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Introduction: Shi‘ite Islam as a World Religion, Its
Social Forms, Bearers and Impact on Social Action

There are many histories of Islam, but no sociological conception of Islam
has yet found any compelling historicization. The most comprehensive his-
torical sociology of Islam, Marshall Hodgson’s posthumously edited and pub-
lished Venture of Islam (1974), it is true, is guided by a Weberian conception of
Islam as a world religion of salvation at the core of what Hodgson called the
Islamicate civilization. Hodgson had earlier (1955) made a major contribution
to the formative development of Shi‘ite Islam by examining the organization
of sundry offshoots of the Party of ‘Ali (shiat Ali) into the Imami sect. The
edited chapter on the rise of Islam in Venture of Islam, however, is one of weak-
est, and it displays crude forms of reductionism to the caravan trade and its
other non-religious circumstances. Historicizing the formation of Islam as a
world religion, therefore, remains an urgent challenge, and one that is taken
up in this volume with regard to its Shi‘ite branch.

The formation of the Sunni or mainstream Islam and that of Shi‘ite sects—that
is, Islamic orthodoxy and heterodoxies in retrospect—cannot be separated.
They are different historical reading of contested Islam that are simultaneous
and interdependent. In Part 1, an attempt is made to historicize the idea of
Shi‘ite Islam as it was formed from the eighth to the thirteenth centuries cg/
second to seventh centuries Aijri within the Islamic body politic. In this forma-
tive period, the distinctive features of Twelver Shi‘ism as a world religion of sal-
vation as defined by Max Weber took definitive form: the doctrines of Imamate
and Occultation, followed somewhat later by a theodicy of suffering missing in
the world-affirming mainstream of Sunni Islam.

The theoretical framework for this sociology of Shi‘ite Islam is built on a
number of seminal ideas from Max Weber’s sociology of religion. Its funda-
mental axiom is that world religions are major solutions to the problem of
meaning, and thus rationalize the pattern of social action in different spheres
of life in the light of a foremost transcendental goal: salvation in Christianity,
divine guidance (Auda) in Islam, or their near-equivalents in other religions.
World religions thus become systems of life regulation. (Weber 1948) I have
argued the type of rationalization involved architectonic rather than formal

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2016 DOI 10.1163/9789004326279_002



2 INTRODUCTION

or instrumental. It is value-rationalization, conceived as a process of archi-
techtonic construction of meaning guided by the regulative judgment of
consistency. (Arjomand 2004) Life regulation results from the translation of
ideas as models of and for ultimate reality into a configuration of different
institutions and their consonant respective ethics or recipes for social action.
This process does not have a predetermined logic, but rather stems from his-
torically contingent contested and divergent interpretations of fundamental
principles. Value-rationalization as the architectonics of meaning therefore
develops along different paths and is marked by diversity—a diversity that
may heuristically be thought of as “orthodoxy” and “heterodoxies” (Eisenstadt
2003, 1:17-19), provided that we also consider the historically contingent inter-
dependence between the former and the latter. Except in Chapter 1 on the
development of shared messianic notions, the mutual orientation and inter-
dependent development of Sunni Islam and the main Shi‘ite sect—the Imami,
later Twelver Shi‘a—is assume throughout Part 1 for explaining developments
in the Shi‘ite variant of Islam as a world religion. in relation to changes in the
social structure and the pattern of social action among the Shi‘a.

These essays also seek to develop the pluralistic aspect of Weber’s sociol-
ogy that has remained largely neglected in the grand narrative of social theory.
According to Weber, the social world can be analytically divided into different
spheres or domains in which social action takes place, such as the religious,
the political, the economic, the artistic and the like. Each spheres of social life
is thus normatively autonomous (eigengesetzlich). Different and potentially
conflicting patterns of meaning, and principles of rationality for guiding social
action, can prevail in each of these domains, thus setting the direction of insti-
tutional developments and differentiated ethics within each of them. This
pluralistic conception of social life implies a plurality of developmental paths
in divergent and possibly opposite directions, and consequently a pluralistic
conception of a civilization growing out of a world religion as consisting of
normatively autonomous spheres or domains, each with its own developmen-
tal path that can interact or conflict with those in other domains.!

Social and organizational forms of world religions of salvation vary con-
siderably from one to another, and from one period to another within each
of them. In Islam, sectarian formation is the earliest development, begin-
ning with the first civil war just a quarter of a century after the death of the
Prophet, long before the development of different strands of law and theol-

1 Half a century after Weber’s death, Pierre Bourdieu relabeled and repackaged his idea of
a normatively autonomous domain/sphere of social action as “field/champs,” and sold it
widely as a new product in the fad-driven market for social theory.



INTRODUCTION 3

ogy. In sharp contrast to the Christianity-derived concept of the sect, we find
the sects in Islam to be intensely political—to be ‘religio-political factions’ as
Max Weber’s older contemporary, Julius Wellhausen called them. (Wellhausen
1975) The reason is that during the first quarter-century between the death of
the Prophet in 632 CE and the beginning of the first civil war in 656, the only
differentiated embodiment of religion was the Qur’an, whose canonical text
had just been established by ‘Uthman, the third Caliph, when his murder set
that civil war off. As the Qur’an was the only religious institution during the
first civil war, we hear of the Qur'an-readers as a social group but not of jurists
or judges. Legal or proto-legal issues indeed instigated and dominated strife
throughout the first civil war—issues such as the caliphate as the succession
to Muhammad, the caliph’s right to pardon lawbreakers, rebellion against the
unjust ruler and the kin’s right of revenge against the wrongly killed [caliph]—
but there was no consensus on what the law was and no judicial authority or
framework for deciding them peacefully. (Veccia-Vaglieri 1952) Every side did
appeal to the Book of God, but the differences in its interpretation could only
be settled violently. Their settlement by the winners of the civil war was merely
political and did not prevent future development of heterodox interpretation
by those who lost but organized themselves into divers faction or groups, with
the fiercely egalitarian Khawarij (secceeders) at one end of the spectrum, and
the legitimist party (shi‘a) championing monarchy of the Banu Hashim for the
descendants of ‘Ali and Fatima, the Prophet’s daughter, at the other.

Islam acquired Weber’s ideal-typological features of a world religion as a sys-
tem of life regulation during its first formative century. The differentiation of
religion (din = Islam) from the world (dunya) was fundamental in the Qur’an,
which increasingly gives religious faith (iman) a specific name in its later verses:
Islam (submission [to the One God]). (Smith 1978) The formation of Islam as
a world religion in Arabia under Muhammad and the first four caliphs, contin-
ued with the supplementing of the Qur’an with collected sayings and deeds of
the Prophet (hadith), and the beginning of judiciary organization under the
Syria-based Umayyad Caliphate but with vigorous participation from the Iraqi
garrison cities of Basra and Kufa, where non-Arab clients (mawali) brought
along their own apocalyptic ideas as they converted to Islam.

The nucleus of later growth of the Shi‘a can be identified as the group known
as the Tawwabun (penitents), who repented for inviting the Prophet’s grand-
son, Husayn, to Kufa but did not defend him against the Umayyad army who
killed him in 680. (Halm 1988) By the early decades of the eighth century, sun-
dry proto-sectarian Shi‘ite groups called “extremists (ghulat),” emerged as the
carriers of the early Islamic apocalypticism outlined in Chapter 1. The Chapter
also traces the neglected influence on early Islam of the apocalyptic beliefs
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of the Qumran community among the Jews of Arabia, which constituted the
primary religious reference group for Muhammad. The extremist Shi‘ite sects
further developed key notions of a messianic Riser (ga’m) and occultation
(ghayba), which were not only absorbed into Imami Shi‘ism but also generated
Sunni counterparts, such as the messianic Mahdi and the belief in the second
coming of Christ. The sectarian organization of the extremist Shi‘ite groups
along with other proponents of Hashimite monarchy was the work of Husayn’s
grandson and great-grandson, Muhammad al-Baqir (d. 733 or 719), and Ja‘far
al-Sadiq (d. 765) in the middle decades of the eighth century. (Hodgson 1955)
Their descendants, the later Imams consolidated this sectarian organization
and cohesion despite the recurrent splintering of the Shi‘a after the death of
each Imam over succession. Ja‘far’s politically ambitious son, Musa al-Kazim
(d. 799), in particular, developed the network of Ja‘far al-Sadiq’s due-collecting
agents (singular, wakil) into the core administration of the Shi‘a that during the
long Imamate of ‘Ali al-Hadi (835-868) also produced the early ulama’ as bear-
ers of the Shi‘ite religion, who remarkably survived the cessation of historical
Imam in the decade after his death. (Modarressi 1993)

Ja'far al-Sadiq’s feat of taming extremism by sectarian discipline was
achieved through his doctrine of Imamate as the continued divine guidance
of mankind after Muhammad as the last Prophet through the appointment
(nasb)? of holy Imams as the charismatic leaders of the community of true
believers, which subsequently thought of itself as the saved sect ( firga najiya),
and was accordingly designated as the Imami Shi‘a. The great traditionist of
Qumm, Ibn Babuya (d. 991) thus speaks of the Imamiyya as the Shi‘a of the
Prophet and compares it to the Shi‘as of Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus.
(Kamal: 133, 141, 146, 160)

The century of consolidation after Ja‘far, the sixth Imam, was also a cen-
tury of crisis of the Imamate as analyzed in Chapter 2. Recurrent crisis was
due to disagreement over succession that wrecked the sect after the death
of each Imam. It was the severest after the death of the childless eleventh
Imam, Hasan al-‘Askari. The sect splintered, with one group accepting Hasan’s
brother Ja‘far as the Imam, and another, maintaining that Hasan did have a son
who was in hiding. Chapter 3 shows how the core organization of the eleventh
Imam’s agents led the latter faction and directed its survival and growth with
its twelfth Imam absconditus. To cope with the graver of the problems faced
by the Imami community, the agents produced a number of ad hoc decrees
purporting to emanate from the Imam in hiding. To solve the problem perma-
nently, however, they borrowed the idea of occultation (ghayba) from apoca-
lyptic extremists, and harnessed it to the consolidation of their purportedly

2 Divine appointment was conveyed through the testament of the previous Imam.
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delegated authority on his behalf. Occultation of the twelfth Imam, who was
eventually identified as the Mahdi, was extended into perpetuity. Henceforth,
the Imami Shi‘a could alternatively be called the Twelvers.

With the rise of the rationalist movement in Imami Shi‘ite theology first
and then in its jurisprudence in the eleventh century, the primitive ‘Alid legit-
imism of the early advocates of a Hashemite monarchy of divinity-inspired
descendants of Prophet Muhammad receded into the background. The deci-
sive development of the period was a theology of the Imamate including the
Occultation of the Twelfth Imam as an expression of divine grace (lutf). The
Shi‘ite theologians, who became de facto accommodated into the ‘Abbasid
Caliphal polity, found the Occultation of the charismatic Imam politically con-
venience. Chapter 4 analyzes the taming of antinomian messianism by means
of rational/theological proof of Occultation, which also paved the way for the
development of Shi‘ite law and the emergence of the jurists, as it had already
occurred in the mainstream, Sunni Islam. The domestication of millennial-
ism allowed the Imamis to catch up with the Sunni mainstream in developing
rational jurisprudence and their distinctive ethico-legal corpus that included
a slim but nevertheless very significant world-accommodating political ethic,
justifying the cooperation of the Imami notable families with the caliphs and
sultans of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. (Arjomand 1984: 58-65)

The doctrine of Occultation also severed the link between the doctrine of
Imamate and legitimacy of temporal rule, enabled the Imami Shi‘a to accept
the common Muslim political theology of the Middle Ages, which can pro-
vocatively be called the theory of the two powers. According to this shared
medieval Muslim political theology, expressed as a universal history of the
prophets and the kings, prophecy and kingship were the two divinely insti-
tuted powers. Kings were divinely appointed to maintain order so that their
subjects could attain salvation through the divine guidance send down by the
prophets. (Arjomand 2010)

Shi‘ite Islam, however, also developed a subversive theodicy of suffering
which was lacking in Sunni Islam. It constructed a universal redemptive the-
ology of martyrdom based on that of the Prophet’s grandson, Imam Husayn,
which began with the processions of the above-mentioned Penitents who had
invited him to Kufa and betrayed him. It developed into medieval mourning
rituals, and was even later (by the nineteenth century) embodied in the pas-
sion plays and processions of the first ten days of the month of Muharram.
This theodicy of martyrdom based on that of the Prophet’s grandson and the
third holy Imam is the subject of Chapter 5. It supplied the idiom of ritualized
transgression that could motivate uprising (khoruj) against a tyrant in Shi‘ite
revolutions as different and widely apart as the revolt of nomadic Turkmen
to avenge Husayn under the leadership of the Safavid Esma‘il in 1501 and the
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Islamic revolution of the Iranian urban masses under Khomeini'’s leadership
in 1979.

The essays collected in Part 1 thus bring the Shi‘ite world view and ethos into
aunified and historicized analytical framework. In different historical contexts,
the motivation to revolutionary social action under a messianic leader, creat-
ing the potential for periodic eruption of charisma in the history of Shi‘ism,
and the reinforcement of millennial motivation to antinomian social action
by the theodicy of martyrdom, are analyzed alongside the establishment of a
system of ethical life regulation on the basis of the emergence and consolida-
tion of Shi‘ite law. Chapter 4 on the transition from chiliasm to law is pivotal
in this regard.

World religions as autonomous belief systems can be expected to impinge
on the social and the political structure. World religions seeks to regulate
principles of social and political organization through their ethics. They can
therefore be expected of have an impact on the political and the hierocratic
organization where they prevail. In other words, they influence the structure of
domination in societies that practice them. Islam first and Twelver Shi‘ism later
rose and spread in the cradle of ancient civilizations which had well-formed
structures of domination, as with the institution of imperial monarchy in the
pre-Islamic Persian empire. Over centuries of struggle for the constitution of
political order in the face of numerous historical contingencies, the norma-
tive principles regulating the pre-Islamic structures of domination had to be
brought into a modicum of meaningful consistency with Islam as an ethical
world religion in general, and with its Shi‘ite branch once it became the state
religion of the Safavid empire. The drive for consistency between institutional-
ized religious norms and principles of order in the political and other spheres
of life can be considered a potential rationalizing force, activated under favor-
able conditions and driven by the religious elite as its cultural bearers.

Part 2 consists of chapters that examine the long-term changes in the struc-
ture of domination that resulted from the establishment of Twelver Shi‘ism in
Iran by the Safavids (1501-1722). This long-term change is conceived as a pro-
cess of institutional rationalization of the religious and the political author-
ity spheres and their mutual long term articulation in the development of the
principles of legitimacy. Although the promotion of religious uniformity was
slow and by no means complete, it nevertheless transformed Shi‘ism as the
official religion of the Safavid empire from a sectarian minority religion into a
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national religion of the majority of population in its core country, Iran.? This
made for the transformation of the jurists as the bearers of Shi‘ite Islam into
a hierocratic organization, as defined by Weber (1978, 1:54-56). As shown in
Chapter 6, this process required a redefinition of clerical authority as imper-
sonal authority of office by the Shaykh ‘Ali al-Karaki al-Amili (d. 1534), thus
making possible the emergence of a Shi‘ite hierocracy and its eventual inde-
pendence from the state when the Safavid dynasty was overthrown. In the first
place, however, the institutionalization of Shi‘ite hierocratic authority in Iran
required the assent and authorization of the Safavid Shahs. Karaki hailed the
rise of the Safavid Shah Esma‘il (1501-1524) as the dawn of a new era in Shi‘ite
history and, in 1504, moved from Jabal ‘Amil in Syria to Najaf in Iraq in order
to take up the Shah'’s invitation to assist him with the spread of the Shi‘ism as
the official religion of his new empire. Karaki gave his daughter in marriage to
an Iranian Imami scholar, traveled extensively in Iran and was quick in pay-
ing extended visits to the court of Shah Tahmasp (1524—76), who succeeded
his father at the age of ten. Tahmasp entrusted him with the establishment
of a Shi‘ite religious institution in Iran, and he in turn appointed his agents
to purge the Sunni religious functionaries and replace them with Imami co-
religionists. Karaki showed his gratitude by exalting the advent of the Safavids
as champions of Shi‘ism, and reportedly even justifying the practice of prostra-
tion (sajda) before the Shah,* and obliged his royal patron by endorsing the
suppression of rival Sufi groupings, justifying popular ritual cursing of the first
three caliphs by Qezelbash (redhead) reciters (against the predominant opin-
ion of the Shi‘ite as well as Sunni jurists), and banning story-telling in public
places about popular folk heroes.

The decrees by Shah Tahmasp (1524-1576), translated and briefly discussed
in Chapter 7, show the enforcement of morals resulting from the conversion of
Iran to Shi‘ite Islam, and the accommodation of a nascent Shi‘ite hierocracy
into the authority structure of the new Safavid empire. The first is a decree
appointed Shaykh ‘Ali al-Karaki to the highest authority of the realm and the
“Seal of the Jurists (mujtahidin),” and was issued shortly before the latter’s death.
The second, an early decree prohibiting practices forbidden by the Sacred Law,

3 Sunnism persisted on the periphery of the Safavid empire, notably the present-day
Afghanistan and the Caucasus, as did Christianity. The last notable Safavid Grand Vizier,
Fathollah Khan Daghestani, was a Sunni Muslim, and the last Safavid governor of the Sunni
region of Qandahar, a Christian and former Georgian king!

4 Inthe tractentitled Risala fijawaz al-sujud [i’l- abd. Thave not seen the manuscript of this tract
which is in private hands, but it is not clear why the editor of Karaki’s essays, Muhammad
al-Hassun, rejects this attribution. (Ja‘fariyan, p. 319).
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and the third, a later decree on the law (ganun) of monarchy (saltanat) as the
supreme legitimate temporal authority. From our point of view;,> the decree
of granting privileges to Karaki is particularly important in that it recognizes
the Twelver Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ (religious scholars) as a privileged legally organized
group or sodality (Rechsgenossenschaft), to use an unfamiliar Weberian con-
cept, and entrusts Karaki with organizing them into the official hierocracy of
his realm. As shown in Chapter 6, Karaki was meanwhile legitimating Shi‘ite
hierocracy in his jurisprudence on the “general vicegerency (niyaba ‘amma)”
as the collective of authority of the Shi‘ite jurists as the general deputies of the
Hidden Imam during the Occultation.

Shah Esma‘il conquered his imperial domains with the sword of the
Mahdji, while his son, Tahmasp, was called the Mahdi’s Deputy (na’ib) and is
stereotypically said to have prepared the advent of the latter’s turn in power
(dawlat). (Jafarian, 1: 496—98) When establishing Twelver Shi‘ism in their
empire, the Safavid Shahs also (falsely) claimed descent from the seventh holy
Imam, Musa al-Kazim. This claim provided perhaps a less exalted but certainly
amore stable basis for the legitimacy of their rule as the “dynasty with [divine]
mandate to rule” (khandan-evelayat). The Shahs of the Qajar dynasty that came
to rule Iran, after a six-decade of internecine tribal warfare in the last decades
of the eighteenth century, could make no such claim. Shaykh al-Karaki had
sought to enhance the authority of the Safavid state by his favorable ruling on
highly controversial issues of the lawfulness of the land tax, collected by the
state, and the incumbency of the congregational Friday prayer, whose leaders
were appointed by the Shah. He offered no systematic justification of monar-
chy in Shi‘ite terms. This was done with the emergence of a more consistently
dual structure of authority under the early Qajars.

Chapter 8 begins with the analysis of the theoretical justification that
accompanied the transition of Iran’s structure of domination from Safavid
“Caesaropapism” to the Qajar state-hierocracy dualism. It shows how the gen-
eral medieval Muslim theory of the two powers was reinstated with specific
reference to Occultation, and thus given a distinct Shi‘ite inflection—that is,
with the Shah retaining his temporal function of maintaining order without
being ambiguously sacralized as the lieutenant of the holy Hidden Imam. The
quasi-sacrality of kingship thus lapsed under the Qajar dynasty (1785-1925),
as they could not sustain a credible descent from the Safavids. The Qajar
Shahs were legitimized as temporal rulers, while sacredness was exclusively
embodied in an independent Shi‘ite hierocracy consisting of the jurists and
theologians on the basis of their collective authority as “general deputies” of

5 See the essays in Part 11.



INTRODUCTION 9

the Imam during his Greater Occultation. The chapter then deals with Iran’s
judiciary organization in the first decades of the nineteenth century within
this dualistic framework.

In the twentieth century, state-building, secularization, and moderniza-
tion of Iran under the Pahlavi Shahs (1925-1979) greatly weakened the Shi‘ite
hierocracy but did not impair its independence from the state. What Khomeini
succeeded in doing in the 1970s was to mobilize the militant elements within
the beleaguered hierocracy for revolution against a monarchy that had trans-
gressed the nineteenth-century state-hierocracy dualism and abrogated the
theory of the two powers. His mass mobilization rested on a vague revolution-
ary ideology drawn from the theology of redemptive martyrdom, reinforced by
the powerful contemporary myths of Islamic revolution and Islamic govern-
ment. As shown in Chapter 9, after the seizure of state power and overthrow
of monarchy, Khomeini unveiled his radically novel Shi‘ite political theology
that generalized hierocratic authority of the Shi‘ite jurists into the mandate of
a single one among them to rule on behalf of God. He did not do so, however,
in an institutional vacuum but within the framework of a structure of domina-
tion modernized into a constitutional monarchy. The Constitution of 1906—7
was seriously breached by the last Pahlavi Shah, but this very breach provided
ammunition for the opposition that coalesced with the Islamic revolutionar-
ies in 1978. Khomeini had no viable option but to adopt the constitutional and
legal framework of the modernized Iranian state in order to institute his pro-
gram of Shi‘ite theocratic government.

Khomeini thus replaced the velayat of the Safavid dynasty by the velayat-e
fagih as the mandate of the supreme jurist to rule, and grafted it upon a con-
stitution modelled on that of the French Fifth Republic (1958). Khomeini’s
clerical followers thus translated his idea into “continuous (mostamerr)
Imamate” at his bidding, and constitutionalized it as a Shi‘ite theocratic
monarchy in the Islamic Republic of Iran. The Mandate of the Shi‘ite Jurist
(velayat-e fagih) of the head of the Iranian state was thus constitutionalized
in 1979 and boosted into the Absolute Mandate of the Jurist by constitutional
amendments of 1989.

The question Hodgson famously asked in 1955, “How did the early Shi‘a become
sectarian?” was only partially answered by him. The full sociological answer
requires an examination of what Max Weber called the social bearers or cul-
tural carriers (Trdger) of Shi‘ite Islam as a world religion. Part 3 examines the
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early ulama’ as bearers of the Shi‘ite religion in the mid-ninth century, and the
changing composition, character and organization of the bearers of Shiism
through the ages.

In the formative period of its history—the eighth and ninth centuries, the
bearers of Shi‘ite Islam were the charismatic holy Imams themselves, aided by
the administrative and fiscal bureaucracy of their agents. In the tenth century
and after the onset of the period of Occultation, the bureaucracy at the seat
of the eleventh Imam came under control of the leading Imami families who
gained prominence at the service of the ‘Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad, most
notably the Nawbakhtis. The man directly in charge of the Imami bureaucracy
was, however, the head of the representatives who maintained that there was a
young twelfth Imam alive, and that he was in fact in hiding. At some point, the
head of this administrative and fiscal organization was designated the emis-
sary (safir) of the Hidden Imam—and centuries later, after the emergence of
a clerical profession which claimed his “general vicegerency,” the four emissar-
ies were called “special vicegerents” of the Hidden Imam. Chapter 10 is about
the third and most important emissary of the Hidden Imam, and the only one
for whom we have adequate historical documentation. Hosayn b. Ruh sought
to organize Imami law in the absence of an Imam in order to decide legal
issues, dealt with a serious outbreak of antinomian extremism, and aligned
the Imami leadership with the Shi‘ite elite social dynasties serving in the
administration of the ‘Abbasid caliph’s government. This is best reflected in his
being known as a Nawbakhti, although he was related to that elite family only
by marriage.

The Occultation of the last Imam also stimulated a trend toward collec-
tion of the traditions of the Imams, most notably by Muhammad b. Ishaq
al-Kulayni (d. 941) and Ibn Babuya (Babawayh) al-Qummi (d. 9g1). This tradi-
tionalist trend was centered in Qumm, and it significantly contributed to the
development of Imami law as both Kulayni and Ibn Babuya topically arranged
those traditions with legal implications in two compendia that later became
canonical. This made possible the emergence of a new type of clerical profes-
sional. In assimilating the occultation of twelfth Imam as the Qa’im (riser; he
had not yet been fully identified with the Mahdi) to that of the ancient prophet
of the Thamud, Salih, Ibn Babuya relates that a man of learning (‘alim) told
the latter: “God is more just than to leave the earth without a man of learning”
(Kamal: 137) The term ‘alim here refers to the Imam in hiding, but the title
was already been transferred to the emerging jurists. In a later passage, it is
a jurist ( fagih), who was sought after and went under cover after the second
occultation of Moses. (Kamal: 146) Ibn Babuya in fact appears to be present-
ing the clerical role of jurists during the Occultation as a universal religious
phenomenon. Thus Salman the Persian is said to have heard the good news



INTRODUCTION 11

of Muhammad’s birth after a search by “the ‘ulama’ and the jurists lasting for
four hundred years,” and set out for Arabia. (Kamal: 161) A further comparative
hint is dropped by saying that the time of Occultation is like the time before
the appearance of the Prophet, when “only the rabbis (ahbar) and the monks
(ruhhan) knew his news.” (Kamal: 200)

The emergence of a trio of Imami rational theologians during the Buyid
domination in Baghdad, the Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022), Sayyid al-Murtada
(d. 1044) and the Shaykh al-T#’ifa al-Tusi (d. 1067), further spurred the develop-
ment of Shi‘ite law through the adoption of the (Sunni) principles of jurispru-
dence, and al-Tusi contributing two more Shi‘ite canonical legal compendium
to those of the Qumm traditionalists. By rapidly developing rational jurispru-
dence, the Baghdad rationalist doctors greatly enhanced the juristic authority
of the representatives of the Hidden Imam. The bearers of Shi‘ite Islam hence-
forth became a privileged sodality or estate consisting of its jurists, who were
now also called “the learned” (‘ulama’). (Arjomand 1984: 14).

The Mongol invasion in the third decade of the thirteenth century disestab-
lished Islam in the Persianate world, and thus greatly weakened the authority
of the Sunni judges and jurists there. Although the main beneficiary of this
disestablishment were the Sufi Shaykhs and dervishes, who became a new reli-
gious elite as first the urban and then the rural masses flocked to the convents
of the Sufi orders, Shi‘ite scholars also benefitted from the decline of Sunni
orthodoxy. After the overthrow of the ‘Abbasid caliphate by Chinggis Khan’s
grandson, Hiilegii, in 1258, the Imami Shi‘ite leaders in the Arab Iraq drew close
to Mongol rulers of Iran immediately, and their leader, the ‘Allama al-Hilli, was
able to convert Hiilegii’s grandson, Oljetii (r. 1304-1316), to Shi‘ism in early four-
teenth century. Oljetii, who had taken the Muslim name of Sultan Muhammad
Khudabanda, had the Friday sermon (khutba) delivered and coins struck in the
names of the twelve holy Imams in 1309-10/709. (Seifeddini 1978—81, 1: 234) This
success, however, came with the price of creating rival bearers for the charisma
of the Imams, the sayyeds as the putative descendants of the Prophet through
the holy Imams who could lay claim to their charisma of lineage. The promo-
tion of the sayyeds as a nobility with charisma of lineage as descendants of the
Prophet was in analogy to the genealogical royal charisma of the descendants
of Chinggis Khan. It began with the conversion to Islam of Oljetii’s brother,
Ghazan Khan, in 1295, and was doubtless reinforced by his own conversion to
Shi‘ism. (Pfeiffer 2014) Beginning with Ghazan Khan’s extensive endowments
(awqaf), the educational-charitable complexes as the core civic institution of
Muslim societies (Arjomand 1999) came to include a House of the Sayyeds (dar
al-siyada/sadat).

After the disintegration of the Il-Khanid empire in the late 1330s and under
its nomadic successor states, and then under the Timurid empire to the end



12 INTRODUCTION

of the fifteenth century, the Sayyeds figured prominently within the estate of
urban notables—the social stratum of Muslim societies variously described
as patricians (Bulleit 1972), a‘yan (Hodgson 1974), and notables (Hourani 1968;
Arjomand 1999). By the time of the rise of the Safavids, the Sayyeds had used
their charisma of lineage as the basis for local domination and emerged as
what I call the estate of clerical notables in Chapter 11.

Meanwhile the wide spread of Sufism, which had grown into a popular
movement in Khorasan before the Mongol invasion, now opened it to penetra-
tion by certain Shi‘ite beliefs. The highly changeable and decentralized succes-
sor Turko-Mongolian nomadic polities offered Sufi Shaykh great opportunities
for oppositional mobilization of their followers, and induce some of them to
draw on Shi‘ite love of the holy Imams as the family of the Prophet, as well as
more esoteric and cabalistic wisdom. This worldly political orientation trans-
formed their world-rejecting outlook and gave popular Sufi movements a novel
and distinctly millennial inflection. In the fifteenth century, we thus have a
larger number of Sufi movements which are emphatically millennial, begin-
ning with that of Shaykh Bedreddin who rose in Anatolia in 1416, and followed
by the millennial militancy of the Horufi movement and those of Nurbakhsh
and Mosha‘sha“ in Iran. (Arjomand 2016) The Sufi order established by Shaykh
Safi al-Din Ardabili in the 14th century, renounced Sunni orthodoxy in favor of
millennial Shi‘ism as it spread into Anatolia in the mid-fifteenth century under
his descendant, Shaykh Jonayd, paving the way for the Safavid revolution led
by the latter’s grandson, Esma‘il.6

The spread of ‘Alid devotion in Sufism and popular religion notwithstand-
ing, there were very few Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ in Iran which was conquered by Shah
Esma‘il to create the new Safavid empire, and he had to import them from the
Arab lands, most notably the Jabal ‘Amil in Syria and Hilla in Iraq. Shaykh ‘Ali
al-Karaki was therefore invited and at some point hailed as the Jurist (muj-
tahid) of the Age and the highest juristic authority of the realm. He and his
son intermarried with and trained a generation of Iranian clerics that formed
an emergent hierocracy, albeit a heterocephalous one growing by the Safavid
Shahs’ grace. Although the Shi‘ite hierocracy grew steadily in Iran, except for
a brief reversal to Sunni Islam under Shah Esma‘il 11 (1577-78), it was subordi-
nate to the Safavids as the dynasty of velayat (sacred mandate to rule). Chapter 11
traces the emergence of a Shi‘ite hierocracy that grew vigorously and displaced
the estate of clerical notables, the Sayyeds, whose charisma of lineage could
not withstand the consolidated authority of the hierocratic office of the “gen-
eral vicegerents” of the Hidden Imam. Nevertheless, Karaki’s legitimation

6 See Chapter14.
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of hierocratic authority could not mitigate the royal, Safavid “Caesaropapism.”
The last ruler of the Safavid “dynasty of velayat,” Shah Sultan-Hosayn (r. 1694—
1722), still proclaimed himself as the upholder of “holy law of the shariat’
(ganun-e mogaddas-e shari‘at). (Cited in Arjomand 2008: 27) As Chapter 12
shows, it was in fact was under this last Safavid monarch that Caesaropapism
found its final institutional embodiment with the establishment of the office
of Mollabashi, or Chief Mullah, for the royal chaplain.

Safavid Caesaropapism collapsed in the first quarter of the eighteenth cen-
tury, and it was the dual state-hierocracy structure of post-Safavid Shi‘ite Iran
that persisted into the twentieth century, assuring a prominent role for the
“general vicegerents” of the Hidden Imam in Iranian politics between its two
revolutions of that century. The advocates of constitutionalism in Iran at the
beginning of the twentieth century were too weak to pressure the last Qajar
Shahs themselves, and exploited Iran’s dual structure of authority by persuad-
ing some of the leading Shi‘ite mujtahids to do so through popular mobiliza-
tion during the constitutional revolution of 1906. (Arjomand 1988: ch. 2) Some
of the latter continued to cooperate with of the constitutional government in
developing its legal framework. Chapter 13 analyzes the contribution of the
constitutionalist jurists to the modernization of Iran’s judiciary organization
and the codification of civil law from 1911 to the 1939, alongside the far more
radical input by a new generation of Shi‘ite jurists to the constitutional recon-
struction of Iran as an Islamic Republic in 1979. It contrasts the reception dur-
ing the Constitutional Revolution of 1906 of modern constitutional law, and
its adoption for the construction of a legal framework for a modern nation-
state in Iran, with what I define as the Shi‘ite counter-constitutionalism of
Khomeini and his followers. As has already been shown in Chapter 9, Imam
Khomeini as the last charismatic bearer of the Shi‘ite Islam revolutionized its
fourteen-centuries-old tradition by drawing on ‘Alid legitimism in its sacral-
ized form as the theory of the “continuous Imamate” in order to create a Shi‘ite
theocratic monarchy in the Islamic Republic of Iran.

4

The world-view and ethos of Shi‘ite Islam as a world religion, by shaping the
believers’ attitudes and dispositions, constitute a source of motivation to social
action. In the history of Shi‘ism beyond the formative period, different compo-
nent of the composite Shi‘ite tradition could come to the fore or recede into
the background, making for periodic eruption of charisma into history and
its subsequent routinization. These swings of the pendulum in Shi‘ism from
pristine chiliasm to law, and back to antinomian revolution are presented as a
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cyclical pattern distinctive of the Shi‘ite religion.” Revolution and constitution,
destruction and reconstruction of the political order, are the opposite move-
ments of this recurrent cycle.

The essays in Part 4 in particular deal with such pendulum swings—shifts
from routinized piety to revolutionary action to thence to constitutional
reconstruction. These connect two Shi‘ite revolutions nearly five centuries
apart. The first revolution, analyzed in Chapter 14, was intended to be a global
Shi‘ite revolution in the beginning of the sixteenth century, probably with the
Ottoman empire as its primary target, but in the end resulted in the estab-
lishment of Twelver Shi‘ism in Iran as the official religion of the new Safavid
empire. By 1500, devotion to ‘Ali and his descendant had become widespread
with the growth of popular Sufism, creating syncretic religious grouping
which Rasul Ja‘fariyan (2001, 1: 46—-47) has aptly described as Twelver Sunnism.
The religious landscape of the Turko-Mongolian dominions conquered by the
Safavid Shah Esma‘il was, however, truly variegated. As Chapter 15 shows,
the conversion of Iran to Shi‘ism after the Safavid revolution required a ruth-
less policy of elimination of rival Sufi orders, and of Sunnism of the Safavid
state, which drastically reduced religious diversity in Iran.

The second Shi‘ite revolution, subject of our last four Chapters, was a revolu-
tion within a single modern nation-state, Iran, even though it aspired to export
the revolution abroad in order to create a “unified and universal community
of believers (umma).”® Chapters 16 and 17 offer complementary explanation
of the Islamic Revolution of 1979 in Iran. Chapter 16 analyzes the changes it
brought about within the Shi‘ite tradition, showing it to be indeed a revolu-
tion in Shi‘ism, while Chapter 17 further draws on the sociology of revolution
to explain it comparatively.® Neither perspective leaves any doubt about the
revolutionary character of the changes wrought Shi‘ism in the last quarter of
the twentieth century by its last charismatic bearer, Imam Khomeini.

To repeat, the institutions of the theocratic Islamic Republic of Iran, shaped
by Khomeini as its Imam and Leader did not set up a government in a vac-
uum. Khomeini and his revolutionary followers took over an existing state, and
one which had undergone considerable modernization in the course of the
twentieth century. His project of the Islamicization of the Pahlavi state and
its transformation into a Shi‘ite theocracy required a drastic transformation of
the Shi‘ite legal tradition as well as its political theology. From being what Max
Weber called a “jurists’ law,” the Shi‘ite religious law had to be transformed into

7 See the conclusion to Chapter 4.
8 Preamble to the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 1979.
9 For broader comparisons not necessarily involving religion, See Arjomand 1988: ch. 10.
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the law of the modern state based on a written constitution. This required its
extension beyond matters of ritual and ethics to cover public law. Accordingly,
the typical activity of the Shi‘ite jurists—*“law-finding,” or setting the norms
for acts of worship, ritual, and transactions—had to be supplemented, if not
replaced, by legislation and codification. While the Supreme Jurist (vali-ye
fagih) could issue decree-laws which were granted legitimacy as “governmen-
tal ordinances” (ahkam-e hokumati), Islamic law as such could only trump leg-
islation through the veto power of the clerical jurists of a newly established
Guardian Council. The story of this complicated and paradoxical transforma-
tion is told in Chapter 18.

Just as the Shi‘ite theodicy of redemptive martyrdom survived the official
constitutional translation of Shi‘ite political theology and remains a mine for
carnivalesque subversion under the Islamic Republic of Iran (Rahimi 2014),
vigorous oppositional Shi‘ite political rethinking among dissident Iranian cler-
ics did not take long to appear. Arguably the most consequential of these, as
Chapter 20 suggests, was the radical modification of the Mandate of the Jurist
into a purely supervisory authority by Ayatollah Montazeri, Khomeini’s succes-
sor-designate until 1988, who had elaborated the very concept in the draft con-
stitution of the 1979 Assembly of Constitutional Experts. Montazeri’s criticism
was developed a full-fledged critique of Khomeini’s constitutionally enshrined
theory of Mandate of the Jurist by one of his students, Mohsen Kadivar.

I argue, however, that the most radical epistemic break with Khomeini’s
theocratic theory was put forward by another dissenting cleric, Mohammad
Mojtahed-Shabestari, who was closely followed by the leading lay “reli-
gious intellectual” of the Islamic Republic, ‘Abdol-Karim Sorush. Mojtahed-
Shabestari began a drift away from a specifically Shi‘ite dissenting political
theology which culminated in Sorush’s advocacy of religious pluralism and
Islamic democracy. This challenge to the legitimacy of the hierocratic monar-
chy installed by Khomeini entails secularization of Shi‘ite Islam in the sense
of a re-separation of religion and the state, and as such makes an eventual
restatement of a modernized theory of the two powers a possibility: the main-
tenance of order could be transferred from kingship to democracy pace the
Hidden Imam, and the guidance of humankind relegated to a religious plural-
ism that can ultimately lead to religious freedom.

Most of the major themes in the sociology of Shi‘ite Islam covered in this vol-
ume were treated in The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam. Although that
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book was published in 1984, the work on it was completed before the Islamic
revolution of 1979 in Iran. That revolution ushered in a new era in the histori-
cal development of Shi‘ism.1° Shi‘ite jurisprudence was transformed from a
traditional jurists’ law to the constitutional law of a modern nation-state, and
Shi‘ite hierocratic authority extended to create a modernized constitutional
theocracy. Chapters 1112 and 15 were published in the 1980s, and can be said
to supplement The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam, while Chapters 16-19
complement it by extending its analytical framework to cover developments in
contemporary Shi‘ism subsequent to its publication.

The remaining Chapters are based on my research since the 1990s.
Chapters 1—4 and 10 offer an historical account of the sectarian formation of
the Imami Shi‘a, alongside an analytical one of the origins and development
of its distinctive world-view and theology. Chapters 6 and 8 examine different
aspects of the transformation of sectarian Shi‘ism to the national religion of
Iran from the sixteenth to the early nineteenth centuries.

Chapter 14 can be considered a reading of the establishment of the Safavid
Shi‘ite empire in the light of sociology of revolution, and a rereading of the
rise of its founder, Shah Esmail, in the light of Khomeini’s revolution of 1979.
Chapters 5 and g are new and have been written for this volume. Chapter 5 pro-
vides a conceptual history of the Shi‘ite theodicy of suffering. Chapter 9 was
added to highlight the world-historical significance of Khomeini, the founder
of the Islamic Republic of Iran, as a new, politicized and modernized type of
charismatic Imam who ushered in the current phase of the development
of Shi‘ism.

Even though written over thirty-five years, the studies collected in this vol-
ume persistently develop a theoretical framework derived from Max Weber's
sociology of world religions for the analysis of Shi‘ism—from its sectarian for-
mation in the eighth century through the establishment of the Safavid empire
in the sixteenth to the Islamic revolution in Iran in the twentieth century. It
therefore seems appropriate to end with their implications for a reappraisal
of the century-old Weberian paradigm. Weber’s ideal-types of world religions
such as “this-worldly asceticism” and “inner-worldly mysticism” are too rigid
and ahistorical to be of much analytical use. As we see with Shi‘ite Islam, world
religions offer a complex solution to the problem of meaning consisting of a
number of key components whose configuration changes through history, and
an ideal-typical characterization that may be applicable to one period could
be inappropriate for another. Our study of Shi‘ism strongly suggests a more

10  The PhD dissertation on which it is based was defended in August 1978.
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internally pluralistic conception of world religions according to which they
can be compared in terms of their differential impact on social action in differ-
ent normatively autonomous spheres of life. The normative autonomy of each
sphere means that each had its specific ethic. Weber developed the conception
of the economic ethic of the world religion explicitly, but alluded to their polit-
ical and other ethics in passing and unsystematically. The impact of Shi‘ism
on social action has been greatest in the political sphere—both through its
millennial motivation of revolution and through its jurisprudence, political
theology and ethic as factors making for the constitution of the structure of
domination and reconstruction of the political order. Furthermore, it was in
the political sphere that Islam in general and Shi‘ism in particular were forced
to recognize and assimilate a rich pre-existing political culture and literature
in what I have called their political ethics.

From the viewpoint of historicization, these essays in fact trace the histori-
cally contingent path dependence of the development and transformation
of Shi‘ism on the three nuclear components of the Shi‘ite belief system that
were shaped in the course of its sectarian formation in the Islamic body poli-
tics and in dialog with the mainstream, Sunni Islam, and were subsequently
modified by Sufism. Sufism developed as an independent movement but inter-
acted with Shi‘ism in different periods, varyingly inflecting its configuration of
beliefs toward millennialism at times and inner-worldly mysticism at others.
Like other Muslim sects, the various pro-Ali groups, which were referred to
as his shi‘a (party), began as religio-political factions, and the most important
of these became organized and survived as the Imami Shi‘a. Its political ori-
entation changed in different periods, first as a sect up to 1500 and then as a
national, state religion of Iran. From that point on Shi‘ism became the ortho-
doxy in Iran, separating deviant trends within in, notably Akhbari traditional-
ism, Babism and Bahaism, as heterodoxies. Furthermore, as sectarian Shi‘ism
became the national religion of Iran, some of its world-rejecting aspects were
modified. It embraced the cultural world it came to dominate, and inevitably
compromised with it in three major respects: it came to terms with the clerical
estate of Sunni Iran, it endorsed the political ethic of Persian monarchy, and
finally, it Shi‘itized its law of the modern national-state. But in each period the
shifting configuration of its three core components channeled the transforma-
tion of Shi‘ism into distinctive developmental paths.

Last but not least, the historic formation of Shi‘ite Islam and its development
into a world religion involved the processes Weber labeled rationalization. The
formative period in the recasting of primitive Shi‘ite beliefs into a distinctive
pattern of rationality was the century of Buyid domination in Iraq. Mu‘tazilite
rational theology of the era, in fact, had a far greater impact on Imami Shi‘a
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than on the Sunni mainstream, where it was defeated by the orthodox,
Ash‘arite theology of divine omnipotence. What was involved was the highly
specific, delicate and improbable rationalization of the irrational chiliasm of
the extremist Shi‘ite sects into a theology of occultation. That theology was in
truth not all that rational, but it was sufficient rationalization to contain and
repress the chiliastic impulse, and to supplement the emotive theodicy of suf-
fering by a cool and rational theodicy of law. Divine nomocracy was presented
as the manifestation of Justice. In “proving” the existence of a Hidden Imam,
the trio of eleventh-century rationalist Imami doctors in effect turned the
Omnipotent God of the orthodoxy into the Hidden God of the Mu‘tazila, who
ruled the cosmos through His Justice (‘adl) and Grace (lutf)—transcendent
principles of order amenable to human reason. Shi‘ite Islam emerged from this
formative process of rationalization as more composite and bimodal than the
Sunni mainstream, a world religion of the mind and of the heart.
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