical and social incarnations under Shi‘ite temporal authoriry.
This move served in his scheme to porteay authentic Shitism as @ socially and politi-
cally binding ideology, open to reinterpretation in the light of modern contingencies.
To become politically effective within the Shi‘ite community, bowever, such a reinter-
pretation had to be undertaken by an enlightened religious scholar, a mujtahid, who
would engage in a sort of jihad to make it compatible with the aims of original Islam,
mamely, the creation of a just and progressive social order. The ordinary Muslim,
though not a mujtahid in the technical sense of the term and not required to think as
one, is nevertheless, capable—and indeed must exercise the capacity—ot making up
his own mind about whose interpretation of Islam to follow.

Shari'ati’s appeal to reappropriate “original Shi‘ism” gained a sizabie toliowing
among the educated, the urban, the politically aware, and those seeking an Iranian
clarification of a truc Muslim-Iranian identity that might be in harmony with maoder-
nity. It also had an impact on the young activist preachers. who were the followers of
the prominent jurists and who without acknowledging it were using Sharfati’s equa-
tion of triue Shitism with a radical revolutionary islam as a vehicle for instiuiing divine
justice on carth.* For Shari‘ati, the religious histary of Shi‘ism, interpreted through
the lens of the martyrdom of Imam Husayn, suggested the authentic Lslamic response
to the unbearable sociopolitical conditions. The martyrdom of Husayn was not
simply a tale of sorrow and lamentation: it was a militant assertion of the Islamic
sense of justice.

Shari‘ati’s main consideration in his lecturcs was 1o provide a constructive critique
of the ritualized characer of Iranian religious life, which had the affect of reducing
the Shi‘ite population to passivity and acquicscence in the face of oppression. His
forceful discourses about the potentially activist aspects of Shitite Islan were intended
to forestall the sociopolitical indifference among the religious leaders, and he sought
to appropriate religious ritual in the service of the activist cause. ‘Thus, Shari‘ari
reformulated the themes of martvrdom so as to awaken the spirit of sacrifice for the
ideal of justice and provided the impetus to transform the ritual of commemorative
gatherings to moumn the tragedy of Kerbala to the popular social and educarional
insutution of the husaynivva, In this modern version of husavnivva, he introduced
the symbol of Inwamn Husayn's struggle against the Umayvads as a moudel for the
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struggle of Iranian Muslims to transtorm their own oppressive dreumstances into a
just social order. Accordingly, Shari‘ati rejected “the logic of tagiyya™ as involving
compromise, passive endurance, or “a non-dangerous approach to the struggle ™+

Shari‘ati was not alone i his critique, and his challenge to the ulama was repeated
by a number of politically activist members of the religious class in Iran and Irag. In
his Najal lectures on the Guardianship of che Jurist, Avatollah Khomeini had criti-
cized his colleagues for their lack of social and political vision which betrayed the
dignity and true mission of their class.** Similarly, Avatollah Muhammad Bagir Sadr,
Iraq’s most renowned Shi‘ite jurist, called upon the religious leaders of the Iraqi
Shitites and their young students at the seminarics in Najaf, Iraq. w mobilize in order
to roll back the sociocnltural dislocations among Shi‘ice youth caused by unchecked
modernization and legitimated by secular communist and Ba'thist ideclogy.

In the 1970s it became apparent that secularly educated Iranian intellectuals, who
had been prepared to assume the Iranian leadership. were alienated from the majonity
of the groups that formed the traditional alliances in Iran and thus could not muster
the popular support necessary to guide the furure of that nation* Technocrats,
burcaucrats, and other government officials on the prosperous side of the Iranian
economic divide were targets of envy and bitter criticism for their perceived abandon-
ment of the traditional values, which continued to orient the everyday life of the
majority of the Iranian population. This popular perception and the rift it caused
between the intelligentsia and the citizenry created an opportunity for the religious
leadership to encourage religions activity in general and to synthesize traditional and
modern ideologies and devices for social influence. Key to the success of the Iraman
religious leadership in mobilizing the populace was the identification of the Iranian
nation cxelusively with the spirit, practices, and history of Shi‘ite Islam.®

In their accommodarion with mademity and in their efforts o provide a viable
Islamic alternative ideology in 2 modern narion-state, jurists such as Khomeini and
Sadr had to make meaningful choices of their own, which included accepting some
elements of madern secular political culture like nationalism and even popular politi-
cal participation—an anomaly to the traditional conceptualization of political author-
ity. By the mid-1970s, Khomeini had provided the Iranians an innowvative, but
al:lﬂ'lt.‘.'lrltii:a”\’ traditional, alternative to the “colonizing culture” of the West. This al-
ternative eliminatcd the compromise of retaining the constitutional movarchy of the
1906 revolurion. Instead, the Istamic revolution of 1978-.79 called for the cstablish-
ment of an Islamic government based on justice and freedom (in the sense of freedom
from sinful license) for all, as interpreted by the leading jurist.”!

The concept of the “Islamic Government,” which was never worked out in any
systematic detail by Khomeini, was ambiguous enough to unite all segments of Iranian
sbcicty predisposed to political activism and opposed to the repressive rule of the
Shah. In the absenee of an elitist institutional base that could have provided the new
political leadership and stecred Iranian society smoothly into the era of mass politics,
Khomeini’s politico-religious Jeadership was acknowledged, invariably, even by those
who did not necessarity believe in the relevance of Tslamic norms in the modern age.*
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More significantly, Khomein's call to resist an unjust government found supporters
among the leftists and Islamic socialists who saw in Khomeini, and in Shari‘ad, revo-
lutionary pawns that could be manipulated to their advantage.

Thus, Khomeini's politico-religious “guardi:mship“ of rhe Islamic state, granted
legitimacy in part through its commitment to promulgate the Shati'a, managed to
convince many quictist religious leaders of various standings in the bierarchy of Is-
lamic learning to actively participate in the different roles demanded by a modern
Islamic public order. Furthermore, Khomeini managed to bridge differences not only
berseen disparate secular and religious ideologies (by emphasizing his opposition to
Western imperizalism and cultural colonization) but atso between a religious ideology
and the apparently secularized process of modernization in the service of justice and
human welfare (through the pmmu]garinn of the divine will in the Shari'a). As events
in the decade after the revolution proved, however, Khomeini’s mere occupation of
the position of Guardianship in the Islamic state did not guarantee that Tran would
develop as the pertect model of an Istamic government for all Muslims in search of
their Islamic identity and political destiny in the modern age.

The Scarch for Identity in Iraq and Lebanon

A brief review of the quite different political and social contexts for the Shifites of
Iraq and Lebanon may serve to illustrare the point that the shape and direction of
Shifite activism is determined not only by the interpretations of a charismatic leader
clevated to a position of supreme anthority but also by the particular sociopolitical
circumstances in which the Shi‘ite masses find themselves at a given rime and place.
Indeed, what was presented to the Trantan Shi‘ites as an Islamic aleernarive could not
be offered to the Shi‘ites of Iraq and Lebanon living under quite differenr political
systems. At the same time. the manner 1 which the religious leadership arrained a
prominence based on the threefold religious experiences of the Shi‘ites, namely,
martyrdom, occultation, and precautionary dissimulation, applies to all three regions
under consideration and provides a basis for comparison of the Shi‘ttes’ varving re-
sponses o Oppression.

There was. then, a subsrantial difference in the wav the Shi‘ite religious leaders
under the secularly oriented and largely Sunni-dominated government of Iraq could
make the parricular Shi‘ite religious experiences with potitical implications relevant
and applicable ro the circirmstances ot their followers there. Moereover, to the Shitites
of Iraq, Khomeini’s Islamic Republic under the all-comprehensive Guardianship of
the Jurist had a limited appeal, for the Sunnis of Iraq could neither comprehend nor
parricipate in this exclustvist and particularist vision of Islamic public order based on
Shi‘ite religious experiences. Furthermore, the religious requirement o accepr the
authority of a leading Shi'ite jurist as a marja® al-taglid and to abide by his rulings in
matters pertaining to religious practice m irs present form was peculiar to Twelver
Shi‘tsm only. Accordingly, the Shitite paradigm of the religiopolitical leadership under
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the leading scholar presented by Ayatoliah Khomeini and endorsed by. the Avatollah
Muhammad Bagir Sadr, both in form and content proved unable 10 win the support
of the Sunnis of Iraq.

Instead the Arab Shitites of Irag drew upon particular moments in their own
historical experience in developing an acrivist posture in the 1970s anld_ 1980.5',T0
provide the necessacy context for understanding contemporary Arab Shi‘ite activism
it is necessary to begin with the 1920s, when, under the Hashemite monarchy, created
by the English in 1921, profound political changes were introduced in Iraq. The
Hashemite monarchy promoted Arab nationalism, an attitude designed to generate &
new sense of lovalty to the nation in order to displace the ald divisive sectarian and
tribal loyalties. Ait};ough the force of the nascent Arab nationalist movement eroded
the traditional patteens of the bedy politic in Iraq, it also made possible for the firse
time the integration of the Shifites and the Sunnis as a national community. To unch-
stand this complex process, it is necessary to briefly examine the nature of the tradi-
ticnal patterns.

First it must be understood that a sense of national community had been essen-
tially alicn to an [ragi polity characterized by extremes of localism, sectarianism, and
tribalism. These conditions may be traced in the first place to geography: communi-
cation berween mountain and plain, desert and miarsh, city and ciry, before the late
pinetcenth century was virtually impossible. Further reinforcing che harsh nature of
Iragi geography was the essentially decentralized nature of government colnt{ml. llinr
these reasons, the first concerted efforts to unify and centralize national administraton
would not be undertaken until the late Ottoman period (1831 1914). Moreover, the
Ottoman effort could not have been undertaken without the rapid technological ad-
vances introduced into Iraq in the late ninercenth century.>

However, betow the clite Jevel these efforts did little o alter the primarily tn‘ba.l-
local cutlook aof the average Iragi. So strong was the sensc of dilvisinn tha!: within
cities, people lived within segregated city quarters (makhalias), divided one fro_m. an-
other by religious sect and ethnicity. Even within quarters, streets werc subdmdcld
into residence patterns based roughly on work or craft associations, and then again
into extended-family units. Linkages binding one quarter to another were mininal
and, as such, were much less conducive to generating so abstract 2 concept as metro-
politan identity, and still less national consciousness. So complete was the isolation
thar, for instance, when the people of the Shi‘ite shrine city of Najaf rose successfully
against the Turks in 1915, the four quarters of the dity, organized ‘on tribal lmcg
established independent and autonomons city-states and would remain as such until
the British occupation of 1917.%

Conversely, even while the primarily local-tribal outlook of Traqis remained imper-
vious 1o chahgc‘ the impact of Ottoman centralization, followed as it was by the
cxperience of British colonialism and rapid socio-economic and technological cha:_lgc,
dissolved the traditional social and political bonds cementing tribal-local relanion-
ships. In the countryside, tribal leaders were becoming increasingly ancn_atcc_i trom tllll.‘
eribal members through the increasing adoption of a cash economy, which in practice
linked tribal elites to governing clites and resulted in the land laws of 1858 and 1932.
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"These laws favored the gathering of vast tracts of tribal land inre the sofe possession
of tribal chiefs, leading, further to large-scale cash real estate speculation by urban
elites who dealt exchusively with the tribal chiets, thus serengthening the new alliance
of urban and rural leaders. By the 1920s and 1930s, this alfiance, including top gov-
ernment officials and nulitary officers, was able, when the need arose. to pur aside
their own intense personal rivalries to pursuc their own interests on the national level,
that is, o grant themselves such boons as tax exemptions and to guarantee a virtual
monopoly of state offices. Meanwhile, the Shitites, whose own elites were rapidly
advancing as traders, and a few of whom werc favared by roval policy as civil servants
in the nascent bureaucracy, found their further advance blocked by the monopolistic
character of the new coalition. They were nevertheless being integraced into the
emerging I[raqi state. These rwo decades would mark the high point of Shi‘ite identi-
fication wirh their Sunni connterparts in the coneext of the Iragi state,

‘The rise of nationalism in the 1920s failed to fill the vacuum left by the breakdown
of local-rribal ties, as it tended 1o be absorbed into traditional Sunni-Shifice svmbols,
Narionalism did forge some ties between Shi‘ite and Sunni elites, but the risc of ciries
and the new forms of social arganization as a result of the modemization process
essentially doomed tribal cohesion, and the alienation of tribal leaders from their
tribesmen was symptomatic of a greater malaise. Rapid modemization invariabhe fa-
voted the citics at the expense of the tribes, resulting first in the breakdown of the
great tribal confederations and then in the dissolution of the tribes themselves. The
breakdown was reficcted in rapid migration, Baghdad, for cxample, quadrupicd in
size between 1922 and 1957, But significantly, when the migrants arrived in the cities,
they tended to group togerther and fsolate themselves through privare compacts aimed
at continuing tribal custom. The influx, however, could not but speed the breakdown
of traditional urban relationships, themselves undergoing a process of dissolution not
dissimilar ro rhat experienced by the tribes.ss

The Hashemire monarchy administered the civil service in such & way as o allow
some opportunities for promising young Shi‘ites, and for its own stability thus pro-
vided means to accommodate the rising national consciousness during the period
from the 1920s to the 1958 revolurion. However, while these modemnizing and cen-
tralizing forces could and did speed the breakdown of traditional localistic ties, they
proved largely unable to unify their highly segmented populace within the contexr of
a modemn nation-state. This process resulted ultimately in conditions of feuding, eco-
nomic struggle, and near anarchy in the countryside, and urban tensjons that prom-
ised to result in confrontations of great violence at the slightest pretext, as the urban
risings of 1948, 1952, and 1956 indicared. Thus, historic moments of Lraqi nmational
accord tended to be short-lived and were invariably dirccted at a clear toreign foe, in
this case the British.

In the period berween 1921 and 1939, the monarchy succeeded for a time in
integrating diverse elements into the Iragi body politic, as it expanded Irag’s educa-
tional program based on the common Arab hisrory and language and the common
ethnic origin of the majority of Traqis. This two-decade process served to culrivate the
new national feeling among rhe educared Shiites and Sunnis. The educational policy
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alser assisted, as it had in {ran, in the spread of modem ideas draw.n trom Western
mades of thought, The increasing number of the new cducated mnddlc class fr()mQ
both the Shi‘ite and Sunni affiliations became the carriers of the increased sense of
patriotism and even the pan-Arab ideal % _ o .

However, Shi‘ite lovalty to Iragi nationalism always remained in question. Bccausc
of the common religious ries to Iran, in addition o the presence ot. rlnar]a‘ al-taqhdl
sometimes commonly recognized by both the Tragi and Iran.ian §h1‘1tes, the SL_u_nn
Iraqi poliricians suspected the Tragi Shitites of di\-'lided Iluy.falucs,f" From th.rc British
perspective, these signs of factionalism in [rag llaT.'IOI'lEIJISDI’l were hardly OMUOOUS, In
pursuing their colonial policy of balance of power, the British {(and fater the British-
backed manarchy) favored, and even encouraged, Shitite advancement in the eco-
nomic sphere in the southern and central parts of Iraq to create a sort of power pariry
berween them and the dominant Sunnis. By the 1944s, the roval policy of mtch_‘aﬂon
of the Shi‘ites in the Iraqgi body politic and the diffusion of the new national sentiment
through modern education cffected noticeable changes 1n thc_ social as well as ‘pohn:cal
situation of the Shi‘ites, perhaps the most significant of which was the stra_tlﬁcanolrl
of Shi‘ite society. Finding that their generally low standard of education limited their
access to state offices, the Shi‘ites turned their energies toward commerce, -.md. a por-
tion of the community acquired significant wealth. However, many Shfltes in I_raq
did not share in this new prosperity, and “if in 1958 the richest of the rich werc often
Shi‘ites, su were also predominantly the poorest of the poor.”s .

Indicative of this risc in the fortunes of a portion of the Shi‘ice commumty were
the growing number of intermarriages between the \qvcalthy Sh_i‘ites and Sunnis, as
well as Shi‘ite political achievements in the wake of cr)mrncrlcmj success. Whereas
hefore 1947 not a single Shi‘ite was raised to the premiership, in the Pel‘.lDd between
1947 and 1958, four Shi‘ites were appointed to that office. At the same time, the new
wealth only served to exacerbate the chronically chaotic social conditions among the
poarest Muslims, both Sunni and Shitire. As revenucs from oil exports flooded into
the coffers of the elites during the post-World War IT boom, an unprcccdcptcd wave
of inflation croded the economic stars of the urban poor, increasing the price of fuod
almast bevond the reach of the mass of the urban population and increasing the over-
all cost of living. Thus while the average wage of unskilled laborers tose abour 400
percenit between 1939 and 1948, the price of fond had risen 805 percent.” Although
not as severc, this same pattern of decline affecred the middle class, tca_chelrs, clerks.
civil servants, writers, and journalises, as well. As the majority of Iraqis t1c‘d o th_c
urban-based money economy suffered a decline in ceonomic position, the elite co‘ah—
tion of arisr(x:mts,' privilr:.gr.ﬁ government officials, top military officers, aﬁd tribal
chiefs, both Sunmi and Shi‘ite, grew increasingly wealthy, The rescnuncnt‘dns engen-
dered contributed to the conditions leading to the popular rebellion of 1948, and
with it the rise of revolutionary ideclogics. .

By the 1950s, communist ideas of social justice evoked powerful passion among
the Ti’aqis in general, leading to the political movements whm.-l-{ disturbed the last._vcaljs
of the monarchy. The rulers in Baghdad, regarded as insensitive to the needs of their
subjects, had done little to eradicate poverty and to generate a sense. of Imalt\ among
the poor to the existing institutions. To the poor, whether Sunnis or Shitires, the
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government came to be regarded as an abject of distrust and hatred. Morcover, “the
Suniu character of the government, which rendered it a usurpation 11 the eves of
the Shifite majoriry, airned popular enmity into an act of faith,»«

‘Thus Shi‘ism provided recruirs for the protest movements of the 19405 and 19505
and found itself in a sort of alliance with Communism which, insofar as it bred op-
position to the existing authority which was perceived as tyrannical, found resonances
in the oppositional spirit of Shitism. For cxample, Najaf, the holv citv ot the Shi‘ites
and “the scat of oppressive wealth and dire poverty,”s! became the staging ground for
a number of significant communist uprisings. This Shiiec city was and remains 1oday
both a center tor religious reaction and protest and a breeding ground for revolution-
ary ideas. Many of the militant communists in the 1950s were the sons or relatives of
men in the lower ranks of the ulama who had suffered a decline in prestige and pros-
perity because of the new and remate economic and political forces transtorming the
shape of Iraqi commerce and industry.** The communist uprisings of the 19505 thus
cotncided with the declining role of the Shi‘ite ulama, whose appeal to the commen
people to abide by the conumands of religion had no efiect on cither the cormmunises
or the nationalists, influenced as they were by modern secular idealogies.

As in Iran, modern secular sdeologies, whether in the form of nationalism or Com-
munism, or as disseminated in the methods and content of modern educatiom, had
become popular at the expense of traditional patterns of Islamic religion. And al-
though the inrroduction of the modern sense of loyalty o the nation did not displace
the emotional ties and the structural organization of traditional Iragi social patterns,
especially in the nural areas, it did serve to undermine the role of traditional education
in the Islamic setunarics and thus the authority of the religious keadershi p. The his-
torical independence of the Shitite religious leaders fram governrnent control, thanks
to their independent financial resources, was also compromised in the wake of reforms
that were introduced by the government in the management of the revenues from
religious cndowments and related sources. The ulama became dependent on the
merchamts in che bazaar to fund and exceute their religions projects. Consequently
the Shifite religious institutions had to remain sensitive to the traditionalist outiook
of the bazaar before they could offer solutions 1o the pressing problems of mod-
ernity. The fear thar the bazaar could withhold financial contributions it it tound their
traditionalism threarened by innovative religious prescriptions rendered the ulama
incapable of providing critical religious guidance in encountering, the influences of

secular ideologies. * Indeed in the 19505 and 1960s, Islamic education and the lead-
ershap it had rurtured in the past in Traq was enfeebled considerably, Increasing num-
bers of young students of religion were dissatisfied with and abandoned the isolated
life in the religions seminaries to pursue modem education and to acquannt themselves
with modern chinking in the universities. Meanwhile, in spite of the cconomic prom-
nence of a grearer mumbier of Shifites. the vast majority remained econumically under-
privileged in Traq, even as the inlluence of religious leaders dwindled. The Shi‘ites
suflered the hardships attendant upon their lor as the “poorest of the poor™ squalid
and unsate living conditions, crowding, and lack of access ta health care instirurions
and schools.

In the earlv 19705, however. a new generation of activist and militant Shrire or
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ganizations and leaders emerged in response to this stmation. Their initial .raison
détre was the development and implementation of programs by which the social alnd
cconomic deprivations could be cased.* The rise of these groups tollowed a Ecrmc{
in which Avatoliah Muhammad Baqir Sadr promulgated his activist interpretation of
the Shiite ideals of justice and equity among the ulama and among the masscs gath-
cred at ritual commemorations of past Shi‘ite struggles against oppression suchl s
‘Ashura. Bagir Sadr and his disciples were intent in the carly 1970s on inFcrprc_tmg
the sacred past in such a way as to mobilize the Shi‘ite masses to Iforml and join socmﬂly
and politically activist Shi‘ite organizations such as al-da‘wa al-istamsven (The Islanmc
Call) and al-Mujahidin {The Islamic Fighters).*

Modernization through westernization, which in Iraq was perceived by the poorer
Shi‘ites as the wholesale, uncritical adaptation of secular Western ideas and economitc
practices, had ramificacions for religious life similar to those ‘t?(pcrii':nCC{‘i in_ Iran.
Leading Shi‘ite ulama were of course painfully awarc of the critical situation in the
1950s and 1960s when secular communist ideas werc infiltrating the displaced lower
classes in strongholds of Shitte Iskam such as the holy citics of Najaf and Kerbala, and
religious practices were being abandoned by graduates of modern schools and cn!—
leges. Most of the prominent ulama in [raq, however, remained bound. o thchtmdl-
rional restraints of Shitism which had required them to maintain their probity by
shunning politics. And given their constrained political situatior_1 at thc time, thcy
adopted a posture of aloofness, complained about the decline of l‘CllgI()‘ujS practices
among their followers, bur had neither the will nor the intellectual or ptthtxca‘al prepa-
ration to guide them in crafting a supple response for their (erstwhile) followers
among the poor.

When Shi‘ite activist leaders actempted to reverse this tradition of alootness by
providing concrete guidance and a blueprint for political action, they faced two {-un
damental problems in the Ra'thist Iraq of the 1970s. First, they had o cqgcnd w_lth
the ever-present fear that they would be regarded as the agents of the Shitice Iranian
regime emploved to subvert the Iraqi administration and would consequently be sub-
jected to the fate ot a number of prominent religious personages executed 1:mdr?r thar
pretext. Second, and less dramatic but cqually difficult, was the exercise olr Fl1c1r role
as the custodians of Shitite ideology over against the tival Sanni Islamic vision {con-
sidered the majoritarian position). Becanse these ideologies differcd radically on the
precise question of the proper response to an unjust government, and because cven
the criteria for identifving an unjust government were significantly different, Sh1“1tc
religious leaders faced an uphill battle in mobilizing their own followers for sp‘.:gﬁc
political action, not to spezk of the enore Iragi Islkamic community. Any pohtn_:al
solution designed ro torge a unified Tslamic front would have to proceed from a series
of accommaodations and doctrinal compromises on both sides.

Nonetheless, the existence of several explicitly acrivist Shi‘ite organizations atrested
to the appeal of the notion of an Islamic revival among the Iraqi Shi‘iees. The most
important of thesc, al-da‘wa al-istamivys (The Islamic Calt}. illustrares both the diffi-
culty of amalyzing the Shifite movement in Iraq with any precision alnd .thL‘ extremely
precarious situation ot any oppositional political o religious organizarion under the
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Ba'thist regime. The Da'wa was tounded in Najaf, probably in the early 1960s. pos-
sibly influenced either by Avatoliah Khomeints residence in chart city, or. conversely,
by the shah’s regime in Tran as an ant-Ba‘thist policy instrument {10 the world of
Middle East politics, the two contentions are not necessarily exclusive), The organi-
zation clearly appealed to the younger and junior ranks of the religious class of
Najaf. Kerbala, and Kazimayn. The precise program of the organization is difficuit to
derermine, although it 1s clear thar the trivmph of the Tranian revolution had great
resonance in the Da'wa ranks. Thus, in 1979, in response to the Avatollah Khomeini’s
call to action on the eve of ‘Ashura demonstrations, there was a discernible wave of
Shi‘tte unrest in Iraq, which was quickly and ruthlessly suppressed.e® Under these
circomstances, some prominent ulama in Najaf and Kerbala. including the senjor
marja’ al-taglid, Avatollab Abul-Qasim al-Khw'i. refused political involvement of
any sort,”

The campaign of repression against the Shitites reached irs height in 1980 with
the hanging of Sadr. His execution came despite the fact that no evidence appeared
linking him directly ro any particular oppositional group in Trag; the regime seemed
convinced nonetheless of hus cntical role as the gmiding genius behind the activist
Shi‘ite cells. What is cerrain is that his open support for the Tranian revolution was
scen by the Ba'thist as a dangerous instigation of the [raqi Shiites.

The risk of death had not prevented Sadr from formulating an Tslamic alternative
to the “godless communism™ of the Ba‘thists. In this venture he was unique (and
virtually alone) amonyg the Najat ulama, the majority of whom had very lictle training
in modern secular thoughe. When Sadr embraced opuenly Khomeini's principle that
religion and politics in Islam are inseparable and that therefore the religious leadership
should assume political responsibiliry, he was eriticized by leading conservative ulama
of Najaf. Defying this criticism, Sadr recognized that given the political realiry of Trag
in the 1970s, the only forum through which the Shi‘ites might voice their political
grievances against the oppressive measures adopted by the Ba'thist regime was the
annual *Ashura martyrdom commemorative gatherings in Najaf and Kerbala, At these
gatherings Sadr proclimed that the oniy religious authority that could guarancee
justice i Lraq was the Shi‘ite marja’ al-raglid—a seeming endorsement of the temparal
and religious Guardianship of the Jurist as it was being interpreted in Lran.

The Iraqgi regime at this nme was in a rule-or-die situation. By publicly voicing
this activist message Sadr had emerged as the most dangerous torce against the
Ba'thist regime by the late 1970s as it became clear to the regime that the Shitives had
begun to look to him for political leadership. Tt was in this climate that Sadr and his
sister, Bint al-Huda. who had collaborated with her brother in activating the Shitite
women in Najaf, were executed in 1986,

Along with the repression of any manifestation of dissenc among the Shrice, haw-
ever, the regime also pursued a strategy of appeasing Shi‘ite unresr. On the rhetorical
level it mounted a campaign o portray Saddam Hussein as an “Tslamic™ leader and o
depict the militantly secolar Ba‘th Party as not incompatible with religion. ‘This cam-
paign culmmated in 1979 with Saddam’s analysis of Islamic history, in which che
perception of Shi‘ite dispossession and historical injustice was tor the first rime in a
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miliennium endorsed by a Sunni head of state. Mutawiva, the Umavvad caliph whosc
rebellion had LﬁS}wosseéscd ‘Alf of the caliphate, was explicitly denouneced. "Ab was
praised. and most remarkable. the revole of Tmam Husayn was held up asa model t.lml'
the Iraqgi president was proud to follow . With the campaign of Irhctoncal_‘,_lslamma—
tom, the rcgime began in 1979 to invest large sums otmonC\ in the Shi‘ite arcas,
revitalizing the shrines ar Kerbala and Najaf, upgtl“admg %h}‘}tﬁ mosques, schouitk;‘
neighborhoods, and economic infrastrucrures to win th,c _bhl‘lt_es over. Thl? Sl.'ll:] 15
reported to have exceeded 24.4 million dinars on religious institutions in 1979
alone.® and the program continues to this day, o
The message to Iraqi Shitites is both clear and hismrical]:v FESONATL: COOPErATion is
rewarded economically, if not political by, while its opposite is rl?rljit?stsll\-' and efficiently
suppressed. This may in large part explain the reticence of Iraqi Shr‘ites to rclspoud o
the Iranian call. But there is another Factor, immeasurable but, below the elite ulama
level deeply rooted. It is pur best by one of the anonymous I_rlaqi Slhi‘itcs._ speaking to
Hanna Bataru in 1981: “In their heart of hearts, Irag’s Shi‘ires like things of their
own soil.”® o
This atitude, comman to Traq and Lebanon no less than to Lran itself, may help
to illustrace the pawerful barrices to concerted action which ha\.!c to dat? hampered
the forging of effective transnational tics on a religious or confc‘t;smnal basis. For what
the above quotation refers to is not an allegiance to Iraq as a nation-state but to deeper
primordial tics of family and clan, language and culture, which undetlie the very self-
perception of an Iragi Shi‘ite. ' o
In Lebanon the Shitites were faced with a somewhar different situation from that
of their brethren in either Iran or [raq. As the largest of the scventeen rt:l'igicus sccts
officially recognized in Lebanon, the Lebanese Shitites arr:ractcd_ |11ter‘nat10n‘al arren-
fion in the wake of the teagic death of 241 U. 8. marines near Beirut airport (1 1983,
Whilc it is true that these and other events of the 1980s with dramatic imphcations
for the American and other Western interests in Lebanon raised widcsprca‘d concern
about Shi‘ite activism as a manifestation of [slamic fundamentalism, this radilc?]fzatfon
of the Shi‘ites should be considered the culmination of a process of polmazlatlon
initiared by Imam Musa Sadr. Musa Sadr came to Lebanon as the representative of
the marja* ‘al—taqlicL Avatollah Muhsin al-Hakim {d. 1970} o_f Iraq. Like Sadlr in Irag
and Khomeini in Iran, this religious leader made it his chief cause to activate th_c
politically quiescent Shitites of Lebanon. And like Sadr and K]!(?mml‘i!, he pﬁcrcd his
followers an innovative ideology comprising a potent combination of traditional val-
ucs and modern concepts. _ .
The Lebanese potitival structure was bascd on the national pact of 1943, wljm:h
had vested the most important political office of the country in thf-. Fhen—largcst of the
religious sects, the Maronite Christians. In the late 1950s, th_c Shi‘ites began to mi-
grate from their villages in the south in large numbers to settle in the southcrn‘ suburbs
of Beirut. The main purposes of this migration seem to have been the quest for bettcr
economic and social opportunities and the promise of modern education at govern-
ment schools or ar che newly established narional untversity. The migrant Shi‘ites trom
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the south, uprooted from their villages, befonged to the underprivileged in Lebanese
suciety, a condition thar made them prone 1o radicalization.

The arrival of Musa Sadr in 1959 as a trusted deputy of an Iragi marja® al-taghid,
Avatollah Hakim. ushered in a new era in the history of Lebanese Shitites. Musa Sadr
had received his training in religious sciences n Qum, Iran, during the crucial vears
of the awakening of the religious lcaders ro the realities of madern challenges o Islam
and to Muslim sacieries. He set out to organize the Shi‘ite communiry as a formi-
dable, independent political force in Iebanon. With the change of demographic bal-
ance in Lebanon in favor of the Muslims, the Muslim comnumity was beginning to
demand a restructuring of the political institurions that would reflect the new situa-
tion. However, the Muslim demand inirially took ooly the Sunni interests into con-
sideration, because, like other sects—rthe Maronites, the Druze, the Greek Orthe wox,
and others—the Sunnis had an established and officiallv recognized instirutional
structure under the leadership of the Grand Mufii of the Lebanese repttblic. The
Shi‘ites lacked such an institutional body to represent their interests. In 1969, how-
ever, foliowing massive lsraeli bombing raids on southern Lebanou, Musa Sadr's ef-
torts led to the establishment of the first such organization in Lebanese Shi‘ite history,
the Higher Shita Council.

Before this official recognition of the Shi‘ite community as an independent voice
in Lebanese affairs, (the Shitites had most closely resembled their brethren in Irag-—a
sizable presence underrepresented in the body politic. The Sunni-Shita relationship in
Lebanon had remained tense for most of the history of the republic. With cheir courts
and schools and philanthropic associations in Beirut, the Sunnis were able to exert
greater influence in the political life of thar ciry, whereas the Shifites, through the
calculated policies of the Sunni leaders in Beirut, remained on the periphery of politi-
cal life. Thus, the Shi‘a Council, a democratically elected organization entrusred with
some responsibility for the distribution of relief funds ro Shiites, was conceived pri-
marily as a forum for Shi‘ite “new men” {newly wealthy and influential Shi‘ites) whao
were effectively blocked trom political power or social influence by traditional Leba-
nese Shi‘ire leaders. The council provided the Shitites with a concrete expression of
their identity as a distincrive people—an identity which they had lacked and which
Musa Sadr offered them without rejecting the particularism of Shiite history. Nor
surprisingly, he was criticized by the paolitically quicscent Shitite ulama of Lebanon,
who themselves had fatled to raise objections to the exclusion of Shitites from the
deliberations of the sects and had failed to provide their followers with adequate guid-
anice 1n adopting strategics to preserve their identity in rhe modern age.™ Musa Sadr
responded to their criticism by citing these failures and by faulting the Shititc teudal
famibies for having done litde to remedy the social injustices and governmental neglecr
suftered by their communities in the south.

Known as “Iinam™ to his large number of supporters, Musa Sadr soon became thhe
symbol of the new politically aware Shitire presence in the multireligious society af
Lebanon. Of central importance in undurstanding Musa Sadr’s meteoric rise is the
fact that the Shitire tradition of submission and political indifference encouraged by
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some of their quiescent religious leaders had cmtributcd.signiﬁ{:antly to the polilia::al
marginalization of the Shi‘ite masses. Musa Sadr rccogn@cd rhl‘s -.iul‘ld Strove o reim-
terpret the tradition by drawing upon sclected moments in thc_ Shitire past. c?cvatmg
them to a position of prominence infused with political meaning, amj .clafmmgl th.:n:
political acrivism was now not only necessary in order to preserve $h1‘1tc 1delnuty in
Lebanon but, equally important, was in keeping wich authentic Shi‘ism. Ir_1 this Ml?sg
Sadr’s charismatic leadership approximated, in tone and content, that of Khomeini
and Baqir Sadr; and it is this type of leadership that has been associated with the rerm
“fundamentalist.” _

As did Khomeini and Baqir Sadr, he too appropriated ritually and symbohca]l}-'
the historic threefold religious experience of the Shi‘ites (martyrdom, occulration, and
precautionary dissimulation) in his successtul efforts to organ_izc 2 mass movement,
originally conceived as nonviolent, to carpaign for social justice. _bl_n‘lsm here, as in
the case of Iran and Iraq, provided the iman’s followers with religiously EXpressive
categorics; instead, however, of interpreting the sufferings of the Imam Husavo in
Kerbala as a warrant for political quictism and submission, Musa Sadr presented the
event as an identity-shaping episodc of political choice and courage. Furthcnng:c,
during the crisis of national and personal identity in thc_ 1970s, Musa S_adr?s activist
interpretation highlighted the experience of martyrdom i rhlc quest for justice as the
fundamenta! core of Shi‘ite religious identity. Under oppressive circumstances, Mu§a
Sadr taught, martyrdom suffered for the lofty ideals of a just and cquirable public
order on earth became plansible, and if the occasion demanded, desirable through
vialent revolution.™ ] _

This aspect of the Shi'itc movement of Imam Musa Sadr came to_inrc wh;r? his
nonsectarian “Movement of the Deprived” of the 1960s developed into 2 military
movemnent known by its acronym, AMAL (afivaf al-sugawwama al-lubmaniyye, mean-
ing “Bartalions of Lebanese Resistance™). AMAL acknf}\lvlcdgcd. Imam Musa Sadr as
its spirinial guide, although he held no official position in 1t.31AMf.’xI. was thus
uniquely placed to unite the differene classes of Shi‘!tc ncw men,” bu.SII'lt:SSITlCl'l and
professionals, with the aspirations of the poorest of Shifite sociery through its com-
munity development programs and to spearhead a Shi‘ite movement that would effec-
tively respond to the political scene in modern Lebanon.™

In the late 1960s another political factor was added to the alrcady tense atmo-
spherc of the Lebanese political scene. Following the Cairo Agreement of 1969, Leb-
anon, as an expression of its identicy as an Arab nation, was to al]avlv the PLO “_’
establish bases therc. The Shi‘ires fived through further paintul days in Jabal ‘Amil
and in the suburbs of West Beirut where they bore the brunt of Isracli reprisals against
the Palestinians. As Muslims and Arabs, the Shi‘ites had supported the Palestinian
demand to be allowed o return o their former homeland. However, that support
had not involved their active participation m the Isracli-Palestinian hostilitics
Jaunched by the Palestinians from the villages in the south. Nevertheless, the Shi‘iees
suffered heavy casualties for the moral support they lent o the Palestinian causc,
thereby inten.éif_\-'ing the bitterness they felt toward the PLO forces in the south.

I'he Sunni-Shitice demand for the restructuring of the political institutions (o re-
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ficer the Mushin majority in the 1970s set in motion the civil war har has plagued
rhat nation with scctarian animosity almost unknown in modern times. The civil war
which ensued has deepened ancient sectarian wounds and fragmented the state to
such an extent that today many voices are heard calling for the breakup of the statc
into the stronghoids of different religions communitics. The Shitites were themselves
caught up in the bid for power between the Christians and Druze in the early stages
of the civil war and suffered heavy casualties fighting in an ideologically Jett-wing
coalition formed by the Druze leader Kamal Jumblatt to challenge the Maronite as-
cendancy. As a result of their participation in this coalition. during the civi] war vears
the Shi‘ites were evicred from cast Beirut by the Maronite militias, and their shanry-
towns of Maslakh and Qarantina were destroved in another attack in 1976, Followin i
this destruction, Sh#ite settlements in other places tn and around cast Beirur were
torcetully evacuated and looted by the militia, leaving thousands of Shi‘ites homcless,
while thousands more Shifites in the south were uproated by the intensifying struggle
between the PLO and Istacl. These circumstances served only to further radicalize the
Shitites.

In 1976 yet another political clement was added to the existing oppressive situa-
tion in the south. The Isracli-backed rebel Lebanese army of Major Saad Fladdad
terrorized the entire border region to deter the Shi'ites from aiding the Palestinians.”

Finally, in that decade, doring the 1978 Isracli invasion of the south, when Shi‘ite
villages and homes were destroved completely, hundreds of thousands of these home-
less villagers soughe refuge in and around Beinut. The relations between the Shiites
and the PLO worsened under these conditions. All the radical clements necessary for
the Shifite refugees to explode in retaliatory vialence seemed to be in place, including
the desperate hope that such violent operations would at least carn the attention
of the intemational community and thus publicize the injustices committed against
the Shi‘ites. The rok: of Imam Musa Sadr at this juncture is not clear and remains a
matter of speculation— he had encouraged his followers o pursue, as far as possible,
nonviolent methods of demanding justice, but as we have seen. he also saw violene
revolution as 2 kst resort—for he disappeared in Libya lacer that year. As it happened,
the “explosion” did not occur untl 1982, in the violent Shitite reaction to the Israeli
invasion and rhe U. §. intervention in Lebanon.

EHowever, the evidence indicates that with the disappearance of Musa Sadr in
Libya in 1978, the Shi‘ites lost any remaining confidence in the Arabs. espedially the
so-called socialist black among then,

Given the emphasis of this essay on the rok of religious leadership in guiding the
course of modern activist movemnents in Shiftsm, it is worth comparing the period
after the disappearance of Musa Sadr in the 1980s with numerous historival revolu-
tionary movements in the larger Shitite communicy in the era after the occultation of
the rwelfth Imam. In both the historical and the contemporary postdisappearance

situations, the Shi‘ire faithful abandoned previous artitudes of political quiescence and
in the face of circamstances of economic and political deprivation, split into factions
at least i part over varving interpretations of the anticipated messianic Tmam’s final
restoration of justice. In both cases, this splintering produced a range of moderate
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and extremist interpretations of the final restoration, represented by varions religious
leaders claiming (o be knowledgeable regarding the aims of the messianic Imam and
by various organizations, cach with its own unique program for hastening the mo-
ment of final vindication. In contemporary Lebanon this parrern emerged afier the
disappearance of Imam Musa Sadr, when AMAL experienced similar factionalization
and radicalization upon including a political dimension i its predominantly social
and military program.

The vounger generation in AMAL was, after 1978, attracted to the sense of reli-
gious identity generated by an activist interpretation ot Shi‘tte ideals under the radical-
traditional leadership of Shaykh Muhammad Husayn Fadl Allah, ro whom a measure
of Musa Sadr's influence and power had passed. Fadl Allah, often described as the
spiritual leader of the Party of God, the Hizbullah, was trained in Najaf. After his
permanent return to Lebanon in the mid-1960s, he dedicated himselt to the cause of
the elaboration, through his regular sermons and numerous writings, of an activist
Shitite religious identity. However, the extent of Fadl Allab’s influence and authority
were felt only after Musa Sadr’s disappearance in 1979.

Nazbih Berri, an American-cducated lawyer and secularist in outlook, cventualiy
ook over AMAT. afrer Imam Sadr and develeped his peaceful formula to redress the
Shitite gricvances, but he came under constant pressure and criticisms from both the
Islamic AMAL, a splinter group headed by Husayn Musawi, and the Hizbuliah under
Shavkh Fadl Allah.

The ability of these radicalized Sht‘ite movements to sustain themsclves over the
course of time and, morce important, throughout a seties of community-threatening
traumas, was demanstrated in the events that followed the Isracli invasion of 1982
and the U. §. intervention in 1983 and 1984 in T.ebanon. The Western policies have
been interpreted by these groups as overdy hostile to their identity, indeed, o their
survival. As is well known, the religious leaders of these radical groups have repeatedly
pointed to the Amcrican opposition to Khomeint’s rule in Iran; to the American
support of Iraq and by cxtension of Irag’s treatment of the Shi‘ites, and to the Ameni-
can support of the Israclis and Christians against Muslim interests. In this way the
“successors™ to Imam Musa Sadr have not allowed the revolutionary fervor to subside:
the presence and threat of the enemy is the warrant for Shi‘ite activism. Shaykh Fadl
Allah has, to the time of this writing, continued to make symbolic use of bloody
episodes in Shi‘ite history in his widely atrended lectures and circulated writings. His
polemic against the West evokes Shi‘ite teclings about the “arrogant silenee™ of the
Western powers toward the suffering of the oppressed in the Third World.”®

It is important to underscore the fact that although Fadl Allah has attempted 1o
emulate Khomeini's role in Iran, which he sces as providing a viable public order in
which the Shi‘ites would find their appropriate social and political place and identity,
he is pragmatic enough to realize that the multi-religious political strucrure in Leba-
non could not be madeled after Tstamic Republic of Tran with a qualified Shi‘ite jurist
as the head of the government. Interestingly, che Shi‘ite refigious leaders of Lebanon,
perhaps hecause of the absence of a loval masja* al-raghd, find their voices to be n
unison with the Sunui leaders when speaking about the ruke of the Sharia rather than
that of the guardian of the Shari‘a (as embodicd in Khomeini's concept of the Guard-
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tanship of the Junisty. Furthermore, the Shitite beaders of Lebanon are fulls o are thar
they and their followers share the Arab idenriny and the burden of Arab destinv, with
Isracl and the West as active plavers in thelr present and ongoing crisis, '

Henwe, however devoted to and influenced by the political activism of their core-
ligionists in Tran they might be, the Lebanese Shitiees are laced with problems peculiar
to them, in which Shitsm funetions as a reformist ideology that calls upon its adher-
ents o transform an unjust social order. As ong as the imbalances in the social and
policical institutions persist in Tebanon, one might expecr the Shitite seruggle to ree-
rify the situation to continue. .

Hawever, the subject matter covered in che preachings of the religious leaders has
changed significantly. As Fadl Allah has pointed our in the preface of his book. Tolams
and the Logic of Foree, to speak about force (gamnea) in the context of modern Shitism
is no longer an abstract idea philosophically related o the attribute of Aimighre God.
Force and its legitimate use 1s a subject that touches the very survival of the belicvers
in the warld bevond their faith. The reinterpreted traditional teachings of politically
quicscent Shifism by Khomeini, Muharmmad Bagir Sadr, Musa Sadr. and Fad! Allah
have consequently provided modern Shifite preachers with renewed confidence in
leading their followers to come to terms with the real and often merciless world in
which they find themselves. In that world, they contend, there lies a warrant for resort
to violent means to pursuc the rraditional aim of preserving Shitite religious practice
and identiry.

Concluding Remarks

Shi‘ite activism in Iran, Iraq. and Lebanon in the 1970s and 1980s was a torm of
religious fundamentalism stemming from the acute awareness among Muslims in gen-
eral, and the Shi‘ices in particular, of the discrepancy between the divine promise of
success and the hiscorical development of the world which the divine controls. In
arder to address this discrepancy, a task they believe is mandated by Lslamic revelation,
Shi‘ites have endeavored to strike a balance beoween the divine prbmise af the earthiy
success 1o the Muslims and their contemporary sicuation by moving in twa directic ns:
first, by introducing retorms in the religious imstitutions to prevent further deterio-
ration of Islamic religious life in the modern age; and second. by protesting, and
resisting, alien wnterference, whether direcr or indivecr, over the Islamic Ch'.lr'.lt;TCI' ol
their socictics.

In both these directions particular sociopolirical conditions were taken inro ac-
count by the religious leaders who were involved in dirccering the intermal reform as
well as resisting domination by exogenous forces. Shi‘ite history provided refevant
precedents for the ulama to extrapolate tn order to impart necessary guidance to the
believers at a given time. The process of extrapolation in the terms of the precedents
took 1nto account various sociopelitica! factors that were imporrant to the strategy
thar was ultimately adopted by the ulama as the appropriate course of action. In the
pre-modern period. the rendency among the ulama was to shun politics and public
life for the preservation of the pure faith. Rur, as the Shi‘ite world began to be domi-
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nared by alien, exogenous forces of colonialism and its atrendant westernization, the
ulama retrieved from their historical repertoire of sociopolitical responses a radical
activism. In addition to the imperialism of the colonizing powers, the ulama felt the
danger of secular ideologies in the form of communism, socialism, and natonalism
seducing Muslim leaders educated on Western maddels, who in the later part of ninc-
teenth century and throughour the twentieth century were engaged in moving the
Muslim countries toward modernization through westernization. However, modern-
ization, as it proceeded within this tme frame, proved unable to eradicate the social
and political ills suffered by the Muslims. This failure was due in some measure to the
inability of Muslim modernizers to establish adequate political institutions capable of
casing the transition to a technologically based society and generating a positive atti-
tude toward the government and its development programs.

By the second half of the twentieth century, the support lent to the dicratorial and
at times oppressive governments by the Western nations convinced many ulama and
the educated Shi‘ites of Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon that modern secular idealogies im-
ported from the West or the East were not only inadequate tor providing them w?th
solutions to their identity crisis; they were also incapable of correcting the socio-
political injustices endured by the downtrodden n those countrics. The 1960s were
the decisive years in bringing the Shifite ulama out of their self-imposed aloofness and
in exposing ther to moderniry. Those years prepared them to supply the Shi'ites with
an Islamic alternative: the potentially activist Shi‘ism of the Imams "All and Husayn.
"This activist Shi‘ism, often termed “fundamentalism,” contrary to the traditionally
quiescent and submissive interpretation of the events surrounding Imam Husayn's
martyrdom, sought to encourage the Shi‘ites to become paolitically assertive and suc-
cessful in the modern world without sacrificing their identity as Shi‘ite Muslims.
Activist Shifism has, morcover, provided the Shi‘ites with renewed confidence in
encountering the modern world with its new subtle forms of colonization. Whether
Avatollah Khomeinis Istamic atternarive will emerge as the only viable solution to
the multifarious prablems faced by the Muslim societies in thesc last years of the
twenticth century will depend on the abiliry of the ulama and their followers to re-
store the earthly success of Tslam in the coming years.
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ably interpreted by Traqi Sunni politicians as
a breach of loyahy. the Shi‘ite ulama on both
sicles of the border between Iran and Iraq
regarded it as a religicusly expected reaction
under unfavorable circumstances.
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179200,

67, In the summer of 1980, when | mert
with Ayacollah Khu'i in Najaf, he explained
thcl reason for his quictist approach by
poinung out that the Ba'thist government
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Shitite center of learning in Najaf to an end
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and gerting rid of the prominent ulama.
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72. Musa Sadr’s interpretation of the
‘Ashura events has been reported in numer-
ous Reirut newspapers such as al-Nabar. al-
Hayat, and so an, that covered his speeches
on that occasion.

73, Ibid., p. 117,

74. Cobban, “Growth of Shii Power,”
Pp. 145-46.

75. Following the teadition established
by Musa Sadr, in a lecture delivered on the
occasion of ‘Ashura celebrations in 1977,
Fadl Allah explained the political message of
the martyndom of the Tmam Husavn and
called upon the Shi‘ites of Lebanon to de-
tend their rights. CE. Afeg amsinya wa ma-
waddic wkbra (Beirut, 1980).

76. It should also finally be pointed out
that Shi'ice activism in both lrag and Leba-
non 15 not so much the resule of fruseration
with the failure of forcign ideologies and

value systems as it is the “realzarion,”
through modern education and mass infor-
mation, of the ways in which these foreign
systems and their engineers have tailed o re-
spond o the issue of social justice in an cra
marked by a perhaps exaggerated sense of
political, social, and coconomiv expectation.
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CHAPTER __.
3

Islamic Fundamentalism in South Asia:
The Jamaat-i-Islami and the Tablighi Jamaat
of South Asia

Mumtaz Alimad

In November 1989, the Jamaat-i-Islami Paki-
stan held a three-day national confergnee in the histonc city of Lahore. Tt was an event
that the Jamaat-i-Islami workers had been waiting for since 1963, the vear when its
last naticnal conference had been held in the same citv. The 1989 conference was
attended bv more than one hundred thousand Jamaat workers and supporters from
various parts of Pakistan. Punjabis, Sindhis, Batuch, Farhans. and Muhaiirs ( Urdu-
speaking refugees trom India who had immigrated w Pakistan at the time of partition
in 1947} mingled together and presented a rare scene of Islamic unity, especially ac a
time when two major cities of southern Pakistan were under twenty-four-hour cur-
fews to quell violenee between warring Sindbis and Muhajies. While the majority of
the participants were clad in waditional Pakistani dress— shalwar kameez—Western
attire was also quite common. The meeting ground was full of banners proclaiming
the inevitable victory of the Muslim freedom fighters in Palestine, Afghanistan, and
Kashmir. The hist of foreign guests attending the conference read like a2 Whos Who of
international Islamic politival movements: Dr. Muhammad Sivam of the Islamic resis-
tance movement of Malestine, Hamas; Rashid-al-Ghannoushi of the Islamic Tendency
Society of Tunis;, Mustata Mashoor of the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypr; Maunlana
Abul Kalam ot the Jamaat-i-Islami, Bangladesh; Mohammad Yasir of the Hizb-1-
Islami of Afghanistan; Mahmud Nahna of the Islamic Movement of Algeria; Dr. Fazal
Noor of the Parti Islan Se-Malaysia; Shaikh Issa bin Khalita of Jamivar-al-Islah of
Bahrain; and Necmettin Erbakan of the Rafah party of Turkey. Surveving the huge
crowd of devotees from an clevated platform, Jamaar-i-1slami president. Qazi Hussain
Ahmad, began his inaugural address with the words:
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