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To the H appy Few



The declaration of Shicism as the state religion of Iran in 1501. The caption reads: “On Friday, the 
exalted king went to the congregational mosque of Tabriz and ordered its preacher, who was one of 
the Shi'ite dignitaries, to mount the pulpit. The king himself proceeded to the front of the pulpit, 
unsheathed the sword of the Lord of Time, may peace be upon him, and stood there like the shin
ing sun.”

From the History o f Shah Ismacil, British Library MS. Or 3248 (Ross Anonymous), fol. 74a. Pho
tograph courtesy of the British Library.
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General Introduction

1.1 An Interpretive Perspective on Religion,
Politics, and Societal Change

The purpose of this study is twofold. Drawing on the sociology of Max Weber, 
it purports to offer a new interpretive perspective for the analysis of the role of 
religion in political action and societal change in premodern societies. At the 
same time, it aims at a comprehensive examination of the Safavid and early 
Qajar sources pertaining to the establishment and consolidation of Shicite Islam 
as the state religion of Iran. It is condeived both as a foray into neglected areas of 
sociological enquiry and an attempt to throw light on a most important era in 
Iran's social and cultural history.

Contemporary views on Social change are overwhelmingly influenced by two 
phenomena: the industrial revolution and the impact of the West on non-Western 
forihs of'social and political organization. Important as these phenomena un
doubtedly are in world history, they do not by any means exhaust the variety of 
societal change amenable to sociological analysis. As my subject matter, I have 
deliberately chosen a different type of societal change, one in which religion acts 
as the primary motive force and which focuses on political action and political 
organization. The historical period under consideration is accordingly circum
scribed so as to exclude the complicating intermingling of the consequences of 
industrialization and of Western-inspired modernization of the state.

The analytical framework 6f the present study'derives from Max Weber’s fun
damental precepts on the formative role of world religions in societal transfor
mation, my basic premise being that Twelver Shicism, as a branch of Islam, can 
be fruitfully considered a “world religion” as conceptualized by Weber— that is, 
as an autonomoiis intellectual pattern or belief system, which is embodied in 
meaningful social action and enfolded in sentiments.
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General Introduction

Beyond the adoption of Weber’s sociological conceptualization of world reli
gions, a considerable number of Weberian concepts have been employed in this 
study. These fall into two groups: basic sociological concepts that classify vari
eties of social action, social groups, and organizational forms; and the epis
temologically more ambitious typologies of cultural orientations and historical 
forms of sociopolitical organization. It should become apparent that the primary 
utility of the second group of concepts consists in their suggestiveness: they have 
enabled me to pose and answer crucial questions, and to uncover important inter
connections. It is true that their application has inevitably exacted a price—  
namely, the omission of details enriching the specificity of concrete historical 
and sociocultural phenomena under consideration. However, the price exacted 
has, in my judgment, been minimal. On the other hand, the pregnant suggestive
ness of Weberian concepts— as opposed to rigid extensional implications of 
those pertaining to alternative theoretical systems— has enabled me to avoid 
many of the pitfalls of “grand theorizing” in the social sciences.

The absence of grand theorizing will in no way imply lack of methodological 
consistency— that is, of systematic application of sociological method based on 
interpretive understanding. It may be noted at the outset that the systematic in
tegration of this study’s subject matter within a consistent framework called for 
an extension of Weber’s interpretive sociological analysis to areas neglected by 
Weber himself. As is well known, Weber regarded the understanding of “mean
ingful social action” as the basic task of the social sciences. From this point of 
view, of his four types of social action, “instrumentally rational” and “value- 
rational” action are meaningful and therefore are said to lend themselves readily 
to understanding. “Affectual” and “traditional” action, on the other hand, are 
considered to be on the borderline of meaningful social action and are by im
plication opaque and obdurate subjects for interpretive sociology.1 This assess
ment follows from the overly individualistic bias of Weber’s sociology. Since his 
time, historical ethnography and social anthropology have demonstrated the util
ity of understanding meaningful symbolic products of the collective mind .which 
provide normative governance for much traditional action and for recurrent pat
terns of affectual action. We shall later have occasion to examine the (meaning
ful) normative order governing unconsciously or half-consciously pursued tradi
tional action and habitually held traditional attitudes in the political sphere. We 
shall also examine the lasting moods and dispositions induced by the Shicite 
theodicy of suffering through recurrent affectual action. At this point, however, a 
more general observation on the type of social change under consideration seems 
in order.

Weber contrasts charisma and reason or rationalism as the most fundamental 
forces of social change, emphasizing the particular importance of charisma as 
the revolutionary force in traditional periods.2 The history of the replacement of 
Sunnism by Shicism in Iran and its consequences supports this view. However, it
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General Introduction

also suggests the theoretical necessity of closer attention than that paid by Weber 
to the belief systems conducive to the emergence of charismatic authority. Fur
thermore, it confronts us with a type of process of “rationalization” different 
from that associated with the evolution of the modern forms of economic, social, 
and political organization.3 In Weberian terms, social change, when consisting in 
industrialization and bureaucratization, increases the preeminence of instrumen- 
tally rational action in social life. The process of rationalization set in motion by 
the imposition of a new belief system is different. It consists in value rationaliza
tion and entails the gradual modification of the pattern of traditional and affectual 
action in the light of new norms and values. As will become evident presently, 
the phrase “value-rationalization,” though deceptively simple, denotes a com
plex social process that profoundly affects the social structure and the political 
order. This process of value rationalization offers us a good opportunity to apply 
interpretive normative and cultural analysis to the interaction— to clashes, adop
tions, compromises, and an eventual synthesis— between two normative orders, 
the one emanating from a prophetic world religion, the other from the cosmology 
predating it. We shall use this opportunity, first, to apply the interpretive method 
to the political implications of the preworld-religion cosmologies that were by 
and large neglected by Weber.4 Second— and this is much more central— we 
shall apply the interpretive sociological method to illuminate societal change in 
traditional societies. Our story begins and ends in a society where the impor
tance of the traditional type of social action remains unaltered despite the consid
erable transformation of the social and political order. It would be absurd to abdi
cate the task of arriving at a sociological understanding of the process involved. 
This would be so even if the recent Islamic revolution had not, almost a century 
after our period, demonstrated the continued vitality of the Shicite tradition and 
its political relevance in the modern world.

7.7.7 Religion, Sociopolitical Action, and Social 
Change

According to the conception we have adopted, the world image and ethos of 
Shicism as a world religion constitute a source o f motivation to social action. 
They constitute a source of motivation in that they shape the believers’ attitudes, 
and in that they differentially affect the believers’ propensities to action in vari
ous spheres of life. What is at issue is the positive or negative evaluation of dif
ferent types of social action. This evaluation is implied in the world image and 
ethos of a religion, by omission as much as by commission, in the differential 
relevance of various social pursuits to salvation as the foremost religious goal. In 
other words, the differential soteriological significance of different types of so
cial action, or their respective relevance to service to God in theistic religions, 
amounts to their respective religious evaluation. This religious evaluation, rang
ing from sacralization to radical devaluation, in turn affects the believers’ propen
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sities to engage in them. In this manner, a world religion can induce or inhibit 
propensities to different kinds of activity. Thus, according to Weber, otherworldly 
and mystical religiosity tend to induce a negative valuation of economic activity 
and lessen the propensity of the believer to engage in it. Protestantism, by con
trast, through the investment of economic activity with soteriological significance 
and the consequent sacralization of the usually profane economic sphere, results in 
the intensification of men’s propensity to economic action. Political activity is 
analogously susceptible to religious influence, and one may expect attitudes in the 
political sphere and propensities to political action to be similarly affected by 
religious beliefs. Thus, through the motivation implied in its world image, a world 
religion affects political attitudes and political action.

The world image and ethos of a world religion rest on a doctrine, consisting of 
explicit beliefs, which include ethical rules purporting to direct the action of the 
believer along prescribed paths. Again— and this time entirely by commission—  
through the application o f its ethics as embodied in the concrete provisions of the 
sacred law, a world religion can be expected to have an impact on social action and 
on institutional norms, and, as such, to constitute a potential force in societal 
dynamics. In his substantive work, Weber’s attention was largely devoted to the 
“economic ethics” of world religions and to their bearing on social action* But, as 
Troeltsch’s classic study eloquently demonstrates,5 world religions can also con
tain “political ethics” whose analogous bearing on social action and on attitudes 
toward the political order can be subjected to sociological analysis.

In fact, the choice of Shicism as the world religion to be studied here shifts the 
nexus of significant interrelationships from the economic to the political sphere. 
While the establishment of Shicism in Iran was not found to have any demonstra
ble effect on economic action and on the transformation of the economy, it did 
have a notable impact on political action, and did, in the course of time, signifi
cantly transform Iran’s polity. We are therefore obliged to turn to the religious 
motivation of political action and to “political ethics,” topics that were by and 
large neglected by Weber. This entails an examination of those specific elements 
of the Shicite sacred law which can be classified as its political ethics, as well as 
of the effect of the Shicite religious beliefs on the ethics of kingly patrimonialism 
that prevailed in Iran prior to the advent of Shicism.

World religions as autonomous belief systems can be expected to impinge not 
only on social action but also on the social structure. What concerns us here is 
the relation between religious norms and the principles of social and political 
organization. In this relation, the drive for consistency between the former and 
the latter constitutes a potential “rationalizing” force that can be activated under 
favorable conditions. In Xhis impersonal process, constrained if not fully deter
mined by the logical structures of the religious doctrine and of the rival tradi
tional belief systems, men, as bearers of distinct ideas around which vested inter
ests are or can become clustered, enter into relations with one another that are
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largely independent of their will. The sociological dimension of the process of 
rationalization is all important. “Not ideas,” declares Weber in a well-known 
though not entirely unambiguous passage, “but material and ideal interests, di
rectly govern men’s conduct. Yet very frequently the ‘world-images’ that have 
been created by ‘ideas’ have, like switchmen, determined the tracks along which 
action has been pushed by the dynamics of interest.” 6

Our task here is to investigate how, amid their interplay with men’s pursuit of 
material interests and their struggle for power, the normative ideals of Shicism as 
embodied in its life-regulating belief system came to act as switchmen and 
to determine the tracks into which political action was directed. In this connec
tion, the incompatibilities between the inherited institutions and religious norms, 
and the necessarily imperfect translation of religious ideas and beliefs into con
crete institutional arrangements, emerge as important factors in the dynamics of 
social change.

As regards the political sphere, the institutional pattern of the relations of au
thority, or the societal structure of domination, may be changed under the impact 
of religious norms, an impact that is transmitted through the principles of legiti
macy of various types of authority and the determination of their respective 
scopes. In particular, one would expect this kind of impact in the case of Twelver 
Shicism, whose doctrines were fully systematized by the time of its importation 
from the Arab lands into Iran by the Safavids (1501-1722). This expectation is 
borne out by historical evidence regarding the impact of Shicism on the norms 
governing the legitimacy of the component parts of the traditional societal struc
ture of domination in Iran.

1.1.2 Kingship, Religion, and the Legitimacy o f 
the Societal Structure o f Domination

Among human institutions, sacral kingship is both older and more universal 
than the world religions of salvation. It is often the cornerstone of ancient cos
mologies of world order. The prescriptive implications of these cosmologies 
amount to powerful political ethics which the later world religions have invari
ably confronted but rarely, if ever, totally subjugated to a religious ethic of ulti
mate salvational ends.

Troeltsch was fully appreciative of the significance of the confrontation be
tween Christianity and the imperial state and its political ethos. By contrast, 
Weber’s treatment of the relation between religion and kingly authority ignores 
the normative foundation of kingship.7

In the chapters of Economy and Society dealing with the institutionalization of 
charisma— though not in his systematic formulations—Weber mentions two fun
damental sources of charismatic authority: the charisma of the divinely inspired 
and the charisma of the warlord.8 In institutionalized forms, too, religious (hier
atic) and political (temporal) charisma appear as equally fundamental, in the
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sense that one cannot be reduced to the other. This is reflected in Weber’s parallel 
definition of “ruling organization” and “hierocratic organization” (or, when 
compulsory, “state” and “church”),9 and in his parallel treatment of political 
and hierocratic domination. And it is this dichotomy of the ultimate sources of 
legitimacy that underlies Weber’s rough schema for typifying the varying role of 
religion in the charismatic legitimation of domination, namely, theocracy, hiero- 
cracy, and caesaropapism.10 This tripartite typology is informed by the notion of 
the relative preponderance of one of the two autonomously charismatic types of 
domination: the religious or the political.

The autonomous legitimacy of the prince derives from political charisma, en
gendered by the possession and exercise of power: “ultimately every charisma is 
akin to religious powers in that it claims at least some remnant of supernatural 
derivation; in one way or another, legitimate political power therefore always 
claims the ‘grace of God.’ ” 11 But this is not going far enough. We must bear in 
mind that the earthly ruler’s claim to the grace of God is normatively rationalized 
by theories of kingship and cosmic order. These invoke principles of legitimacy 
that are not only independent of religious doctrine but in fact predate the advent 
of the world religions of salvation.

The fact that, quintessentially, power engenders charisma and that the continu
ous effective exercise of power is self-legitimatory in no way implies the absence 
of a normative order or the analytical redundancy of such an order. In Soghdian, 
the Middle Iranian dialect of the northeast, we encounter a highly significant 
term for king that bears precisely on the above-mentioned fact. The term is x Y v, 
which is xyatdy representing an ancient x*a-tdv-(ya) (he who is powerful by him
self, who holds power only from himself). The term is the exact counterpart of 
the Greek autokrator. What is even more remarkable is that JtYv passes into 
Middle Persian, where it assumes the form of khuda, which in modern Persian 
means God, thus conceived as the holder of absolute sovereignty.12 These pri
meval concepts, while encapsulating the potential of power in the generation of 
charisma, are also of great normative potency and generate normative order 
which lives on independently of individual warlords and heroes. In fact, once 
such an order is generated, the war hero as autokrator has to be fitted into a 
cosmic order and thus tends to cede its primacy to the idea of king as the imita
tion of the universe and the source of law. As Hocart shows, the cardinal at
tributes of kingship render not one but two prototypes: the law king and the execu
tive or war king.13 The latter may well be the repository of Weber’s heroic 
charisma, but it is primarily the former who is endowed with sacrality as a pillar 
of the'cosmic order. To use the imagery of sun and moon, which is found in 
frequent respective association with these prototypes, as a rule the moon king is 
destined to be overshadowed by the sun king as the moon receives its light from 
the sun.14
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After the advent of Islam, the ruler could no longer be a god but before long 
assumed the exalted title of the Shadow of God on Earth. Much of the political 
ethos of sacral kingship was retained. Nevertheless, political power was fairly 
drastically desacralized, making room for the emergence of religious or hiero- 
cratic authority deriving directly from the transcendent God. What is crucial to 
note here is that the normative considerations pertaining to the interaction be
tween the two world images and their implications play a major role in the mutual 
articulation within the polity of political and hierocratic or clerical authority, and 
in determining the extent of differentiation or partial overlap of their respective 
scopes.

It is true that Weber’s political sociology begins with a discussion of legiti
macy, and that his famous three types of domination— charismatic, traditional, 
and rational-legal— are characterized not only by their administrative organiza
tion but also by the nature of the beliefs or principles legitimating them. Never
theless, Weber’s exposition of the types of domination is too formalistic, and his 
attention to the normative content of these principles of legitimacy too cursory, 
especially as regards the traditional type of domination. In other words, Weber 
does not specify the variable normative content of the grounds of legitimation of 
authority in traditional polities despite his recognition of the importance of this 
normative content.

Writing of the crucial significance of the “ultimate grounds of the validity of a 
domination” as a determinant of its organizational structure, Weber remarks: 
“For a domination, . . . [the] justification of its legitimacy is much more than a 
matter of theoretical or philosophical speculation; it rather constitutes the basis 
of very real differences in the empirical structure o f domination '*15

Weber then comes close to the discussion of specific norms that legitimate 
domination, such as what he describes as the myths of highly privileged groups, 
but quickly backs off and reverts to the formalism characteristic of his typology 
of domination. When Weber does pay attention to the content of the principles of 
legitimacy of domination, as in his discussion of feudal legitimation,16 he is able 
to deduce consequences for the concrete structure of domination. More specifi
cally, the content of the principles of legitimacy of domination in the form of the 
rules of fealty and subinfeudation had consequences that were not deducible 
from Weber’s characterization of that type of domination—:i.e., “traditional.” 
Weber wrongly equates the “ultimate grounds” of validity with “ultimate princi
ples” and arrives at the above-mentioned three types of domination which are 
said to correspond to “these possible types of legitimation.” 17 But types of legiti
mation are not categories of the same order as the “ultimate grounds” of validity 
of a domination, the former being analytical categories of the sociologist, the 
latter, ideas in the minds of the people, the historical actors. As a result of this 
confusion, despite his acknowledgment of the consequences of (specific) justi
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fication of legitimacy indicated in the passage cited above, and contrary to the 
tenets of his interpretive sociology, Weber has little to say about the norma
tive content of the principles underlying legitimate domination in his political 
sociology.

In our analysis of the historical development of Shicism in Iran, we shall at
tempt to assess the impingement of the principles of legitimacy of political and 
hierocratic authority upon the “empirical structure of domination” over the 
course of some three centuries. The assumption will be that the institutions inher
ited from the past as well as the necessarily imperfect institutionalization of be
liefs and norms in social arrangements and social organization can constitute a 
source of tension which, under suitable conditions, may set in motion a trend in 
the direction of greater congruence between cultural logic and historically con
tingent institutional arrangements. As a result of both shifts in the balance of 
social and institutional power, and of propitious historical contingencies, norma
tive principles can be shown to impinge upon various components of the societal 
structure of domination and bring them into congruence with the cultural logic of 
Shicism.

This progressive impingement, tending to modify the “empirical structure of 
domination” in the direction of increasing congruence with the Shicite doctrine, 
may be viewed as a process of “rationalization” of the societal structure of domi
nation. It will be seen, in fact, to have constituted a major force in societal dy
namics. But to analyze this process of rationalization, we need to go beyond 
Weber’s own analysis of legitimacy, along the lines indicated above, and to 
pay close attention to the principles in accordance with which the relations of 
domination were rationalized. This requires the extension of the framework of 
Weberian* political sociology in accordance with the basic methodological pre
cepts of his interpretive sociology.

In Weber’s substantive analysis of political charisma, too, the normative foun
dations o f kingship are by and large ignored. This introduces an inadvertent re- 
ductionism to aggravate Weber’s individualistic methodological bias. Kingly 
charisma is derived from the heroic charisma of the warlord and normative con
siderations are bypassed. In one passage, the institution of kingship is merely 
presented as the routinization of the charisma of the warlord into the charisma o f 
office of the king. It is seen as a solution to the problem of succession by ritual 
transmission of charisma through coronation, supplemented, in dynastic cases, 
by the hereditary charisma of kingship inhering in the successor.18 This analysis 
is sociologically richer than Montesquieu’s picture of Oriental despotism, sus
tained only by fear, in The Spirit o f Laws, or Wittfogel’s model of total power 
and total fear in Oriental Despotism.19 Nevertheless, it is equally deficient in in
terpretive understanding of the normative order that endows kingship with its 
charisma and authority. Since Weber, a considerable amount of ethnological and
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historical work on the normative foundations of kingship has been produced. 
This body of work provides us with a guideline for correcting the deficiency of 
Weber’s analysis of political charisma and domination.

The omission of interpretive understanding of the norms operative in the po
litical sphere, among other factors, precludes any substantive analysis of the in
tricate situations in which the simultaneous prevalence of distinct sets of princi
ples of legitimacy could produce a plurality of normative orders bearing on 
domination. This possibility, which Weber concedes only in the abstract,20 is 
brought to the foreground by our subject matter. As has been pointed out, con
frontation and some eventual form of compromise between sacral kingship and 
the world religions of salvation is typical. It is therefore not surprising that our 
consideration of the grounds of legitimacy of “traditional” domination in Shicite 
Iran reveals the coexistence, at times uneasy, of two distinct sets of principles of 
legitimacy of authority. It thus reveals a composite— a dual— normative order 
whose components are of different provenience (the one from the Shicite reli
gion, the other from the pre-Islamic ethos of patrimonialism) and which possess 
different structural properties.

1.13 Law, Ethics, and Legitimate Political Order

For sociology, interpretive or otherwise, empirical uniformities in social action 
and social relations constitute the indispensable starting point. When these em
pirical uniformities can be accounted for in terms of the orientation of the actors 
toward determinable norms or maxims, one may speak of the prevalence of an 
“order.” Insofar as social action is normatively governed by the terms of the or
der in question, one may speak of its “validity” from the viewpoint of sociology. 
As we shall see in the next section, in this sociological sense, the validity of the 
order may result from the belief in its legitimacy but may equally result from 
custom, self-interest, sheer expediency, or coercion. Thus, as Weber points out, 
“for sociological purposes there does not exist, as there does for the law, a rigid 
alternative between the validity and lack of validity of a given order.” 21A system 
of order may thus be upheld by a variety of subjective motives and external sanc
tions. In this perspective, law, convention, and ethics form a continuum of cate
gories of order. Thus,

the relations of law, convention and “ethics” do not constitute a problem for 
sociology. From a sociological point of view an “ethical” standard is one to 
which men attribute a certain type of value and which, by virtue of this 
belief, they treat as a valid norm governing their action.22

In view of our concern with the extension of the interpretive method in sociol
ogy, let us focus on the relevance of law and ethics to the relationship between 
traditional and value-rational action. Weber defines traditional action as “deter
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mined by ingrained habituation.” 23 However, he is aware that “the transition 
from the merely unreflective formation of a habit to the conscious acceptance of 
the maxim that action should be in accordance with a norm is always fluid.” 24 
Furthermore, he explains that “whenever the regularities of action have become 
conventionalized, i.e., whenever a statistically frequent action has become a 
consensually oriented action . . .  we shall speak of ‘tradition.’” 25 It should be 
pointed out that the transition from regularities of action resting on unreflective 
habit to consensually oriented action involving the understanding and following 
of a norm corresponds exactly to the transition from traditional to value-rational 
action. (In this context, one is speaking of analytical or logical transition and not 
usually of any transition in the chronological sense.) One may conceive of a 
value-rational act corresponding to many a habitual and unconsciously per
formed act in traditional as well as in modern societies. In such cases the actors 
engaged in traditional action could be said to behave as if they were engaged in 
value-rational action, and their action would thus be normatively governed from 
the sociological point of view. Therefore norms governing both types of action 
may be arrived at through the interpretive analysis of the systems of legal and 
ethical order. It may be added that systems of legal and ethical order are therefore 
of utmost importance for the understanding of rule-governed value-rational and 
traditional action. But they are not the only cultural sources available to the ob
server. Poetry and literature, too, can on occasion encapsulate norms that are of 
sociological significance insofar as they may reveal ends toward which social ac
tion is directed.

For comparative and historical sociology, it would be as unprofitable to equate 
law with the legislation of the modern nation state as it would be misleading to 
speak of the absence of law in the manner of the writers on Oriental despotism. 
In the modern situation, “constitutional theory” can be said to contain norms of 
legitimacy of the political order. In the premodern situation, the total body of the 
ruler’s edicts and reglementation, which can be justifiably regarded as “public 
law,” 26 omits the discussion of the norms of legitimacy or rather takes them for 
granted. For very different and complicated reasons to be discussed below,27 the 
sacred law of Islam, having developed as the “personal law” of the adherents of 
various rites (singular madhhab) rather than a law of the land (lex terrae), 
is overwhelmingly concerned with the minute articulation of private law. Al
though, as we shall see, Shicite sacred law does contain a few important provi
sions on the relations with the ruler, these do not add up to systematic public law 
and are interspersed in sections on various ethical duties of the believers in the 
legal handbooks. It is therefore to the works on ethics that we must turn as our 
most important source for the systematic description of the legitimate political 
order, the rights and duties of ruler and subject, and other norms of political be
havior. It may be noted that these tracts on social and political ethics are often 
written by the jurists themselves, who must be presumed to have considered
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them the more appropriate medium for the discussion of political matters than 
the manuals of applied religious jurisprudence.

L I .4 Religion, Legitimation o f Political 
Domination, and Political Attitudes

In addition to his tripartite typology of domination, the analytical section at 
the beginning of Economy and Society also contains Weber’s discussion of the 
“bases of legitimacy,” 28 which deals with the motivation to uphold the normative 
order bearing on legitimate domination. In it Weber points out that the principles 
of legitimacy of an order— i.e., the system of ideas and norms that presents an 
order as legitimate— should be distinguished from the motives of individuals and 
groups for upholding that order. In addition to the belief in the legitimacy of an 
order— the acceptance of its principles of legitimacy— an order may be upheld in 
specific instances because of habit, self-interest, expediency, or coercion. This 
distinction between normative principles and the motives for upholding them has 
two merits. It enables us to accommodate the possibility of both habitual and 
utilitarian motivation for upholding normative principles. Furthermore, by re
minding us that normative ideals may be upheld for a variety of reasons, it alerts 
us to the fact that norms are not only often honored in breach but can also be 
perpetuated by being hypocritically held for personal and utilitarian motives. In 
doing so, the distinction points to an important factor making for the autonomy 
of the normative principle legitimating an order, and thus strengthens the argu
ment in section 1.1.2 above for considering the drive for consistency to be an 
important factor in the process of rationalization of the autonomous body of 
norms bearing on the legitimacy of the political order.

In his substantive work, however, Weber does not carry the analysis of the 
motivation to comply with authority very far. Our subject matter requires that we 
do so. To this end, we could find a guideline in Weber’s sociology of religion, or, 
more specifically, in his analysis of religious motivation of social action. When 
considering the influence of the Shicite religion on political attitudes, we could 
focus on three types of religious beliefs: beliefs affecting the motivation to com
ply with authority; those affecting the propensity to political action in opposition 
to the established structure of domination and aiming at the abrogation of the 
normative order legitimating it; and, finally, those inducing political indifference 
and withdrawal from political activity.

What was said about the attempt here to extend Weber’s analysis of traditional 
domination to include the normative content of its principles of legitimacy also 
applies to the attempt to amplify Weber’s analysis of the motivation to submit to 
established authority, or, conversely, to refuse to uphold the prevalent normative 
order. Here, too, Weber’s paradigmatic analysis needs to be elaborated in accor
dance with the basic premises of his “interpretive” sociology, which he best ob
served in his sociology of religion.

/
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As factors accounting for the upholding or rejection of a legitimate order, 
habit, self-interest, expediency, utilitarian motivation, and, to a lesser extent, co
ercion have continuous random incidence among individuals and groups, which 
is hard for the investigator to trace. The task of tracing the effectiveness of the 
motivation to uphold an order— i.e., the assessment of its validity— is helped 
greatly by the existence of three forms of intellectual and social institutionaliza
tion. Stated more simply, the cultivation of widespread belief in legitimacy of 
political domination depends, to a large extent, on (1) the availability of political 
and ethical theories expounding the norms of legitimacy and (2) their propaga
tion and continuous reinforcement through ritual statement and ceremonial and 
symbolic reiteration. Last but not least, the validity of a legitimate political order 
depends on (3) the consolidation of an organization with vested interest in the 
enforcement of these norms by spiritual and coercive sanctions. The first factor 
directs our attention to the role of theorists and their juristic, social, and ethical 
writings; the second to the role of the legitimators, the extent of their subser
vience to the ruler or conversely the extent of their independence and organiza
tional assets, which might enable them to exact a price for their legitimatory ser
vice; and the third factor to the vested interest of the state in maintaining a 
convenient legitimate order and its ability to secure compliance with authority by 
nonnormative means, be they economic or coercive.

7.7.5 Social Organization o f Religion

What has been said above applies equally to the factors underlying the motiva
tion to uphold religion as a normative order. In addition to genuine belief in its 
truth, the profession of religion may rest on habit, self-interest, expediency, or 
coercion. Similarly, the cultivation of widespread belief in the truth of a religion 
depends on the availability of religious ideas and doctrines, and their propagation 
and continuous reinforcement through practice and ritual. Above all, the emer
gence and consolidation of an institution with vested interest in the enforcement 
of religious beliefs and norms by spiritual and coercive sanctions— i.e., the 
emergence of a hierocracy— greatly enhances the sociological validity of the re
ligious order in question.

World religions institute a system of authority which, in principle, is derived 
from God. The desacralization of kingship entailed by the world religions of sal
vation assures the theoretical autonomy of religious— or, when organized, hiero- 
cratic— authority from the earthly powers. Furthermore, as the exponents of the 
foremost goal of life, the holders of religious authority can in principle claim to 
determine the ideals and norms governing all spheres of life, including the politi
cal. In practice, however, their ability to enforce such a claim and to engage 
effectively in social action in pursuit of religious norms and ideals depends cru
cially on the institutionalization and social organization of religious authority.

In this context, we have an opportunity to explore the comparative possibili
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ties with regard to Troeltsch’s valuable but exclusively Christian-oriented tri
chotomy of church, sect, and mysticism, Troeltsch’s trichotomous typology may 
be accepted as the most economical conceptual tool for capturing the range of 
variance in sociological and organizational implications of the Christian reli
gion— or, from our point of view, its implications for the structure of religious 
authority. However, its potential for direct application to the case of Shicite Islam 
is strictly limited. The “Church” as the living extension of Incarnation and the 
mystical body of Christ is too specifically Christian to be useful in comparative 
sociology. I have therefore adopted the weaker and doctrinally more neutral term 
“hierocracy.” 29 “Sect,” too, as the “second classic form of the social doctrine of 
Christianity,” 30 is conceived and characterized by Troeltsch in exclusively Chris
tian terms and cannot be borrowed as such. Nevertheless, “sect” in its broader 
general sense is a most useful term for referring to Shicism before the sixteenth 
century. From the eighth century (the second century of Islam) onwards, the 
Imam! Shicites were organized as a sect, in the usual sense of the word, and came 
to consider themselves as constituting the dar al-lman (realm of faith) within the 
Islamic body politic. Shicism assumed specific “sectarian” features that, as we 
shall see, contrast with the Shicite “orthodoxy” as it emerged after the establish
ment of Shicism as the state religion by the Safavids. Finally, Troeltsch’s third 
type, “mysticism,” with its implication of minimal social institution of religious 
authority, finds an interesting parallel in “gnostic Shicism” (cirfan)9 which con
stituted a significant mode of religiosity in seventeenth-century Iran.

On the other hand, the idea of the normative governance of the social organi
zation of religious authority, which underlies Troeltsch’s typology, is most sug
gestive. Norms of authority in religion contain crucial implications for religious 
ranking and sociopolitical stratification within the community of believers, and 
thus can have a profound impact on the societal structure of domination. Shicism 
contains several norms of authority— all ultimately deducible from the theory of 
imamate (infallible leadership of the community of believers)— which have the 
potential for such an impact. As we shall see in detail below, the Akhbari (Tradi
tionalist) conception of imamate, which was dominant before the eleventh/fifth 
century and was revived in the seventeenth/eleventh century, was hostile to all 
extension of the authority of the Imams after the concealment of the Twelfth 
Imam in the ninth/third century, and conceded de facto religious authority only 
to the compilers of their traditions (akhbar). Indirectly, however, it enhanced the 
stratification of the Shicite community into ordinary believers and the sayyids, 
descendants of the Prophet, who could claim to partake of the charisma of the 
Imams through descent. As we shall see, their charisma of descent from the 
Prophet and the Imams thus became a source of legitimacy for their privileges 
under the Safavids, and enhanced their sociopolitical domination. The Akhbari 
orientation thus encouraged the fusion of religious and political domination and 
militated against the consolidation of differentiated religious authority.
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A second historically important norm of authority in Shicism is the mahdistic 
tenet— the belief in the return of the Twelfth Imam as the Mahdi at the end of 
time. This chiliastic norm of authority, when successfully activated by a claimant 
to mahdihood— as it was in the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries— immediately 
instituted a charismatic structure of domination in which religious and political 
authority were fused in the person of the supreme leader.

Last and most important, we have the Shicite norm of the juristic authority of 
the specialists in religious learning. In contradistinction to the two previous 
norms, the juristic principle enhances differentiated religious authority and cre
ates a basis on which hierocratic authority can be accommodated into the societal 
structure of domination alongside political authority and independently of it. As 
we shall see, this last norm of religious authority emerges with the rise of the 
Shicite science of jurisprudence (Usui al-fiqh) in the eleventh century and as
sumes its final form in the division of the Shicite community into mujtahid (ju
rist) and muqallid (follower) in the nineteenth century.

The normative principles of authority mentioned above cannot be fruitfully ex
amined in isolation from the social groups or organizations that constitute their 
bearers. This is especially the case with respect to the juristic principle of re- 
ligiopolitical authority. The full development of this principle of legitimate reli
gious authority spans over eight centuries and its final triumph over mahdism and 
Akhbarism goes hand in hand with the final consolidation of an autonomous hi- 
erocracy as the unrivaled guardian of Shicism in the nineteenth century. The evo
lution of the normative principles of religious authority should therefore be 
viewed in the context of the interests of their bearers and the latter’s sociopoliti
cal power and organizational autonomy and strength in relation to the champions 
of alternative norms. In this connection, the extent of the social cohesion and 
professional organization of men of religion assumes crucial significance.

In the sectarian phase, the Shicite culama? (theologians and jurists) were a dis
tinct social group but did not constitute a recognized institution, a hierocracy. 
Any attempt to find an appropriate sociological term to describe them meets with 
difficulty. If ‘‘sodality,” suggested by Roth and Wittich, were not such an uncom
mon term, it would be appropriate, standing both for Weber’s Einverstandnisge- 
meinschaft (translated as “consensual status group”) as regards the social aspect, 
and for his Rechtsgenossenschaft (legally privileged sodality) in its politico-legal 
aspect.31 However, it is an awkward term, and we shall make do with th eculama,> 
itself.

The Safavid period marks the transition of the Shicite culama' from a privi
leged sodality to a hierocracy.32 A decree by the Safavid fuler Tahmasp in the sec
ond quarter of the sixteenth century considers the c ulama' a crucially important 
consensual status group and Rechtsgenossenschaft, and entrusts the eminent 
Shicite theologician al-Karakl with its hierocratic organization.33 As we shall see, 
a century and a half was needed before a hierocracy of religious professionals
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distinguished itself from the sayyids and the representatives of “gnostic” Shicism 
and firmly consolidated its exclusive religious authority.

Once a world religion creates a hierocratic component in the societal structure 
of domination, religion inevitably becomes a factor in the dynamics of the polity. 
It is then necessary to examine the relationship between political domination and 
religion qua religion, i.e., irrespective of doctrinal content and outlook, and 
merely as the basis of domination. This implies that, even when the political 
sphere is considered amoral and devoid of soteriological significance, religion is 
still inevitably involved in politics. However otherworldly a religion, religious 
dignitaries are still drawn into political processes because of their institutional 
power and institutional interests. The nature of this involvement is determined 
by factors that are largely extraneous to the religious dogma: notably, the struc
ture and organizational character of the religious institution and of the state, and 
the constellation of political and hierocratic power. In other words, one must in
evitably deal with the “church-state problem” or its equivalent.

7.7.6 Social and Political Determinants of 
Religious Evolution

As might be expected, the organizational characteristics of both the charis
matic leadership of the Mahdis and of the hierocratic authority of the Shicite doc
tors have been among the crucial factors determining the impact of religion on 
the political sphere. The Safavid Empire was established by the military feat of a 
claimant to mahdihood in the early years of the sixteenth century, and the emer
gence of an independent Shi'ite hierocracy constituted the precondition for the 
momentous impact of Shicism on Iran’s premodern polity in the early nineteenth 
century.

On the other hand, it goes without saying that religion is not the only factor in 
societal change, and that religious beliefs are not the sole determinants of social 
action. It follows that the impact of religious norms on political organization are 
to be put in the total context of the mutually interpenetrating religious and socio
political forces. Furthermore, religious developments themselves are affected 
by their social and political environment. The extent and nature of the impinge
ment of its social and political environment on religion is closely related to the 
social organization of religion. Broadly speaking, in the absence of a hierocracy 
with a monopoly on spiritual sanction and access to the means of coercion 
through the state, the development of religious ethics is likely to bear the imprint 
of the interests, life-style, and elective affinities of the lay adherents to the creed. 
When a hierocracy representing the religion of the state comes into being, The 
political interests of the state first and foremost in the domestication of the 
masses, and second in the legitimation of political power, have important conse
quences for the evolution of religious beliefs and practices.

In order to take the influence of the social factors upon religion into account
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systematically, an analytical framework consistent with the conceptual consid
erations raised in the sections above is needed. Such a framework has been con
structed in light of a reconsideration of Weber’s basic conception of a world reli
gion as a system of life regulation with the help of a set of subsidiary analytical 
concepts dealing with the relationship between religion and politics. Before I de
scribe this framework, however, one remaining crucial property of the world reli
gions of salvation needs to be examined.

1.1.7 World-embracing and World-rejecting 
Tendencies in Religion

Weber’s substantive work in interpretive sociology begins with an analysis of 
the impact of religion on social action in the case of Protestantism. It is true that 
from this very beginning he was aware of the tension between religion and this- 
worldly action. But The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit o f Capitalism was con
cerned with a case in which the resolution of the tension between religion and 
“the world” resulted in the intensification of this-worldly action aiming at the 
mastery over the world and thus at its transformation. Later, in Economy and 
Society, alongside with “inner-worldly asceticism” characteristic of the Pu
ritans, Weber contrasts the ideal-types of “world-rejecting asceticism” and 
“world-fleeing mysticism” 34 as the other salient modes of religious orientation 
toward the world and social action. With the extension of his interest to other 
major world religions, Weber’s attention was increasingly directed to instances 
where the tension between religion and “the world” could not be resolved and 
would result in withdrawal from certain spheres of life and in aversion to certain 
types of social action. The majority of the instances of tension between religion 
and the world mentioned in Economy and Society35 are in fact of this latter type, 
which inhibits varieties of this-worldly social action rather than stimulating them 
or bringing them within the reach of religiously based normative governance.

However, it was only in one of his last articles that Weber came to address the 
issue systematically.36 What is of great theoretical significance in this article is 
Weber’s change of emphasis. Rather than focusing on the differences between 
“world-rejecting asceticism” and “world-fleeing mysticism” as contrasting ideal 
types, Weber considers them as instances of the “religious rejections of the 
world” whose varying directions are determined by the corresponding type of 
religious rationalism,37 The novelty of emphasis, in contrast to Weber’s analysis 
of the regulative influence of “economic ethics” and sacred laws of the world 
religions on social action is brought into sharp relief at the outset with Weber’s 
declaration of intent to clarify the “motives from which religious ethics of world 
abnegation have originated, and the directions they have taken.” 38 Weber was 
thus finally turning to a major concern presaged in the following statement in 
Economy and Society: “The more a religion of salvation has been systematized
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in the direction of an ethic of ultimate ends [ Gesinnungsethik], the greater be
comes its tension in relation to the world.” 39

The focus of the article is on the tension created by the inevitable incom
patibilities between the rationalization of life in view of the attainment of salva
tion as the ultimate religious end, and the instmmental and formal rationalization 
of social action in the light of economic, political, aesthetic, and other interests. 
This tension between religious rationalism and social action in other spheres of 
life can ultimately lead to the total rejection of the world, as in the Indian reli
gions of salvation, but can also produce various “compromises” and result in 
varying degrees of indifference to action in other spheres of life. The tension of 
the religious ethic of ultimate ends in relation to the world thus generates a spec
trum of positions ranging from various forms of compromise with the logic of 
economic and political activity to the complete withdrawal from the economic 
and political spheres and radical economic and political indifferentism.40

The implications of Weber’s position are more momentous than they may ap
pear at the first sight. The tenor of much of Weber’s substantive work on the ma
jor religions of the world had underscored the importance of the religiously moti
vated sociopolitical transformations, and of the ethical regulation of economic 
and political action. In “Religious Rejections of the World,” by contrast, he 
highlights the self-limiting potential of the world religions— and, it should be 
emphasized, of all the world religions— for inhibiting the impact of religious be
liefs, especially ethical beliefs, on social action and societal transformation. This 
implication is not only left implicit and unexplored, but is actually obscured by 
Weber’s method of applying his ideal-types of religious orientation such as “as
ceticism” and “mysticism” to entire religious traditions rather than to modes to 
be found, albeit with varying salience, within each of them. On various occa
sions, Weber himself seems to be aware of the problem and feel uneasy about it. 
In the essay under discussion, for instance, Weber concedes the possibility that 
the “contemplative mystic” too, “like the inner-worldly ascetic, [may] remain in 
the orders of the world (inner-worldly mysticism),” 41 but without drawing out the 
implications of this concession. Nor can one recall any instances of explicit ap
plication of “inner-worldly mysticism” to which Weber apparently does not find 
a world religion to correspond in its entirety.

Rather than follow Weber in classifying the world religions in their entirety as 
“world-rejecting” (e.g., Buddhism) and “this-worldly” (e.g., Islam),42 it seems 
much more fruitful to consider the world-rejecting and world-embracing tenden
cies within each religion systematically. This, after all, was the procedure fol
lowed by Troeltsch as regards Christianity, and more narrowly, by Niebuhr as 
regards Protestantism.43 With respect to the “world-rejecting” religions, Weber 
himself had noted the this-worldly political ethic of Hinduism for the Ksatriya 
caste,44 while Tambiah, adopting a Weberian perspective, has dealt with the
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world-embracing aspects of the most otherworldly of religions, Buddhism, with 
regard to the political order.45 Only by considering the world-rejecting alongside 
the world-embracing tendencies within a world religion can we understand, with
out prejudice, not only the extent of the religious motivation and ethical regula
tion of sociopolitical action but also the degree of religious inhibition of social 
action: the inhibition of commitment to nonreligious sociopolitical action gener
ally, and the inhibition of the tendency to “rationalize” sociopolitical action in 
terms of nonreligious values in particular. More concretely, while Weber’s char
acterization of Islam as “this-worldly” provisionally leads us to expect some im
pingement of Shicite Islam on political action and political organization, we shall 
at the same time remain alert to the factor of Shicite ethical value rationalism that 
fosters world-rejecting tendencies and thus militates against such impingement.

1.1.8 Political Action and Religion

The social and political consequences of the world-rejecting tendencies in a 
religion are, as a rule, fairly clear. They lead to a sharp differentiation of the 
religious and the secular sphere of life and make for their mutual independence, 
accompanied by religious indifference to nonreligious social action. The conse
quences of the world-embracing tendencies of a religion are more ambiguous. 
They comprise two sets of contrary and entangled components, the first reflect
ing the impact of religion on the world, the second the impact of the world on 
religion. Here, therefore, what is needed is an analytical schema for determin
ing, without prejudice*, the respective contribution of the requirements of the re
ligious doctrine and the exigencies and pressures of worldly social action to the 
shaping of the final “compromises,” which are embodied in the officially sanc
tioned normative regulation of social and political life.

As regards the ethical and social teachings of Shicism during the period under 
consideration, our analysis of religious orientation to the political sphere seems 
unproblematic. When and to the extent that the world-rejecting tendencies in 
Shicism have the upper hand, we may expect a negative valuation of the political 
sphere, and indifference to politics, to be reflected in the religious literature. 
This results in the maximum mutual independence of the religious and the politi
cal spheres. When and to the extent that the world-embracing tendencies of 
Shicism prevail, we encounter two ideal-typical situations: (1) where the ethical 
tenets of the Shicite doctrine have a political content that impinges upon prac
tice— and here one is considering the influence of religion in the political sphere 
— and (2) where the Shiite ethical tenets are modified or extended under the 
pressure of political interests and political practice— and here one may speak of 
the impingement of politics upon the religious sphere.

At the level of action, the same basic assumptions may be used to disentangle 
the respective contribution of religious and political factors, but a more elaborate 
analytical schema is needed. I propose the following: to take the impingement of
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religion upon the political sphere into account, when religion influences political 
attitudes and political action, I shall speak either of (a) politically relevant reli
gious attitude or action, referring to the group of attitudes and actions that are 
primarily oriented to religious ends but which have political consequences, or of
(b) religiously conditioned political attitude or action, referring to the group of 
attitudes and actions that are primarily oriented to political ends but which are 
influenced by religious dispositions or take religious factors into account.

Similarly, to allow for the impingement of politics upon the religious sphere, 
when politics influence religion, I shall conceive of two types of action: (c) reli
giously relevant political action, that is, action that is primarily oriented to po
litical ends but which has consequences for religion, and (d) politically con
ditioned religious action, that is, action that is primarily oriented to religious 
ends but which is influenced by political interests or takes political factors into 
account.46

Finally, there is the possibility of virtual disjunction of the religious and the 
political spheres. When religion does not impinge upon the political sphere, I 
shall simply speak of (e) political action, unaffected by any qualifying religious 
influence. Conversely, when politics does not impinge upon the religious sphere, 
we are dealing with (f) religious action independent of political factors. Political 
action will mean politically motivated action, that is, action motivated by the 
desire to acquire or consolidate (religious, political, economic) power. Religious 
action will mean religiously motivated action, that is, action motivated by reli
gious beliefs. It should be clear that types e and f represent the extremes of our 
continuum, and that our interest chiefly lies in the types a, b, c, and d, which 
indicate the variety of overlap between the religious and the political spheres. 
Furthermore, it should be evident that the relationship between the hierocracy 
and the state constitutes the matrix within which the most important instances of 
politically and religiously relevant and politically and religiously conditioned ac
tion occur.

We may now relate this schema to the previous remarks on the properties of 
world religions as belief systems. The central component of the world image put 
forward by a world religion is the notion of salvation. The pursuit of salvation— 
in theistic religions, through obedience to or intercession with God— may there
fore be considered the ultimate goal of religious action. Pursuit of salvation may 
or may not generate politically relevant religious action or religiously condi
tioned political action. If it does, action thus generated may or may not be gov
erned by the ethics of the sacred law. If it does not, religious action results in 
pious detachment from political activity reflected in doctrinal indifference to the 
regulation of political life.

Actions of type a, b, c, d, e, and f will, whenever necessary, be further char
acterized as “societal” or “communal” action. “Societal action” will' refer to 
action carried out within the framework of the state (when the hierocracy is
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heteronomous) or the state and the hierocracy (when the hierocracy is autono
mous). It implicitly upholds the legitimacy of prevalent normative order, and its 
byproduct is the perpetuation of the political and hierocratic institutions within 
whose framework they are conducted— namely, the status quo. “Communal ac
tion” refers to action carried out outside the framework of the state. Its aims may 
be justified in terms of the prevalent normative order or they may imply the rejec
tion of the legitimacy of the prevalent normative order, thus posing a revolution
ary threat to the status quo.47

L I .9 Outline o f the Analytical Perspective

I. A world religion impinges on (1) the societal structure of domination
(a) through institution of religious authority;
(b) through the modification of principles of legitimacy of political 

domination.
The degree of this impingement depends on
(c) the normative conception of religious authority and the direction of reli

gious rationalization;
(d) the tenacity of the inherited institutions.
A world religion also impinges on (2) political attitudes and action
(a) through the motivation to differentially evaluated types of activity im

plied in its image of the world;
(b) through explicit prescriptions: political ethics.
The degree of this impingement depends on
(c) the vigor of charismatic leadership or the strength and autonomy of the 

hierocracy, the foremost institutions enforcing the religious system of life 
regulation;

(d) the social and institutional forces impeding the embodiment of religious 
precepts in political action.

II. A world religion is in turn impinged upon by its social context
(a) through the interests and elective affinities of the individuals and social 

classes that adhere to it (most relevant to the sectarian phase);
(b) through the material interests of the state and the hierocracy (most rele

vant to the period of the “establishment” of a religion).
The degree of this impingement depends on
(c) the hegemony of the state and the weakness and heteronomy of the 

hierocracy;
(d) the susceptibility of the religious authorities to the influence of the laity 

(especially relevant during the sectarian phase) or, conversely, the ability 
of the hierocracy to pursue its own institutional interests (in the period of 
establishment).

III. A world religion does not affect the types of political activity and forms of
political organization toward which it displays pious indifference. Indirectly,
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however, such pious indifference facilitates the predominance of political 
power in the societal structure of domination.

With this analytical scheme, we can now turn to Shicite Islam in order to study 
its impact on Iran’s polity after its establishment as the state religion in the sec
ond year of the sixteenth century, an impact that transformed the polity in stages 
but which did not imprint its indelible mark until three centuries later. This study, 
therefore, begins in part 1 with the formation and growth of the ImamI (subse
quently “Twelver” Shicite) sect from the eighth/second to the fifteenth/ninth 
centuries, a period during which much of Shicite theology and ethics became 
definitely systematized. It proceeds to the period beginning with the proclama
tion of Twelver Shicism as the religion of the Safavid state (1501 -1722) and ex
amines the consequences of the establishment of Shicism in Iran in part 2. Part 3 
concludes the study with an analysis of the final consolidation, in the first dec
ades of the nineteenth century, of a dual Shicite polity with the state and the hi- 
erocracy as its two organs. Collaboration and discord between the hierocracy and 
the state down to the last decade of the century, and the ability of this dual struc
ture of domination to withstand various challenges, are also considered. The na
tionwide protests of 1891 marks the end of the period under consideration and 
the beginning of the era of modern politics in Iran.

1.2 Criticism of Some Current Views on the 
Political Implications of Shicism

In addition to the desire to bring a largely neglected type of societal change 
within the ambit of substantive sociological analysis, the choice of subject matter 
for this study was determined by its intrinsic significance in the social history 
of Iran as reflected in the scholarly literature. Even before their sudden re- 
emergence in politics as the leaders of the Islamic revolution of 1979, the power 
and prestige of the Shicite doctors, the culama5, during the Qajar period (1795- 
1925), and their political importance, in contrast to the relative political feeble
ness of the culamfr of Sunni Islam in modern times, had attracted the attention of 
students of Persian history and politics; moreso, probably, than any other topic in 
the social history of Iran in the second half of the nineteenth century. However, 
current scholarly views on the political implications of Shicism have been formu
lated in the context of the history of this latter half of the nineteenth century. 
Consequently, they are unduly colored by the situation in that period. The pe
riod, however, is not of particular significance in the evolution of Shicism in Iran, 
and therefore of no great relevance to our understanding of the political orienta
tions of Shicite Islam.

Sir John Malcolm was struck by the power and prestige of the Shicite doctors 
(sing, mujtahid) in the early years of the nineteenth century,48 but, quite rightly,
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he did not correlate this fact with any presumed lack of legitimacy of temporal 
rule. In a letter to Tocqueville from Tehran in 1857, Gobineau, mindful of the 
conflict between the Shicite doctors and Muhammad Shah (1834-48) and of the 
recent rising of the Bab, who claimed to be the Mahdi and the reappearing 
Shicite Twelfth Imam, remarked that the existence of elements from various past 
epochs in the Persian government resulted in “the strangest constitutional theory” 
he had ever known. While administrative laws and reglementations were a con
tinuation of the pre-Islamic theory and practice, the shah possessed no legiti
macy, as the Shicites considered all dynasties of the Islamic period including the 
reigning dynasty as usurpers. This was so because the Shicites believed that 
rightful rule, imamate, belonged to CA1I and his descendents, the last of whom 
was believed to be in concealment until his reappearance at the end of time.49

It is interesting to note in passing that Weber makes several incidental remarks 
on the legitimacy of the shah and his relationship with the Shicite hierocracy. 
Regarding the political charisma of the office of the king in Iran, he observes that 
the function of the grand vizier is to deflect blames from the person of the shah 
and thus protect his kingly charisma.50 Commenting on the strength of political 
power in relation to the hierocracy in Islam, Weber correctly takes note of certain 
caesaropapist prerogatives enjoyed by the monarch:

Even though the Persian Shicites reject [the religious] role of the caliph and 
place their eschatological hope in the parousia of the prophet’s legitimate 
successor, in Persia, the Shah’s position is predominant; this is not changed 
by the fact that the mood of the local population is considered in the appoint
ment of priests [presumably the imam jum ca].51

These prerogatives, however, are not too impressive on a comparative scale. 
Elsewhere, Weber contrasts the stronger caesaropapistic claims of the Byzantine 
emperors with the weaker ones of the Ottoman sultans “to say nothing of the 
precarious legitimacy of the Persian Shahs vis-a-vis their Shiite subjects.” 52 In 
another passage, the shah is referred to as a “religiously illegitimate ruler.” 53 

The views expressed by Gobineau and Weber on the shah’s lack of legiti
macy54 are similar to those formulated by a number of contemporary scholars 
who, writing on the nineteenth century, have argued that Twelver Shicism makes 
the legitimacy of the ruler precarious while enhancing the political authority of 
the Shicite doctors.55 The argument rests on the alleged implications of the Shicite 
doctrine of imamate, and of the occultation (Ghaybat) of the Twelfth Imam, for 
the (il)legitimacy of the government, and for the political authority of the reli
gious elite. It purports to explain the alleged denial of the legitimacy of political 
domination as deducible from the doctrinal foundations of clerical (hierocratic) 
authority. According to this view, the occultation of the Twelfth Imam, and the 
expectation of his parousia (zuhur), render all government illegitimate.

This thesis makes sweeping assumptions in an overly deductive manner and
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has been challenged by a number of scholars, including the present author.56 The 
evidence presented in the following pages makes it untenable.57 It is regrettable 
that contemporary Shicite propagandist writings and the Islamic revolution in 
Iran have induced more than one scholar to reaffirm this simplistic argument and 
even to project it back to the earlier periods covered in the present study.58

Another noteworthy thesis that should be mentioned, especially as it is not 
likely to be reiterated in the near future because of the recent politicization of 
Shicism, is the one put forward by Corbin and supported by Nasr. This latter 
view is phenomenological and philosophical, and does not directly deal with po
litical matters; nevertheless it has clear implications regarding political attitudes. 
The inherent esoteric quality of Shicism in this view induces a drastic devaluation 
of the exoteric world, thus reducing the propensity to engage in this-worldly po
litical action and nurturing an attitude of radical political indifferentism. Shicism, 
writes Corbin emphatically in his Histoire de la philosophic islamique, is, in its 
essence, ‘T6soterisme de l’lslam.” As such, it is identical with Sufism.59 Corbin, 
drawing heavily on the work of the fourteenth-century Shicite philosopher Hay- 
dar Amull, is referring to the deduced phenomenological identity of Shicite and 
Sufi esoteric spirituality, and is not interested in their respective social forms. 
Nasr, though in substantial agreement with Corbin at the phenomenological 
level, is careful to put forward a more nuanced account of the historical connec
tion between Sufism and Twelver Shicism that nevertheless highlights their close 
affinity and relatedness.60

As we shall see, the historical picture is a good deal more complicated than 
Corbin’s and Nasr’s accounts would lead us to believe, and contains, among 
other things, a good deal of antagonism between Shicism and Sufism during the 
period under consideration.61 Furthermore, as we shall see, the final consolida
tion of Twelver Shicism in Iran in fact went hand in hand with the persecution of 
Sufism. Nevertheless, Corbin does offer us great insights into the political orien
tations of gnostic Shicism (cirfan), which represented the blending of Twelver 
Shicism and “high” Sufism. What the philosophers Corbin and Nasr leave out is 
the specification of temporal and social— or historical and sociological— inci
dence of gnostic Shicism and of the political attitudes deriving from it. Needless 
to say, it is this all-important specification of the incidence in historical time and 
social space of gnostic Shicism and its derivative political attitudes that is impera
tive from the viewpoint of historical sociology and is carried out in the ensuing 
pages.
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Introduction to Part One

The origin of Shicism lies in the nucleus of “partisans of CA1I” (Shicat CAU) 
who supported the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law CA1I ibn Abl Talib (d. 661), 
the last of the “rightly-guided caliphs’’ (al-Khulafa? al-Rashidun) and the first 
Shicite Imam. cAll’s supporters, the proto-Shicites, were particularly strong in 
Kufav It was the Kufan who invited cAl!’s son, Husayn, to Kufa and were impli
cated in his tragic death in 680. The movement of the “penitents” (tawwabun) 
was the spontaneous reaction of the people of Kufa to the horrifying killing of 
Husayn and his family in Karbala.1 This movement enhanced the solidarity of the 
proto-Shicites and constituted the prelude to a series of Shisite revolts against the 
Umayyads (661-750).

The definitive formation of the Imam! (subsequently Ithna cAshari or Twelver) 
Shicite sect took place inihe eighth/second century under the leadership of Hu- 
sayn’s grandson and great-grandson, Muhammad al-Baqir (d. 733) and Jacfar al- 
Sadiq (d. 765), the fifth and sixth Imams. ImamI Shicism developed a distinct 
doctrine and a distinct system of jurisprudence, while the diverse proto-Shicite 
and early Shicite elements were organized into a sect. Though the imams resided 
in Medina, Kufa remained the important center of ImamI Shicism in the eighth/ 
second century.

The ninth/third century was a period of political decline. Nevertheless, it was 
also a period of intellectual consolidation and growth of religious scholarship. 
The center of ImamI Shicism was moved from Kufa, which was too near the new 
cAbbasid capital, Baghdad, to the remote city of Qum, where its sacred lore was 
kept alive by the ImamI traditionalist school before reappearing in Baghdad a 
century later. The basic features of the sectarian ImamI religiosity of this period 
are best depicted by Kulaynl (d. 940/329), the “Renovator” of the tenth/ 
fourth century, in his monumental U$ul al-Kafi. In it, Iman (faith), primarily,
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caql (reason), and zilm (knowledge) emerge as linked with salvation. /man (faith) 
in particular, assumes fundamental importance in Imam! inner-worldly piety, and 
is equated with true religion— Shicism— and is said to include and surpass Is
lam— i.e., formal religion— as the highest form of religious consciousness and 
the most conducive to salvation.2 Observance of the ethic of brotherly love 
within the Imam! community, conceived as dar al-iman (realm/house of faith), 
assistance to the members of the community of the faithful (nuPminln), and 
devotional piety are also manifestations of imdn and the means of attaining 
salvation.

When, at the close of the ninth century, Kulaynl moved to Baghdad, the seat 
of the representative (wakil, safir) of the Hidden Imam, dusk was already setting 
in at Qum, and the owl of Minerva was taking its flight with Usui al-Kafi, the 
consummate fruit of Qum traditionalism. Though the traditionalist school of 
Qum was to produce yet another great theologian, Ibn Babuya (d. 991/381), the 
center of Imam! learning had decidedly shifted to Baghdad.

The conquest of northern Syria by the Hamdanids, who were Twelver Shicites 
in 944/333 led to the spread of Imam! Shicism in Syria— a region that was to 
supply the Safavid period with most of its religious scholars some six or seven 
centuries later. But far more momentous for the future of the ImamI doctrine was 
the rise of the Buyid rulers in central Iran in the tenth/fourth century, and their 
seizure of power in the cAbbasid capital, Baghdad (945/334), which gave consid
erable impetus to the proselytizing activity of the Imam! sect and the growth of 
Imam! Shicism. The period of Buyid domination also witnessed the birth of a 
brilliant school of ImamI learning in Baghdad which produced an impressive 
corpus of polemical, theological, and legal literature. Its major representatives, 
al-Mufid (d. 1022), al-Murtada (d. 1044), and al-TusI (d. 1067) progressively 
laid the foundations of the ImamI rational theology (kalam)3 and of the principles 
of jurisprudence.4 The traditionalist outlook of the Imamls was considerably 
modified: while al-Mufid had to concede to his polemicist opponent that thinking 
believers were few in the Shicite community,5 the author of the Kitab al-Naqd 
(written some two centuries later, ca. 1170) boasted in martial terms of the “sub
jugation and suppression” (qamc va qahr) of traditionalism by the rationalist 
doctors,6 and could tirelessly refer to the Madhhab-e Shica-ye or Imamiyya-ye 
U$uliyya, stressing the importance of deduction of beliefs from the principles 
{Usui) and thus the rational character of ImamI religiosity.

The religious situation under the Saljuqs (eleventh and twelfth centuries) is 
marked by the spread of Maturidite Hanafism of the school of Samarqand, cham
pioned by the Saljuq sultans and brought about by a sustained migration of highly 
esteemed eastern scholars to other parts of the empire.7 In Baghdad, the Shicites 
lost the protection of the Buyids and consequently suffered reversals in the 
second half of the eleventh century. However, the Saljuq attempt to establish 
Hanafism as the official religion disturbed the balance among the Sunni schools,
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giving rise to factional antagonism* among them.8 Sunni factionalism, erupting at 
times of weakened control of central government into recurrent and destructive 
violence, can be presumed to have created a leeway for the spread of ImamI 
Shicism, especially as the Imamls appear to have been close to the Hanafis. In 
fact, we do have evidence of the growth of Imam! Shicism in Iran in the twelfth/ 
sixth century, and important Shicite communities, among which the Imamls were 
the strongest, existed in Persian and Arab Iraq, the Caspian coast, and Khurasan.9

The disintegration of the Saljuq Empire was followed by a period of reasser
tion of the power of the cAbbasid Caliphate under al-Nasir (1180-1225/575- 
622). But the caliph al-Nasir already came to witness the beginning of the Mon
gol invasion which was to culminate in the conquest of Baghdad and the over
throw-of the cAbbasid Caliphate. The Mongol invasion, which began in 1220, 
profoundly altered the conditions of religious life in the Islamic East. During the 
Mongol and Il-Khanid periods (the thirteenth/seventh and the first part of the 
fourteenth/eighth century), Imam! theology became stabilized into its canonical 
forms.10 Thanks to their forwardness and the presence of the great Shicite phi
losopher and theologian Naslr al-DIn TusI (d. 1274/672) in the Mongol camps as 
an influential counsellor to the conquering Hulegii, the Imam! center of Hilla was 
spared from Mongol depredation. The clerical aristocracy of Hilla established 
lasting connection with the Il-Khanid court. Ghazan (1295-1304) had a definite 
Shicite leaning, and his successor Oljeitu (Muhammad Khuda-Bandeh; 1304- 
lb), after previous conversions to several religions, converted to Shicism in 
1309-10/709 through the influence and efforts of the prominent Shicite states
man Sayyid Taj al-DIn Muhammad Avajl. The great theologian, the cAllama Ibn 
al-Mutahhar al-Hilll (d. 1326/726) and his son were invited to the court and re
mained there in Oljeitu’s company.11 Nevertheless, Twelver Shicism did not 
spread in this period. This was due in part to strong Sunni resistance, which 
forged Oljeitu to abandon Shicism,12 but more fundamentally to a novel religious 
phenomenon: the spread of Sufism among the masses.

Until the conversion of Ghazan to Islam in 1295, the Mongol rulers were non- 
Muslims; shamanism, Buddhism, and Christianity spread in their domains. The 
link between political power and the custodians of orthodox Islam was thus 
severed. Regulation of much of religious life was taken over by the Sufi shaykhs 
of the locally organized orders, over whom the culama5 as the custodians of 
dpgma had no influence. Thus, at the grass roots, the spread of Sufism, which 
had started during the Saljuq period, gathered phenomenal momentum. Mur- 
tazavi underlines one of the unique features of the Il-Khanid period: the religious 
tolerance of the rulers. This tolerance insured complete religious freedom and 
gave rise to lively disputations among the representatives of various religious 
viewpoints in the presence of the Il-Khan.13 But at the popular level, the spread 
of Sufism went hand in hand with the decline of all formal, dogmatic religion, 
including ImamI Shicism. Murtazavi also emphasizes the support of the Il-Khan
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rulers and their great viziers, Rashid al-DTn and Ghlyath al-DIn, for Sufi shaykhs 
and their munificence toward Sufi orders. Numerous khaniqahs (Sufi convents) 
were built and generously endowed.14

The caliph al-Nasir li-Dln Allah had pursued a daring and novel religious pol
icy of simultaneously joining the futuwwa organization of the urban guilds and 
artisans, and the Sufi order of his spiritual mentor cUmar SuhrawardI (d. 1234/ 
632). The policy established a firm link between Sufism and urban popular orga
nization, and cultivated widespread devotion to CA1I as the patron of the futuwwa, 
and to cAll’s descendants.15 As this policy was oriented toward popular religion 
and bypassed the official custodians of the sacred law, its lasting effects con
tinued throughout the Mongol period, aided by the severance of the link between 
the state and the culamd>.

The penchant for Shicism on the part of Ghazan and Oljeitii had been entirely 
due to their attachment to the house of the Prophet.16 Shicite notions regarding the 
virtues of the house of the Prophet had wide popular appeal, and were selectively 
adopted and incorporated into Sufism during the Il-Khanid and subsequent peri
ods. The history of the Kubravl Sufi order* is instructive as an example of the 
gradual penetration of Shicite notions into Sufism. Sacd al-DIn Hamuya, the 
shaykh of the Kubravl order, adopted the doctrine of the twelve Imams, identify
ing them with the Sufis’ dwliya3 (“friends of God”), whose number he deter
mined to be twelve, the twelfth being the Lord of Time (Sahib al-zaman— the 
Shicite designation for the Hidden Imam), who will return to bring justice to the 
world. A later Kubravl shaykh and philosopher, the eminent cAla> al-Dawla Sim- 
nanl, exalted the rank o fcAll far above the other rightly guided caliphs.17 Finally, 
the formal transition to Shicism for the Kubraviyya occurred under Nurbakhsh.18 
However, Sufi thought retained its distinct mystical framework, and the penetra
tion of Shicite ideas into it was random and unsystematic. Sufism with a Shiite 
tinge may well be the most important religious feature'of the period.19 But it 
should be emphasized that there is no evidence of the spread of the “rational
ized” (Usuli) Shicism of the kind QadI cAbd al-JalU spoke of in the preceding 
period.

The fourteenth/eighth and fifteenth/ninth centuries thus witnessed the spread 
of Shicite notions, and of popular devotion to the house of the Prdphet, as mani
fested in the manuals of the guilds and, more spectacularly, in the building of the 
Gawharshad mosque on the site of the tomb of the Eighth Imam in Mashhad by 
the Timurid queen.20 These notions fell upon the fertile soil of undisciplined reli
giosity cultivated by Sufism, giving rise to a number of millenarian movements 
all of whidh formally professed Shicism. Furthermore, there Were Sunnis who 
accepted the legitimacy of some or all of the twelve Imams after the first three 
rightly guided caliphs.21 But there was no growth of the Imam! sect once the 
cAllama al-Hilll’s attempt to propagate Twelver Shicism through Oljeitii was 
foiled.
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The pre-Safavid development of Shicism thus shows two distinct trajectories. 
On, the one hand, we have the intellectual development of Imam! Shicism from 
the late tenth and early eleventh to the early fourteenth century. Imam! Shicites 
remained an urban sect throughout this period, with first Baghdad and then Hilla 
as their most important centers of learning. Then from the thirteenth century 
onwards, we witness an independent religious phenomenon, popular Sufism, 
some branches of which selectively adopted a number of Shicite notions. This 
second trend produced both dogmatically undisciplined “extremist” Shicite 
movements and increasing general devotionalism toward the Imams— the house 
of the Prophet— on the part of the rest of the population. The first trend repre
sents the internal development of sectarian Imam! Shicism, the second, the elec
tive affinity of the Sufi masses for ideas and stories about the lives and miracles 
of the holy Imams. The two trends did not meet until the beginning of the six
teenth century.

Chapter 1 undertakes the indispensable task of analyzing the formative period 
of the development of the Shicite religion with close attention to its political ori
entation. Chapter 2 confronts the problem of the chiliastic potential inherent in 
the Shicite doctrine, a potential that was activated during periods when religious 
discipline was absent but which was abhorred by the sober doctors of post-Buyid 
Shicism, as it was to be by the later Shicite hierocracy, which was equally bent on 
its perpetual containment. In chapter 3, we finally turn to the crucial nonreligious 
factor in the political ethos of medieval Iran.
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Sectarian Shicism within 
the Islamic Body Politic

Eighth/Second to 
the Thirteenth/Seventh Century

1.1 The Differentiation of Religion from 
Government in Islam and in Early ImamI 
Shicism

The widely held view that any Islamic polity is, in theory, a theocracy is not 
only inadequate but also misleading. Although an Islamic theocracy, like a 
Christian theocracy, is a legitimate concept and can have normative or descrip
tive validity in specific instances, there is no inherent dogmatic connection be
tween God and political authority in Islam.1 In the Qur'an the terms mulk and 
malakut occur and are said to belong to God.2 However, these terms signify the 
universe and its lordship and not specifically political sovereignty. In contrast to 
the this-worldly and political Yahweh of the Israelites,3 Allah is the creator of the 
universe and the lord of this and of the other world, but he is not directly involved 
in mundane political events, nor does he intervene in worldly matters on behalf 
of a chosen people.

From the viewpoint of soteriology, Allah is a god of otherworldly salvation: he 
promises and threatens to mete out justice upon Resurrection, and holds out re
wards and punishments in the other world for possession or lack of faith— Iman 
and kufr— and for the observance or infringement of its ethics of salvation in the 
deeds committed in this world.4 The Qur'an does not adumbrate a distinct politi
cal sphere. In contrast to pre-Islamic Persian cosmologies, the constitution of the 
polity is not endowed with sacrality as a replica of the cosmos; and political rela
tions per se are devoid of intrinsic soteriological significance. What is directly 
invested with soteriological import, and normatively governed by religiously 
induced motivation, is the devotional or ethically commendable deed. What 
soteriological significance pertains to particular political deeds does so indi
rectly— that is, insofar as they are enjoined by the “political ethic” of Islam and
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rewarded in the other world. The “political ethic” of Islam can be conceived as 
having two sets of constituents. Of the explicitly stated principal ethical duties, 
at least three have implications for political action: jihad (holy war) and the more 
general ethical duties of amr bVl-mefruf (enjoining the good) and nahy can al- 
munkar (forbidding the evil). In addition to these principal ethical duties, there is 
the Quranic verse enjoining obedience to “those in authority” :

O believers, obey God, and obey the Messenger and those in authority
among you. . . .

[4.59]

Finally, there are the more specific details of the sacred law with political 
implications.

Nevertheless, for the first Muslim communities, the polity was defined in 
terms of religious allegiance. Religious commitment, at least in theory, com
prised the total life of the adherents of the new faith. The leadership of the com
munity of believers was entrusted to the amir al-mifmimn (the commander of 
the faithful). Although recent scholarship has tended to underscore the rather 
limited scope of the authority of the first “commanders of the faithful,” espe
cially as regards matters pertaining to religion,5 in the later periods the memory 
of the fusion of religion and the state under Muhammad, which was presumed to 
have continued under the four rightly guided caliphs, could be idealized into a 
“golden age” of pristine theocracy.

Faced with the problem of administering a vast conquered empire, the Um- 
ayyads (661-750) increasingly concentrated their efforts on the political aspects 
of leadership at the expense of the religious ones, and were accused of “secu
larizing” the hitherto theocratic Islamic government, of turning the caliphate 
into kingship (mulk). At the same time, the Umayyad period also witnessed the 
emergence of a body of learned Muslims, separated from and independent of the 
caliphate, who gradually consolidated their position in Muslim communities as 
private religious advisors and jurists and thus formed a religious elite guarding 
and developing Muhammad’s heritage.

As Lapidus shows, with the growth of religious activities independent of the 
state and the emergence of the schools of jurisprudence (sing, madhhab), the 
caliphate was no longer the sole identifying symbol of Islam.6 In fact, the emer
gence of the culama* as a distinctly religious elite marked the disjunction between 
the caliphate and the institution embodying the Islamic revelation.

The differentiation of religion from the state opened the way for a number of 
alternative developments. One such alternative is the transformation of the the
ocratic ideal into a political ideology. This was done by the Khurasanians, 
whose movement overthrew the worldly Umayyads and transferred Islamic rulerT 
ship to the house of cAbbas in 750. For these militants, the rightly guided ca
liphate had become a model of presumed pristine theocracy to be restored by
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armed rebellion, and as such the cornerstone of their ideology. Under the cAb- 
basid caliph al-Ma’mun (813-33), this tradition of militancy for religious princi
ples as embodied in the pristine Islamic community was taken up by Ibn Uanbal 
(d. 855) and the Hanball preachers in Baghdad, and has left its imprint upon 
Hanbalism every since.7 In contrast to Hanbalism, the development of Imam! 
Shicism represents the opposite alternative of the renunciation of militancy in 
pursuit of the theocratic ideal, and a marked separation of the spiritual (religious) 
domain from politics.

In the first two centuries of Islam, we witness the radical divergence of 
Shicism from the main Sunni currents. With the organization of the early Shicites 
into a sect, the divergence of the Shicite outlook was reflected in an evolving 
theory of imamate that was at marked variance with the Sunni notions of political 
leadership. For the ImamTs, there was no explicit recognition of the separation of 
temporal and religious authority, and, de jure , the Imam was considered the su
preme political and religious leader of the community. However, de facto, the 
conception of imamate was drastically depoliticized. As Hodgson shows, the de 
facto depoliticization of imamate was concomitant with the sectarian reorienta
tion of the early Shicites in the eighth/second century.8

Both Muhammad al-Baqir and Jacfar al-$adiq explicitly rejected the idea of 
armed rebellion.9 The religio-political movement that overthrew the Umayyads 
espoused the restoration of theocratic caliphate under any branch of the house of 
the Prophet. After the death of the cAbassid Ibrahim and on the eve of the final 
takeover, Abu Salama, the leading figure of the movement, offered the imamate 
to Jacfar al-$adiq. Jacfar refused it.10 The cAbbasids were then installed as ca
liphs. Consonantly with the aims and character of the movement which brought 
them to power, the early cAbbasids assumed the designations first of mahdl and 
then of imam, seeking to emphasize the Islamic character of their political re
gime, thereby implying the political, theocratic conception of imamate (=  the 
caliphate).11 By contrast, Jacfar al-Sadiq, the author of an influential mystical 
commentary on the Qui°an,12 made a sustained effort to discipline religio- 
political “extremism” (ghuluww) .13 At the same time, he transformed the early 
political Shici$m into an introverted and quietistic religious movement. The 
Imams ceased to be anticaliphs (as they were in the Shicite revolts of the Um- 
ayyad period), and became the spiritual guides of the Shicite (Imam!) sectarians.

The earliest Islamic usage of the term imam connotes divine authority whose 
end is the guidance of mankind. It was therefore drawn upon to designate au
thority in divine law, whether personal or impersonal. The Qur’an refers to the 
book of Moses as imam; and the Qui°an itself and the Sunna (normatiye tradi
tion) are referred to as imam in the earliest legal literature.14 In accord with this 
religio-legal conception, the founders of the Sunni schools of jurisprudence, who 
also came to be designated imam, were seen by their followers as authoritative 
teachers in religious dogma and ethics, and not as pretenders to political rule.
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Their contemporary Muhammad al-Baqir similarly performed the function of the 
teacher of legal doctrine and laid down many of the basic concepts and rules of 
Shicite jurisprudence for his substantial body of followers.15 His son Jacfar al- 
$adiq organized the Shicites into a sect whose principles of leadership were elabo
rated as the theory of imamate.16

Jacfar al-$adiq went much further than the contemporary founders of the legal 
schools. He developed the notion of authority stemming from the divine guid
ance. of mankind into a principle of absolute and infallible authority. It is to the 
imams that “God has ordained obedience” (Qur’an, 4.59; the “authority verse”); 
“God delegated to the Imams spiritual rulership over the whole world, which 
must always have such a leader and guide.” The Imam of the time, in Jafri’s close 
paraphrase,

is a pillar of God’s unity [tawhid]. The Imam is immune from sin [khata] 
and error [dalal]. The Imams are those from whom “God has removed 
all impurity and made them absolutely pure” [Qur’an, 33:33]; they are pos
sessed of the power of miracles and of irrefutable arguments [dalaHl\\ and 
they are for the protection of the people of the earth just as the stars are for 
the inhabitants of the heavens. They may be likened, in this community, 
to the ark of Noah: he who boards it obtains salvation and reaches the gate of 
repentance.17

Hisham ibn al-Hakam, a prominent follower of al-§adiq, was chiefly responsi
ble for the systematic formulation of the Imam! conception of imamate in accor
dance with al-§adiq’s instructions. The theory of imamate, as elaborated by 
Hisham in this formative early stage, remained definitive for Twelver Shicism. 
The theory

rests on the idea of the permanent need for a divinely guided Imam who 
could act as the authoritative teacher of mankind in all religious matters. The 
Imam thus was the legatee [wasi\ of the Prophet. He was infallible [macsum\ 
in all his acts and words. . . . Whoever obeyed the Imam was a true be
liever, and whoever opposed or rejected him, an infidel [kafir].18

There appears to have been some reluctance on the part of a number of Imamis to 
accept the claim to infallibility made on behalf of the Imams in this period. Some 
of their companions would concede the Imams’ legal authority and consider them 
pious men of learning {^ulama* abrdr), but would dispute their infallibility.19 The 
issue gave rise to a crisis at the time of succession of the Ninth Imam, whose 
competence as a young child to interpret the divine law authoritatively was seri
ously questioned.20 Isolated instances of resistance to the belief in the infallibility 
of the Imams are recorded as late as the tenth/fourth century; but it became a 
cardinal tenet of the ImamI belief system and was not disputed in later periods. 
Other elements of the theory of imamate were categorically accepted from the 
earliest period onwards.
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The tenet that the Imam was the legatee (wasi) of the Prophet points to the 
strong sentiment of legitimism that sustained the cause of the cAlids (descendants 
of CA1I) in general. Jacfar al-Sadiq also preserved the legitimist contention on be
half of the descendants of CA1I by insisting upon nass (designation)— modeled 
after the explicit designation of CA1I by Muhammad— as the indispensable condi
tion of imamate. In the context of the newly elaborated theory, the notion of nass 
implied “that the imamate is located in a given individual, whether he claims 
rule or not; and is to be transferred from one to another by explicit designation, 
na$s”2X

Against the background of an emerging institution of sacred learning and in
struction, the de facto disjunction between imamate and political rule was facili
tated by resting the former upon the possession of divinely inspired cilm (knowl
edge). The Imam was the repository of God’s knowledge and interpreter of His 
revelation. By implication, the responsibilities of the Imam were differentiated 
from those of the ruler, making the former the final authority in matters of salva
tion, conscience, and sacred law: “The idea of an imamate by nass, restricted to 
a definite individual out of all the cAlids, continuing through all political circum
stances, was complemented by that of an imamate based not primarily on a po
litical claim, but on special knowledge, cilm ” 22

The death of the Eleventh Imam, who apparently had no son, produced a se
rious crisis which was eventually solved by the doctrine of Ghaybat (occupa
tion). The Twelfth Imam was said to be alive and to fulfill the functions of 
imamate in concealment. Although, as we shall see in section 1.2, other motives 
also underlay the elaboration of the doctrine of occupation, the doctrine was, at 
least in part, an attempt to explain the fact that political power was not in the 
hands of the Shicites. As such, it was premised on the divorce of imamate from 
actual political rulership. The doctrine of occupation, by postulating the neces
sary absence of the Imam, accentuated the divorce between imamate and politi
cal rule. Thus, the soteriological and eschatological transposition of the initially 
political notion of imamate was complete. Imamate was destined to become a 
topic in sacred history and an abstract principle of Shicite theology but not the 
basis for public law or political theory.

One of the first manifestations of the new sectarian spirit was the preoccupa
tion with spiritual ranking.23 At the same time, political quietism became charac
teristic of the Shicite sectarians. Jacfar al-Sadiq made it permissible for them to 
engage in normal intercourse with the larger community, and to acquire property 
and possessions that has passed through impure hands.24 The Shicites were also 
permitted to serve the illegitimate government. The famous Shiite practice of 
taqiyya (dissimulating one’s faith to assure survival) bore al-Sadiq’s emphatic 
sanction and became current among the Imamls.25 It made for political quietism 
by removing the motivation for assertiveness and conspicuous fulfillment of reli
gious obligation under inconvenient circumstances. Two centuries later, Ibn Ba-
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buya (d. 990) was to affirm the obligatoriness (not mere permissibility) of ta- 
qiyya: taqiyya is as obligatory as the daily prayer, and he who ceases to practice 
it before the return of the Mahdi has ceased to subscribe to the Imam! religion.26 
Meanwhile, piety and spiritual zeal continued to characterize the Imamiyya.

The pietistic inner-worldliness of the Shicism of the ninth/third century could 
only enhance the differentiation of the religious from the political sphere, which 
accompanied the progressively enhanced disjunction between imamate and ac
tual political rule and the doctrinal neglect of the latter. With the works of al- 
Mufid, al-Murtada, and al-TusI, we witness the development and systematiza
tion of the Shicite legal theory and jurisprudence—fiqh. It is true that imamate 
remained the most distinctive and the most salient of Imam! tenets,27 but only at 
the cost of losing its political connotation and becoming, like prophecy, a topic 
pertaining to philosophical theology on the one hand and to sacred history on the 
other. With the development of jurisprudence as a new branch of religious learn
ing, which did not include a systematic theory of authority or temporal rule, the 
import of imamate as a topic in public law was drastically reduced, while it in
creasingly appeared as a purely theological topic, its practical implications be
coming less and less clear. Imamate became a real theological doctrine but only a 
utopian substitute for positive political theory. The subsequent course of events 
did not modify this situation, though the philosophical treatment of the topic of 
imamate became more rigorous and more elaborate.

The way in which the elevation of the conception of imamate into a basic prin
ciple of the cosmic constitution rescinded its connection with daily realities of 
political life becomes evident in Kulaynl’s treatment of imamate in the Usui al- 
Kafi, written less than two centuries after the death of Jacfar al-$adiq. The 
Imams are said to be the hujja (evidence, proof) of God, of which this world 
cannot be devoid in any moment. As the evidence of God, the Imams are the 
light (nur) of God, his witnesses (shuhadd?), gates (abwab), and signs (caldmat). 
They have intimate connections with the angels, are endowed with the Holy 
Spirit (Ruh al-qudus), and, above all, are “those firm in knowledge” (rasikhun 
[fiH-cIlmY.2* not only do they know the “apparent” and “real” meaning (zahir 
and batin) of the Qur’an, but they are also in possession of other allegedly re
vealed books, and know the Hundredth or Greatest Name of God.29 Given the 
onset of the period of occultation, which around the time of the death of Kulaynl 
was to be declared to last until the end of time, the above-mentioned qualities of 
imamate could only be attributed to CA1I and his eleven descendants as figures in 
sacred history who were receding fast into the increasingly remote past. Concur
rently, imamate was acquiring, in the minds of the believers, an order of reality 
and relevance distinct from that of mundane politics. The belief in imamate as 
conceptualized by Kulaynl could, and no doubt did, give rise to the metahistori- 
cal utopia of direct divine guidance through the Imams. But the properties of this 
spiritual utopia— in contrast to the utopia of the golden age of the rightly-guided
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caliphs drawn upon by the Hanbalites in their pursuit of theocracy— were such as 
to make it unsuitable as a basis for sacralization of the political sphere and of 
political action.

Endowing imamate, in addition to prophecy, with cosmic significance as the 
mechanism of mediation between God and men required that a great deal of em
phasis be put on the ci$ma (infallibility, sinlessness) of the Imam.30 The Imam’s 
infallibility is conjoined with the principle of the grace (luff) of God. In a typical 
polemic against the Sunnis, the shaykh al-TusI claims that this divine grace, by 
making it incumbent upon God to have an infallible guide among mankind, 
proves “the necessity of supreme (religious) leadership.” Consequently, al-jusl 
rejects the Sunni doctrine of imamate (= caliphate) by “election” ( ikhtiydr) in 
favor of imamate by “divine appointment” (najb),31 the last such divine appoint
ment, to last until the end of time, having already been made. In similar polem
ics, ImamI jurists endlessly criticized the grounds for the election of the rightly 
guided caliphs and therefore the legitimacy of their rule. In doing so, they at
tacked and ruled out every variant of a positivistic political theory of imamate.32 
In these debates, centering on the first centuries of Islam and devoid of any con
sideration of the contemporary situation, they gave the doctrine of imamate the 
quality of a utopian substitute for political theory. De jure, the Imam remained 
the supreme authority in all matters pertaining to this and the other world. Cen
turies after the disappearance of the last Imam, the cAllama, Ibn al-Mutahhar 
al-Hilll would still state formulaically, “The imamate is a universal authority 
(riyasa) in the things of religion and of the world belonging to some person and 
derived from (nlyaba) of the Prophet.” 33 But the unbridged gap between dogma 
and political reality made idealistic theological abstractness rather than legal 
positivism the distinctive mark of the Shicite doctrine of imamate.

The notion of imamate acquired a wholly different significance. Al-Hilll, 
whose dogmatic statements have remained highly authoritative to this day, un
derscored the cosmic theological significance of (historical) imamate. Imamate 
as a pillar of his system of rational theology became, like prophecy, the channel 
of divine guidance of mankind and the manifestation of God’s grace. As proph
ecy referred to the historical prophets, imamate, pending the appearance of the 
Hidden Imam, could only refer to the twelve Imams of sacred history. Al-Hilli 
thus delineated imamate as an QAsl al-Dln (principle of religion), thus firmly in
tegrating it into the Shicite theological system, and not into Shicite jurisprudence 
(which might have led to the development of a political theory). It is highly sig
nificant that in his treatise on imamate, the Minhaj al-Karama, al-Hilli re
proached the cAbbasids with the reprehensible introduction of the name of the 
caliph in the Friday sermon (khutba) in order to underline the separation of reli
gion and rulership. The practice was considered an abuse of religion for political 
ends.34 Like prophecy in the absence of a prophet, imamate in the absence of an 
Imam was devoid of direct implications for political rule. Its indirect implica
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tions remained latent and were not deduced by the authoritative interpreters of the 
Shicite doctrine until centuries later, until the topic finally did appear in Shicite 
jurisprudence.

After the thirteenth/seventh century, the notion of imamate became even more 
apolitical under IsmacHI and Sufi influences. According to Madelung,

The eternal reality of the imamate, now commonly termed waldya (quality 
of a wall, “friend of god”), was defined as the esoteric aspect of prophecy. 
The Imam was thus viewed as the initiator into mystical truth by virtue of 
the theophanic quality of his essential nature as well as by his teaching as 
expressed in the transmitted logia of the Imams.35

I have tried to show how the formative sectarian differentiation of Twelver 
Shicism from the caliphal body politic left its permanent imprint on the delinea
tion, in doctrine, of the religiously significant and the profane spheres of life, 
relegating political authority to the latter sphere. Doctrinal indifference to politi
cal theory amounted to granting autonomy to the norms of legitimacy of political 
rulership. Political rule was thus “secularized.” I therefore fully concur with 
Scarcia, who considers the distinctiveness of Twelver Shicism to consist in the 
basic “separation and reciprocal independence of the theological and the politi
cal spheres.” 36

1.2 The Cessation of Historical Imamate and the 
Formulation of the Doctrine of Occultation 
(Ghaybat)

The eighth/second and early ninth/third centuries were a period of intense 
chiliastic yearning both among various Shicite groups, and even more generally 
in the Islamic body politic.37 Rajca (return of the dead before the day of Resur
rection) was a distinctly Shicite belief of the period. The death of each Shicite 
leader invariably created an acute problem of succession, with splinter groups 
either denying his death of believing in his imminent return. In these cases, the 
deceased leader was believed to return as the QcPim (redresser of wrongs, espe
cially the usurpation of the sovereign right of the house of CA1I) to lead the 
chiliastic uprising (khuruj). He was typically conceived of as the Qa>im bVl-sayf 
(redresser through the sword). The redresser was also referred to as the Mahdi 
([apocalyptic] leader).

A Shicite tradition quotes al-Baqir as follows: “When the QcPim from the fam
ily of the Prophet will rise, he will distribute equally among the people and will 
establish justice among his subjects.” In another tradition, al-$adiq is reported to 
have explained that the Q&im is known as such “because he will rise [qama] 
after his death for an important task, and will rise by the command of God.” Al- 
Sadiq is also reported to have affirmed in response to another questioner that the
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Qa?im and the Mahdi are one and the same person who is named Mahdi “be
cause he guides to the secret things; and he is named Qa'irn because he will rise 
after death. He will rise for an important task.” 38 

As has been pointed out, al-Baqir and al-Sadiq sought to curb “extremism” by 
insisting that the redresser is not to be expected in the present. Nevertheless, 
chiliastic yearning recurrently intensified at the time of succession. Expectation 
of the imminent return of the deceased Imam on the part of many of the followers 
of the Sixth, Seventh, and Eleventh Imams39 created serious problems for the 
inner circle of disciples who sought to maintain the sectarian discipline inherited 
from Jacfar al-Sadiq. The death of the Eleventh Imam, apparently without a son 
and heir, produced what appears to have been the worst of the crises of succes
sion. The ImamI community splintered into some fourteen or fifteen sects; this 
number increased to twenty over the seven decades prior to the formulation of the 
doctrine of occultation. Of these, at first only three or four believed that the 
Imam had left behind a son.40 One such group, which maintained that there was a 
son in hiding from fear of the tyrannical cAbbasid ruler, was to survive as the 
ImamI sect. Their despondency and unwillingness to discuss the thorny and not 
easily defensible question of the concealment of the Imam is evident in Naw- 
bakhtl’s statement a quarter of a century later (ca. 900):

The twelfth group, who are the Imamites, maintain that the case is not as 
all other factions having upheld. There is a hujja [proof] for God on earth 
among the descendants of al-Hasan b. CA1I [al-cAskar!]. God’s decree is in 
effect and he is the legatee [wasi] of his father. . . . The earth cannot be 
void of a hujja. . . .

It is also unlawful to mention his [al-cAskari’s] successor’s name or ask his 
whereabouts until such time as God decides. This is so because if he (peace 
be on him) is protected, fearful and in concealment, it is by God’s protec
tion. ft is not up to us to seek for reasons for what God does.4'

But before long, reasons for what God does had to be sought by the leading 
Imamls in order to preserve the integrity of their religious community.

Since the sectarian organization of Shicites by Jacfar al-Sadiq, the Imams had 
had plenipotentiaries or deputies (sing, wakif) who acted as their agents in the 
collection of religious tax (khums) and discharge of day-to-day functions. After 
the death of Hasan al-cAskari, the routine management of the affairs of the ImamI 
faction appears to have devolved upon a father and son who had acted as his 
agents. They claimed to be acting as the deputies of an Imam in hiding. The 
father, cUthman ibn SaTd al-cAmri, died in the same year as al-cAskari (874-75/ 
260). His son, Abu Jacfar Muhammad ibn cUthman al-cAmri (d. 916 or 917/304 
or 305) must then have taken over. He managed the affairs of the ImamI commu
nity for over forty very difficult years.

The situation of the Imamiyya began to improve markedly with the political 
fortune of the ImamI houses of Furat and NawbakhtI in the tenth century. To

40



Sectarian ShiHsm within the Islamic Body Politic

consolidate the position of the Imamis and win over sympathetic Shicites from 
other factions, Abu Jacfar al-cAmri was crucially assisted by Abu Sahl Ismacfl ibn 
CA1I al-Nawbakhtl (d. 922-23/310), a very wealthy functionary of the cAbbasid 
caliph, theologian, man of letters, and the political head and representative of the 
Imam! community in Baghdad. Abu Sahl, who survived al-cAmri by a few years, 
resolved the question of succession to deputyship in favor of a member of his 
own family, Abu’l-Qasim IJusayn ibn al-Ruh NawbakhtI (d. 939/326). We may 
presume the considerable initial resistance to the acceptance of Ibn al-Ruh42 was 
connected to the shift in the Imam! community from a somewhat plebian out
look43 to the predominance of the aristocratic orientation of the politically promi
nent Shicite families. While the first deputy, cUthman al-cAmri, had been a seller 
of cooking fat (sammari), the man who became the representative— deputy or 
mediator (saflr)— of the Hidden Imam half a century later belonged to the 
NawbakhtI family, one of the foremost among the nobility of Baghdad. The pre
sumably plebian opposition to Ibn Ruh NawbakhtI was overcome, and the aristo
cratic outlook of the prominent Shicite families prevailed in the Shicism of the 
ensuing three centuries.

The first deputies, when challenged about the existence of the Hidden Imam, 
would merely confirm that “the Sahib al-Amr [Lord of Command] is present dur
ing the hajj [pilgrimage to Mecca] every year, and he sees the people and knows 
them, although they fail to see him or know him.” Alternatively, they would 
present ordinances (sing. tawqic) in the Imam’s handwriting.44 But in the long 
run, such ad hoc assertions and claims could not resolve the difficulties of the 
ImamI leadership. Not long after his kinsman, the author of Firaq al-Shica, had 
forbidden the Imamis to ask about the reason for the current state of the ima- 
mate, Abu Sahl was obliged to elaborate a theological statement on the conceal
ment of the Imam, and put forward what was to become the ImamI doctrine of 
occultation (Ghaybat).

The second cAmri in his last years, and Ibn Ruh NawbakhtI in particular, con
trolled considerable revenues consisting of contributions of prosperous Imamis. 
The latter became highly influential in Baghdad.45 Though Ibn Ruh was more 
cautious and less outspoken than Abu Sahl, and is said to have practiced taqiyya, 
he eventually became widely recognized as the deputy (wakll) of the Hidden 
Imam.46 Ibn Ruh appears to have been greatly respected by the elite of Baghdad. 
Under him, the Shicite feast of Ghadir Khumm, commemorating the designation 
of CA1I by the Prophet as his successor, was for the first time publicly celebrated.

To consolidate its position, the nascent nucleus of religious leadership was in 
need both of dogmatic promulgation of the ImamI creed, and suppression of he
retical and “extremist” dissidence. While seeking a definitive solution to the 
problem posed by the chronic crisis of succession, Abu Sahl was thus at the same 
time reacting to the problem of religious “extremism” (ghuluww), which was 
present and serious. Among the various post-cAskari Shicite factions, one chilias-
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tic group had maintained a doctrinal position dangerously close to that of the 
Imamls. This group (the neo-Waqiflyya, as they may be called47)

maintained that al-cAskari had died and would live again after his death as 
al-Qa5im al-Mahdl, because, they contended, al-Qa3im was a person who 
rose after death and in consequence had no successor. . . . They added, he 
was living after death and was hidden because of fear, since. . . . they too 
believed in the necessity of the hujja on earth, whether alive, manifest, or 
hidden.48

Against the neo-Waqifi group, Abu Sahl reaffirmed the death of the Eleventh 
Imam while proclaiming the concealment of his son who was the Hujja (proof) 
of God on earth.49 The fact that the son was alive would rule out his chiliastic 
return from the dead as the redresser by the sword. Furthermore, Abu Sahl was 
at the same time reacting to the serious threat posed by the Imam! mystic Mansur 
al-Hallaj, who was succeeding in converting many Imamls at the cAbbasid court. 
To Abu Sahl, Hallaj issued forth the challenge: “I am the Deputy (waklt) of the 
Lord of the Age ($afyib al-Zamari)” while proceeding further with his followers 
to claim incarnation of God (huluP) in accordance with his doctrine derived from 
the tradition of monistic mysticism. Abu Sahl denounced him to the government 
as a ‘‘claimant to divinity” (mudda cl al-rububiyya). Massignon also speculates 
that the prominent Shicites must have used their network of ties with Zahirite 
school to influence the Zahirite qadi, Ibn Dawud, whose famous fatwa (ruling) 
set in motion the process leading eventually to Hallaj’s trial for heresy and 
execution.50

To thwart present and future challenges to the authority of the deputy as the 
head of the religious institution and the sole representative of the Imam, all rival 
claims to imamate and mahdihood had to be discredited. Abu Sahl therefore 
adopted elements of the doctrine of occultation and presented it as a rationally 
established dogma, asserting the necessary existence and the (necessary) absence 
of the Hidden Imam. The Hidden Imam was said to be alive and in concealment, 
and to communicate with his followers solely through his deputy, the head of the 
Imam! religious community.51

Abu Sahl’s theorizing, however, did not solve the problem in the short run. 
The third deputy, Ibn Ruh Nawbakhtl, had to deal with the problem of extremism 
within the inner circles of Imam! religious leadership. Shalmaghanl, his assistant 
and lieutenant (n&ib) during his imprisonment for nonpayment of taxes, claimed 
to be the vice-gerent and bab (gateway) of the Expected Imam,52 and preached 
divine incarnation and other extremist ideas. In 924-25/312, Ibn Ruh produced 
from the prison a decree (tawqF) dictated by the Hidden Imam, excommunicat
ing Shalmaghanl and his followers. Shalmaghanl’s challenge demonstrated the 
weakness of the institution of deputyship. He had written to a friend that both he 
and Ibn Ruh knew exactly what they were doing in the matter of claiming the
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deputyship: “We were wrangling over this matter just as dogs would do over a 
corpse.” 53

Hie definitive step to suppress all claims to mahdihood came with the fourth 
and last deputy, CA1I ibn Muhammad al-Samarri, who, according to testimony of 
the great tenth/fourth century theologian, Ibn Babuya, in 940/329, six days be
fore his death, produced another ordinance by the Hidden Imam stating that his 
occultation was to last until the end of time. Anticipating the appearance of 
claimants to direct contact with the Imam, the ordinance declares: “whoever 
claims seeing [me] before the rising of SufyanI and the [cosmic} battle-cry 
[Saiha— signs of the end of time] is deceitful and calumnious.” 54 All possible 
future wrangling over the matter of deputyship was thus avoided, and the period 
to be termed the complete occultation a century later was inaugurated.

Despite Abu Sahl Nawbakhtl’s efforts, the period of “confusion” (hayra) for 
the Imamiyya continued into the second half of the tenth/fourth century. This is 
reflected in three important works written on occultation in the middle or latter 
half of the tenth/fourth century. All three authors attest to the perplexity of the 
Shicites about the occultation of the Imam, in response to which they had under
taken to write their respective tracts.55 To allay the confusion of the Shicites who 
had asked him to explain the occultation of the Imam to them, the most eminent 
of these authors, Ibn Babuya, produced his Book o f Perfection o f Religion and 
Completion o f Benefaction in Proof o f Occultation and Removal o f Confusion in 
order to demonstrate that occultation did not mean nonexistence (cadam).56

As Kohlberg points out, these tracts amassed a set of traditions to demonstrate 
that there could only be twelve Imams, and the belief in the occultation of the last 
Imam was presented as a direct corollary of the belief in the twelve Imams. The 
ImamI Shicites thus became the Twelvers.57

It remained for the rationalist doctors of the subsequent century to supplement 
this traditionalist doctrine of occultation with theological arguments. In doing 
so, the rationalists sought to overcome the chiliastic elements of the doctrine or 
rather to sublimate them into an eschatology. The Shaykh al-Mufld (d. 1022/413) 
adopted the antichiliastic position alluded to in connection with Nawbakhti. The 
link between the notion of the Qa5im and return from death (ra fa ) was broken, 
and the latter was placed at the end of time. Al-Mufld wrote with sobriety and 
objectivity and avoided the accounts of the miraculous birth of the Hidden Imam. 
The Hidden Imam was presented as the “Mahdi of the people” (al-mahdi al- 
andni) who will reappear at the end of time, rather than as the redresser whose 
parousia (zuhur) and uprising (khuruj) could be expected imminently.58 Nor did 
he pay any attention to what was likely to happen when the Mahdi returned. Ac
cording to al-Mufld, the Shicites believed the Hidden Imam to be “the Seal of the 
Proofs of God \khdtam al-hujaj], the legatee and the QjPim of the Age. They 
justify such a possibility on rational grounds inasmuch as its impossibility is re
moved [i.e., it cannot be rationally ruled out].” 59
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As Sourdel points out, except for the confirmation of rajca9 of the return of the 
dead at the end of time, al-Mufld’s attitude is highly intellectualist.60 Two gener
ations later, Muhammad ibn Hasan al-Tusi, while retaining much of the tradi
tionalist apocalyptic and miraculous materials, nevertheless provides us with a 
systematic theological exposition of the doctrine of occultation. The antichilias- 
tic position of the Shicite theology was enhanced by al-Tusi’s introduction of the 
notion of complete occultation (<al-ghayba al-tamma) to modify the less satisfac
tory position of the tenth/fourth century traditionalists who merely maintained 
that there were two forms of occultation.61 As distinct from the earlier period of 
concealment in which the Imam communicated with the believer through the me
diators (sufarcP)— significantly, al-Tusi did not restrict this group to the four 
deputies— the period begun in 940, which was to last until the end of time, was 
one of complete occultation. All privileged channels of communication with the 
Hidden Imam were blocked.

Doctrinal assertions regarding the occultation of the Twelfth Imam came un
der heavy polemical attack during the heated theological debates of the tenth/ 
fourth and eleventh/fifth centuries, but were retained, rationalized as far as pos
sible, and made an integral part of the doctrine of imamate. As such, they were 
incorporated into the evolving Imam! theological system at its formative period, 
and acquired dogmatic status. Thus, from the tenth/fourth century onwards, the 
development and systematization of the Shicite sacred literature rested on the 
premise of the absence of the Imam, with littteprovision being made for his return.

An authoritative formulation of the doctrine of occultation can be found in 
al-TusI’s Kitab al-Ghayba. Al-TusI attempts to establish occultation on rational 
grounds by deducing it from two principles: the necessity of the existence of a 
leader, Imam (as the instrument of divine guidance, itself deducible from the 
principle of lutf or grace of God), and the necessity of certainty of the Imam’s 
H$ma (sinlessness/infallibility).62 The sinfulness and fallibility of political lead
ers— those commonly considered imams by the (Sunni) people— is taken to es
tablish, with certainty, “that the Infallible Imam is absent and hidden from 
[men’s] views.” 63 Al-Tusi proceeds to affirm that the grace of God obtains during 
the state of occultation, and enumerates the benefits accruing to the Shicite 
community as a result of the concealment of the Imam of the Age.64 A later work, 
written in the fourteenth/seventh century, the MuHaqad al-Imamiyya, a Persian 
adaptation of Ibn Zuhra’s (d. 1192) Ghunyat-al-Nuziic ila cIlm al-Usul wa’l- 
Furuc, also contains a clear statement of the doctrine of occultation:

While ethical obligations remain incumbent upon men, and men are not 
infallible, it is necessary [wajib] that there be amongst them an infallible and 
explicitly designated Imam, through whom they may avoid sinfulness and 
approach obedience. It was explained that this is grace [lutf] , and that kind
ness toward His worshippers is incumbent upon God. . . .  As today, there is 
no Imam apparent who meets this qualification, it is necessary that he should
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be absent [ghdHb], so that there be no contradiction in the [stated] proofs, as 
the necessity of imamate has been made evident by rational and transmitted 
proofs.65

Thus, while extremism mainly consisted in the divinization of the imam as the 
intermediary between God and men, often accompanied by the belief in his pres
ence, the Imam! or Twelver Shicite dogma came to insist on the theological medi
ation of the Imam, and on his absence.*6

1.3 The Value-Rationalism of Islamic Jurisprudence 
and Its Axiological Bases

In contrast to the markedly varying patterns of differentiation of the religious 
from the political sphere in Shicism and in Sunni Islam, Shicite and Sunni law 
differ only in minute matters of detail.67 Therefore we must begin with a few 
remarks about the characteristics and institutional features of Islamic law in gen
eral, and of the legal science that gave definitive form to the sharPa (divinely 
ordained way), thus producing the sacred law.

In his sociology of law, Weber noted that hierocratic rationalization of law is 
substantive in character, as there is no interest in the separation of law and ethics. 
Therefore the theocratic influence produces legal systems that are combinations 
of legal rules and ethical demands, and leads to the creation of a specifically non- 
formal type of legal system.68 In another passage, Weber again states that the 
hierocratic approach to law aims at material rather than formal rationalization of 
the law. Though formalistic, in a special sense, its predilection is for the con
struction of a purely theoretical casuistry, maintaining, through reinterpretation, 
“practical applicability of . . . unchangeable norms to changing needs.” 69 

The essential features of Islamic law bear the permanent imprint of its for
mative period. Islamic law assumed the character of a sacred law because of the 
orientation of the pious legal scholars who undertook its rationalization and sys
tematization in the eighth/second century. During the latter Umayyad period, 
when, as Goldziher puts it, “religious people were pushed into the background 
by the rulers, they, like the Jewish rabbis under Roman rule, occupied themselves 
with research into the law, which had no validity for the real circumstances of life 
but represented for themselves the law of their ideal society.” 70 The fact that 
these pious scholars were men of religion and not of law meant that the system
atization and islamicization of law took place as an intertwined process.71 These 
scholars “impregnated the sphere of law with religious and ethical ideas . . . and 
incorporated it into the body of duties incumbent on every Muslim. . . . [Thus,] 
the popular and administrative practice of the late Umayyad period was trans
formed into the religious law of Islam.” 72 

The twin process of islamicization and systematization of law created the sa
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cred law of Islam. I shall refer to this process as “rationalization/* while attempt
ing to explicate its nature and direction. Though many of the first jurists were also 
judges, the significant strides in systematic reasoning were taken not by judges, 
but by pious religious scholars such as Jacfar al-$adiq (d. 765), Abu Hanifa 
(d .767),73 Malik ibn Anas (d. 795), and al-ShafH (d. 820), who is commonly re
garded as the founder of the science of Usui al-fiqh (principles of jurisprudence).

Although the eighth/second century founders of the schools of law were uni
formly intent on islamicizing the law by making it consistent with, and in theory 
derivative of, the moral norms and values of Islam, they differed in their axiol- 
ogy— i.e., in the determination of the relative importance of the sources of law 
as the embodiment Islamic moral values and ideals. As one would expect, the 
Qur’an, as the Word of God, and the sayings and deeds attributed to the Prophet 
were endowed with normative status by all as sources of law. Beyond that, how
ever, there were differences. The principle of infallibility of the Imams as teach
ers in religion meant that the saying and injunctions of Jacfar al-$adiq had norma
tive force as a foremost source of law for his Shicites. Malik, by contrast, in 
seeking to supplement positive law with historical, documentary foundations, 
gave predominant weight to the practice (camal) and consensus (ijmac) of Me
dina, the city of the Prophet and center of pious learning in Umayyad times. Abu 
Hanifa, relied on legal reasoning and opinions (ray), also occasionally proffered 
by Malik, to a greater extent than the others. As Goldziher emphasizes, Malik 
was “not a mere collector of traditions [of the Prophet] but first and foremost an 
interpreter of them from the point of view of praxis” ; and his legal compendium, 
the Muwatta, was a corpus juris and not a corpus traditionum.74 Abu Hanifa had 
similarly cited a number of prophetic traditions (sing, hadlth) in his legal argu
ments but without formalizing their normative status into the principal source of 
law overriding all others. It was al-ShaficI who brought about the decisive ground
ing of the sacred law of Islam in the prophetic traditions.

Al-ShafTs principles of jurisprudence consisted of a conservative synthesis of 
the methods of the founding fathers of Islamic law in which the traditions were 
given axiological priority over consensus (ijmac) and legal reasoning (qlyas) as a 
source of law. The latter two retained their validity as sources of law in descend
ing order, but were restricted to matters not covered by the Qur’an and traditions. 
The eventual acceptance of al-ShaficI’s principles of jurisprudence by the follow
ers of Malik and Abu Hanifa, who increasingly viewed themselves as a school 
(sing, madhhab) on the model of the one instituted by the Ashdb al-ShajH, rep
resented the victory of the party of tradition— ashdb al-hadith— against the 
party of opinion— ashdb al-ra?y—of whom Abu Hanifa came to be regarded as 
the foremost representative, and who had advocated less rigid restrictions on 
legal reasoning.75

It is true that the distinction between ethical and legal considerations were not 
completely obliterated, and that the tension between formal legal reasoning and
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the overriding concern with the value-rationality of jurisprudence did from time 
to time make itself felt.76 Yet, al-ShafiTs emphatic and categorical assertion that 
in cases of such conflict he would abide by a well-authenticated tradition of the 
Prophet (as the embodiment of supreme values), however contrary to legal rea
soning, set what was in the long run very strict limits to formal rationalization of 
Islamic law. Instead, al-ShafH harnessed systematic reasoning to the construc
tion of a consistent system of law rationalized in terms of divinely ordained val
ues. These values were assumed to be embodied in God’s commandments in the 
Qur’an, and in the Sunna or tradition of the Prophet. Al-ShafiTs great systematic* 
innovation consisted in the assertion of the overriding authority of traditions 
of the Prophet as authentic reports of his normative, model behavior (Sunna). 
The divinely ordained values were revealed in the Qur’an in the first place, but 
the Sunna of the Prophet was equally sacred as “God has made obedience to the 
Prophet obligatory.” In fact, the Qur'an was to be interpreted in the light of the 
Sunna of the Prophet, which therefore prevails upon it. Staunch traditionalism 
thus became the hallmark of value-rationalism in Islamic jurisprudence. The nor
mative basis of sacred law came to be more rigorously restricted to the Sunna of 
the Prophet, as embodied in well-authenticated traditions, over the opinions of 
the companions and their established practices, and over the “living traditions” 
of the schools of jurisprudence.77

Consistency and systematization are the characteristic features of al-ShafiTs 
jurisprudence.78 As Weber noted, although formal justice was repugnant to both 
theocratic and patrimonial power— a repugnance reflected in the informality of 
qadi justice— the exact opposite of this indifference and aversion to practical for
malism occurs in the explicit formulation of norms of the sacred law, and an ex
tremely formalistic casuistry develops.79 This casuistry is .characterized by an 
“analogical, as opposed to an analytical, way of thinking.” 80

•There is a tendency in the Weberian sociological literature to couple substan
tive rationality with value-rationality.81 Formal and substantive rationality of law 
have also been accordingly contrasted.82 At the procedural level, such a contrast 
holds for our subject matter and I shall therefore use the terms “substantive jus
tice” and “substantive rationalism” to describe the summary administration of 
theocratic justice (“qadi justice”) as well as secular justice in the ruler’s court on 
the basis of the ad hoc consideration of norms of fairness (patrimonial justice).83 
The contrast, however, is no longer valid when we consider Islamic law in gen
eral and turn to the nature of law finding, which is both formal and value- 
rational. Al-ShafiTs jurisprudence will therefore be characterized as a formal 
but value-rational systematization of law. However, it should be borne in mind 
that rigid limits are set for this value-rational formalism by its immutable axio
logical basis: by the formally irrational character of sporadic Qur'anic legislation 
and the varying and at times contradictory traditions of the Prophet.84

The place of reason in al-ShafiTs value-rational jurisprudence was determined
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by its restrictive axiological role: if and only if the legal norm for a specific act is 
not known from the Qur’an, the traditions, or through consensus, the Muslims 
are to exert themselves in systematic reasoning— ijtihad— and undertake a fresh 
and independent study of the Qur’an and the traditions in order to find indications 
regarding the appropriate legal norm.85 This determination of the subordinate 
role of reason to the elicitation of norms from the authenticated prophetic logia 
remained definitive for Islamic jurisprudential rationalism, including Twelver 
Shicite jurisprudence, which is in fact distinguished from the Sunni schools by 
the continued vitality of value-rationalism down to the nineteenth century.

The jurisprudence of Abu Hanlfa, Malik, and even al-ShafiT antedated the full 
development of the movement for the study of the traditions. Without the latter 
movement, al-ShafiT’s theoretical elevation of the traditions would remain un
translated into a legal corpus. The actual union of practical legal formulas and 
the study of the traditions was the achievement of the pious scholars of the subse
quent generations, and found embodiment in the great compendiums of the 
ninth/third century, the mu$annafat collections of classified traditions. Al- 
Bukhari (d. 870/256), perhaps the greatest of the collectors of traditions, still 
had to give occasional paragraph headings without an appropriate tradition. This 
was in part due to al-Bukhari’s rigorous criterion for the acceptance of the au
thenticity of a tradition. Within a generation after al-Bukhari, if not earlier, the 
urge to create a corpus of law based on the prophetic traditions resulted in the 
complete relaxation of his rigorous criterion, and in the consequent incorpora
tion of many dubious traditions relating to the minutest points in the four later 
“canonical” compendiums known as the sunann traditions.86

In the tenth/fourth century, cAbd al-Rahman ibn Idris al-Razi (d. 938-39/327) 
wrote a treatise in the new branch of religious sciences concerned with the eval
uation of critical objections to the authenticity and relative reliability of the tradi
tions, a massive number of which attributed to the Prophet were in-circulation. 
As Goldziher reports in his classic chapter on the Hadith Literature, during one 
of al-RazI’s lectures, a student reproached him for his audacity in casting doubt 
on the integrity and trustworthiness of the revered dead transmitters of the 
traditions:

The book fell from his hands and he was in such a state of excitement that 
he could not continue the lecture. These were feelings of even critical minds 
when reverence for traditions overcame them. . . . From such motives later 
Traditionists re-established what former stricter research had thrown out 
from the material of tradition.87

Thus, in the ninth/third century, compendiums of classified traditions, traditional
ism as theoretically justified by al-ShafiT prevailed. The jurisprudence ifiqh) of 
the ashdb al-hadith, those who best understood the sense of the prophetic tradi
tions, decisively triumphed over that of the a$hab al-ra?y, the party of legal opin
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ion.88 In short, al-ShafH’s highly conservative but unambiguous identification of 
divinely ordained values provided a firm axiological basis for the construction, 
some two generations later, of a consistent system of law which was both rigor
ously value-rational and emphatically traditionalist. To the few dozen Quranic 
legal commandments were added a massive number of traditions. The accep
tance of the traditions— words and deeds of the Prophet— as the embodiment of 
divinely ordained values led to stereotypification of Islamic law. A satisfactory 
formalistic assessment of the chain of authorities relating a tradition— isnad— 
would make its content— matn— a stereotypical legal norm immune from sub
stantive criticism. The crudest anachronisms would have to be accepted if the 
isnad proved correct, and reason could be employed only to harmonize contra
dictory traditions.89

It is instructive to compare the development of Roman and Islamic law. Of ius 
and fa s , secular and religious law respectively, it was ius that was destined to 
develop into the rationalized practical system of Roman law, while fas became 
practically innocuous and completely ineffective “through its own inherent 
means of refined rationalization of magical casuistry.” 90 The development of Is
lamic law presents the opposite extreme. It was secular customary law (curf) that 
was left in its unsystematized primitive form, while all juristic efforts at rational
ization and systematization were devoted to sacred law, the sharlca .

As has been pointed out, the eighth/second century witnessed the develop
ment of various legal schools around pious scholars. In the 750s/ca. 140, the 
secretary of the cAbbasid state, Ibn Muqaffac, proposed to the caliph al-Man§ur a 
project for reform of the legal administration in the Islamic empire:

He pointed out the wide divergencies in jurisprudence and in administration 
of justice existing between the several great cities and between the schools 
of law. . . . These divergencies, he said, either perpetuated different local 
precedents or came from systematic reasoning which was sometimes faulty 
or pushed too far. The Caliph should review the different doctrines with their 
reasons and codify and enact his own decisions in the interest of uniformity.

Ibn Muqaffac insisted that the caliph could not interfere with the major duties 
of religion. He did, however, possess supreme authority to give binding orders in 
the light of the Qur’an and the Sunna in all matters on which there was no prece
dent.91 According to Schacht, when Ibn Muqaffac was active in the service of the 
state, first under the last Umayyads and then under the first cAbbasids, the identi
fication of Sunna with the Sunna of the Prophet as reflected in the prophetic logia 
was by no means complete, and it was to a great extent the administrative prac
tices and regulations of the Umayyad government that determined the content of 
the “ living traditions.” Ibn Muqaffac suggested that the caliph was free to fix and 
codify this Sunna, which would then be promulgated as a code of law and be 
uniformly enforced by the qadis.
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However, Ibn Muqaffac’s suggestion for the incorporation of Islamic law into 
the state was not implemented, and religious law became largely theoretical 
while the state developed a secular jurisdiction of its own. Consequently, as 
Weber emphasized, “the sacred law of Islam is throughout specifically a ‘jurists’ 
law.’” It is a “jurists’ law” rather than a “judges’ law,” which it might have 
become had Ibn Muqaffac’s suggestion been taken up. As Schacht puts it, Islamic 
law is an extreme case of “jurists* law” where “scholarly handbooks have the 
force of law” ; there being “not a corpus of legislation but the living result of 
legal science.” 92 With Ibn Muqaffac’s failure and the subsequent triumph of al- 
ShafH’s value-rational jurisprudence, there remained no possibility of “any no
tion of an authority attaching to the activities of legal tribunals as a source of 
law. . . . Jurisprudence divorced from actual legal practice, had become an in
trospective science. . . .” 93 The judgments of the qadis thus came to have no 
influence on Islamic law comparable to the “cautelary” advice of the jurists or 
muftis.94

One momentous consequence of the failure to create legal systems along the 
lines suggested by Ibn MuqafFac was the subsequent prevalence of the principle 
of “personal law” and of legal particularism in Islam. Law was not a law of the 
land (lex terrae) but rather the privilege of the person as a member of a madhhab 
(school of law, rite). The individual thus carried his professio juris with him 
wherever he went. Different rites coexisted and cases are known of qadis ruling 
according to more than one rite.

Another consequence to be noted was the possibility of invidious contrasts be
tween sacred law and customs. Once the Qur'an and the tradition of the Prophet 
were firmly established as the axiological basis of the sacred law, analogously to 
Pope Gregory VII’s (d. 1085) significant dictum “the Lord did not say ‘I am 
custom’ but ‘I am truth,’ ” 95 custom and by extension the ruler’s tribunals could, 
under certain circumstances, be pejoratively depicted as ungodly command 
[hukm al-taghut).96 This would reinforce the attitude of pious antipathy toward 
the law of the state and tend to inhibit the world-embracing tendency of the 
sharica regarding public law.

The emergence of Islamic sacred law as a jurists’ law in turn greatly rein
forced its infusion with ethical consideration.97 Furthermore, Islamic sacred law 
became inherently idealistic and indifferent to the administration of justice. The 
legal literature abounds with expressions of distaste on the part of the jurists for 
the office of judge.98 The moralistic antipathy of the pious jurists to the admin
istration of justice, best reflected in the rules of evidence,99 amounted to the self
imposition of severe limits upon the scope of the jurisdiction of the sacred law in 
practice, and a fortiori, on any procedural rationalization of the legal system.100 
Thus, in contrast to the value-rational systematization of the legal norms in the 
eighth/second and ninth/third centuries, we have a complete absence of procedural 
formalism, which was to remain characteristic of Islamic sacred law. Because of
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the jurists’ self-imposed terms of reference, public law and most instances of 
criminal justice were left in the hands of the ruler and his representatives at the 
temporal tribunals— the mazalim.101

As has been pointed out, the foundations of the Shicite legal system were laid 
in the eighth /second century. The traditions compiled by the companions and 
students of the Fifth and Sixth Imams— the so-called four hundred principles—  
formed the basis of the later compilations of ImamI hadith.102 However, the tenet 
of the infallibility ('Hsma) of the Imam as the interpreter of divine law meant that 
there was no need for the adoption of al-ShaficI’s principles of jurisprudence. It 
was long after the occultation of the last Imam and in the Buyid period that these 
principles were adopted and value-rationalism became the characteristic feature 
of Shicite jurisprudence. As was the case with the Sunni school of law, the Qur’an 
and tradition form the axiological bases of the Shicite jurisprudential value- 
rationalism, with the traditions of the Imams supplementing those of the Prophet 
as the source of sacred law. However, certain additional sectarian features were 
to remain characteristic of the Shicite legal system.

By way of comparison, it is worth referring to Pauline Christianity at this 
point. Christians were not to make use of state authorities, and Paul referred 
Christians who disagreed among themselves to the judgment of the community 
or of arbitrators. This constituted the beginning of an independent system of 
law.103 With its sectarian organizations by Jacfar al-Sadiq, we witness a parallel 
development in Imam! Shicism. In a few well known traditions, notably in two 
related by Abu Khadlja, al-Sadiq enjoins the Imamls to “look to a man among 
you who knows something of our rulings and put him [an arbitrator] between 
you. [Consider that] I have appointed him judge.” The period of traditionalist 
retrenchment in Qum is marked by a persistent sectarian endeavor to preserve 
the independent ImamI legal system by forbidding resort to the official courts of 
law. Kulaynl thus forbids seeking the judgment of ungodly powers (;taghut), and 
emphasizes the “reprehensibility of having resort to the judges of oppression 
[qudat a l- ja w r ] 104 The judiciary authority of the Shici te culanuP during the oc
cultation of the Imam was reaffirmed by al-TusI in the subsequent century:

As for giving judgment among people and judging between litigants, it is not 
permissible except for him to whom the True Sovereign [i.e., the Imam] has 
given permission in that regard. And they [the Imams] have entrusted this 
[function] to the jurists of their sect [shFa] during such time as they are not 
able to exercise it in person.105

On the basis of these safeguards for its independence, a Shicite legal system 
could be constructed through the elaboration of rules for law making and for the 
implementation of the law. A set of rules aiming at the preservation and articula
tion of the sacred law was energetically put forward by the Shicite learned doctors 
from the late tenth and early eleventh centuries onwards. However, because of

51



C hapter One

the sectarian conditions of Shicism, the formulation of rules envisioning the in
stitutional implementation of the sacred law made little headway. What the 
shaykh al-TusI termed the sharPat al-lman— the sacred law of faith (i.e., of the 
Shicite sect)— became impressively elaborate but with few provisions for its rou
tine execution. Consequently, it was reflected in judiciary practice even more 
dimly than its Sunni counterpart.106

The sectarian condition of Shicism in the Sunni body politic resulted in a high 
degree of informality of judiciary procedure. In the light of the above-mentioned 
traditions of al-$adiq, which formed the basis of what Binder has aptly described 
as ex ante delegation,107 no appointment to the office of the judge was neces
sary. According to the Muhaqqiq al-Hilll, qadiship fell upon the jurist ifaqlh) 
possessing the quality of competence to issue fatwa (ruling according to the sa
cred law). The cAllama al-Hilll ruled that if more than one qualified jurist was 
available in a locality, the litigant could choose among jurists. This implied, 
among other things, that no definitive end was set to the process of litigation. As 
for the judge, because his authority derived from the competence to construe the 
presumed command of the Imam, he was not bound by the rulings of other 
judges. What is more, the cAllama in fact stated that correspondence between 
judges was not permissible.108 Finally, the issue of enforcement of the qadi’s rul
ing was not treated by our jurists. Needless to say, all this made for very consid
erable judiciary instability and ran counter to any formal rationalization of the 
judiciary process.

Calder points to a crucial sociological factor that hindered the formal rational
ization of the judiciary process: the vested interest of the jurists as a privileged 
sodality. Weber noted that the vested interests of the legal honoratiores could 
curb the formal rationalization of law, as they did in the case of the guild of En
glish solicitors.109 The legal particularism of Islam generally, and the sectarian 
condition of Shicism in particular, meant that the Shicite jurists had to forge their 
professional authority without reference to the coercive force of the state or its 
judiciary branch. They did so by sanctioning and generous acknowledgment of 
ikhtilaf (differences of opinion) among the prominent jurists. In the absence of 
coercive means or hierarchical organizational discipline, the acceptance of ikhti
la f was essential to enable the clerical class to remain the exponents of the (theo
retically) unchanging sacred law and the depositories of the institutionalized cha
risma of revelation. The principle of ikhtilaf in interpretation thus acted as a 
means of giving the sacred law the appearance of fixity and permanence as the 
continuation of revelation.110 At the same time, it perpetuated judiciary in
stability and prevented the rationalization of legal administration.

While the problem of institutionalization of judiciary procedure received little 
attention and remained largely unresolved, the learned rationalist doctors of the 
eleventh/fifth century took impressive strides toward the articulation and elabo
ration of the sacred law. These were continued by the subsequent generations of
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jurists. In the Means to the Foundations o f the Sacred Law , al-Murta<Ja (d. 1044) 
separates the “principles of jurisprudence” (usul al-fiqh) from the “principles of 
religion” (usul al-din), instituting the former as an autonomous science distinct 
from theology.111 Al-Murtada confirms the mooring of the sacred law to the tradi
tions. Furthermore, at the formal level, he greatly enhances the axiological im
portance of the traditions as a source of law for two reasons. First, al-Murta<Ja 
obviates the autonomous normative validity of consensus and makes it deriva
tive. The validity of consensus is said to be the consequence of the fact that it is 
indicative of the saying of the Infallible Imam. Second, to safeguard the strict 
value-rationalism of the sacred law, al-Murtada denies the general validity of 
ijtihad, legal reasoning by analogy which al-ShaficI considered the fourth source 
of law.-12 However, the substantive scope of the sacred law thus based on the 
traditions is drastically circumscribed by two other jurisprudential principles of 
this most rationalist of the Shicite doctors.

Al-Murtada refused to allow normative validity (hujiyyat) to the “singly re
lated” (ahad) traditions.113 Consequently, a large number of traditions that were 
not multiply corroborated were discarded and the legal domain covered them in 
detail released from the normative governance of the sacred law. At the same 
time, al-Murtada advanced the principle of permissibility (ibaha) of acting in 
accordance the dictates of reason (caql):

What we have said makes clear that there has to be, in all kinds of rules for 
acts, a necessary principle in reason [caql]: what is seen indeed to have the 
quality of injustice [zulm] is necessarily vile according to reason, and that 
which has the quality of justice [insdf\ and of gratitude for divine benefac

tions [nicma] is necessarily incumbent. Thus it is necessary that there be in 
reason [ji’l-caql] the principle of permissibility. . . ,114

Concrete examples are also given by al-Murtada: property is regulated by a ra
tional principle and “is not conditional upon tradition [samc] ” whereas inheri
tance and booty are undoubtedly regulated by “principles found in the sacred law 
[asbab sharHyya] outside of reason.” 115 This principle recognizes a secular 
sphere of life in which the sacred law permits autonomous rational guidance of 
action without any encumbrance of the weaker, singly related traditions. Thus, 
al-Murtada’s value-rationalism, though entailing considerable traditionalism, 
also allows a large scope for both instrumental and substantive legal rationalism 
on the basis of expediency and general utility.

However, al-Murtada’s moderate traditionalism, coupled with the advocacy of 
unrestricted employment of reason for the normative regulation of the secular 
spheres of life, was to give way to a traditionalism as staunch as that of the ju 
risprudence of the Sunni ashdb al-hadlth. Traditionalism already set in with 
al-Murtada’s pupil al-TusI, the shaykh al-Ta’ifa (d. 1067). Al-TusI took the con
trary view to that of his teacher on the relative axiological salience of the tradi-
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tions. He accepted the validity of the singly related traditions-as a source of law, 
thereby enormously expanding the corpus of the Shicite sacred law and conse
quently the substantive scope of its value-rational and traditionalistic normative 
regulation of social life. For reasons put forward in section 1.5 below, al-TusI 
responded to the pressure to embrace the world emanating from the sociopoliti
cal condition of the Shicites, and to the constant debates with the Sunni scholars 
resulting from this condition, by opening up much new grounds in Shicite law. 
Having written the Nihaya in the tradition of Shicite legal thought, al-TusI had to 
counter the Sunni criticisms of the restricted substantive scope of the Shicite sa
cred law. To do so, he decided to expand the substantive scope of the sacred law 
instead of insisting, as al-Murtada had done, that where firmly authenticated tra
ditions for the normative regulation of action were not available, reason was the 
valid guide. In his Kitab al-Mabsut. and Kitab al-Khilaf, modeled after Sunni 
legal works, many substantive cases previously not dealt with by the Shicite ju 
rists were discussed. The results of much Sunni legal scholarship thus passed 
into the Shicite sacred law. The latter’s value-rationalism took on a markedly tra
ditionalist character similar to that of the Shaficite law. This was so because, al
though al-TusI retained the validity of legal reasoning, its importance diminished 
as a result of the acceptance of the normative authority of singly related tradi
tions. The comparison with al-ShaficI as the founder of value-rational traditional
ism in Islamic law seems especially apt in light of the fact that for a century after 
his death, the shaykh al-Ta^ifa was considered the definitive legal authority and 
his followers called themselves “the Followers,” muqallida.

In the second half of the twelfth/sixth century, we witness a sharp reaction to 
the shaykh in the form of a sustained effort to revive the rationalist method of 
al-Murta<Ja and to reject the normative validity of the singly related traditions. 
Muhammad ibn Idris al-Hilll (d. 1202/598), the leading figure of this period, was 
the first Shicite jurist to give reason (Qaql) the explicit status of the fourth source 
of normative validity in law.116 This critical reaction to the shaykh al-Ta’ifa was 
not destined to triumph and eventually faded. The attempt to restrict the scope of 
traditionalism and to couple it with utilitarian rationalism in the legal regulation 
of the secular spheres of life, as advocated by al-Murtada, thus ended in failure. 
The towering authorities of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, the 
Muaqqiq al-Hilll and his nephew the cAllama, retracted, reaffirmed, and refined 
the traditionalism of al-TusI.

The failure, however, was by no means total, and al-Murtada’s rationalism had a 
permanent impact on Shifite jurisprudence, especially on the analytical classifica
tion of legal subjects. Another prominent pupil of his, Sallar [Salar] al-Daylaml 
(d. 1056-57/448), divided legal and ethical norms into two categories: Hbadat 
(devotional duties) and mucdmilat (transactions), with the latter subdivided into 
cuqiid (contracts) and ahkdm (commandments) and ahkdm subdivided again in 
turn. This schema for the analytical classification of the legal domains, which, as 
Schacht remarks, has no counterpart in Sunni jurisprudence,117 was refined by
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the Muhaqqiq into the four domains of Hbadat, cuqud, Iqdcat (one-sided contrac
tual obligations), and ahkam.

The expansion of the substantive content of the Shicite sacred law by the 
shaykh al-TusI entailed confusion and inconsistencies that were refined and re
solved by the Muhaaqqiq al-Hilll (d. 1277). Furthermore, the acceptance of the 
singly related (ahad) traditions by the shaykh meant a massive increase in the 
number of normative legal stereotypes to be considered and reconciled (and a 
continuing increase as the traditions continued to be fabricated and then duly col
lected). It was left to the cAllama al-Hilll (d. 1325) to adopt the classificatory 
system of one of his teachers, Abu’l-Fada’il Ahmad ibn 'Jawus,118 and to make 
the greatest contributions to the assessment of traditions and the classification of 
the degree of their normative authority through the assessment of the reliability 
of their transmitters.119 The beginning of the fourteenth/eighth century thus 
marked the maturity of al-TusI’s value-rational traditionalism, which has re
mained definitive for the Shicite sacred law.

It is well known that in Sunnism, with the “closure of the gates of ijtihad” 
(law finding by legal reasoning), the value-rational systematization of Islamic 
law came to an end, and the third principle of the validity of legal norms— consen
sus ( ijmac)— came to rigidify the sacred law. Thanks to al-Murtada’s virtual nega
tion of consensus as an independent principle,120 this did not happen in Shicism, 
which Scarcia has aptly characterized as an “Islam without ijmcP.” 121 As we have 
seen, the value-rational science of Usui al-Fiqh gathered momentum with al- 
Murtada long before the formal adoption of the principle-of Ijtihad. It is fascinat
ing to note that, even though centuries later reason (caql) came to be adopted as 
the fourth source of validity of legal norms, as Ibn Idris had suggested, and even 
though its application, ijtihad, became the distinctive feature of Shicite jurispru
dence, the concern with value-rationality and the restriction of ijtihad to cases of 
absence of explicit or easily extractable norms remained unchanged. By the lat
ter part of the thirteenth/seventh century, the Muhaqqiq al-Hilll already admitted 
that the Shicite jurists had in effect been practicing ijtihad. The final step to sanc
tion ijtihad formally was taken by the cAllama early in the subsequent century.122 
Ijtihad, as advocated by the cAllama, Ibn al-Mufahhar al-Hilli, in the Il-khanid 

-period, and following him by al-Karakl, Hasan ibn Zayn al-DIn, and Baha3 al- 
Dln al-cAmilI in the Safavid period, consisted in the application of grammatical 
and linguistic rules, and rules of valid logical inference to the transmitted tradi
tions of the Imams, with the aim of extracting valid legal norms. The value- 
rational formalism was harnessed to the task of inferring single legal norms case 
by case. It had a definite antisystematic bias, as the lawfulness of each single 
norm had to be meticulously established, ultimately with reference to an explicit 
text (nass). This inevitable reference to the text of a tradition, paradoxical as it 
may seem, shackled the Shicite sacred law ever more firmly to the accumulating 
mass of traditions as its value-rational methodology became more developed. 
Reason was retained but emasculated; it became the maid-servant of legal tradi
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tionalism, with its task defined as the maximal extraction of legal meaning and 
implications from the traditions as normative stereotypes.

1.4 The Social Position and Cultural Outlook of the 
Imamiyya and Their Relations with the Rulers

Let us recall the division of the epoch under consideration into two periods: 
the period of retrenchment (most of the ninth/third century) and the period of 
expansion (the tenth/fourth to the twelfth/sixth century). Little can be said about 
the socioeconomic activities of the Shicite community when Qum constituted the 
only important ImamI center, except to remark the prodigious religious activity 
of the scholars. The small Imam! community of Qum was evidently able to sus
tain a number of outstanding scholars. But it could not have been nearly large 
enough for the socioeconomic needs of its lay members to create any demand for 
practical jurisprudence to be satisfied by the culamd*. Larger political concerns 
appear to have been equally remote from the preoccupations of the isolated 
Shicite community of Qum.

In the period of expansion, we find the situations of the Shicites greatly changed. 
As was pointed out in section 1.2, the aristocratic outlook of the prominent 
ImamI families of Baghdad became predominant in the tenth century even before 
the Buyid seizure of power. The Buyids supported the ImamI community. The 
great theologian al-Mufid enjoyed their favor, as did their distant relatives, the 
prominent Musawl family of the aldermen (sing, naqlb) of the cAlids, whose 
most prominent representatives were the brothers Sharif al-Murtada and Sharif 
al-Radl. Sharif al-Murtada (d. 1044/436), the towering ImamI intellectual figure 
of the first half of the eleventh century, was one of the wealthiest and politically 
most prominent notables of Baghdad and was befriended by the Buyids, the ca
liph, and a number of viziers.123

In the twelfth century, we find the Imamls forming cohesive urban commu
nities with considerable emphasis on mutual assistance among their members.124 
These communities included different occupational groups and were dominated 
by an aristocracy consisting of families of local notables. In a*study based on the 
Kitdb al-Naqd, Calmard draws our attention to the following sociological facts 
about ImamI Shicism during the Saljuq period. The Shicite communities, con
stituting sizable minorities in a number of cities in central and northern Iran, 
included men from the lower occupations such as cobblers, hatters, and weavers, 
and the poor who constituted its lower stratum. Above this stratum, we find a 
middle stratum of men in the military occupations consisting of a large propor
tion of the Imamis, either in the armed retinues of the potentates or at the service 
of the state. Finally, we have the Shicite aristocracy, families of notables (sayyids), 
many of whom acquired great prominence in government service. This wealthy 
urban aristocracy was the dominant stratum of the Shicite community and can be 
considered the bearers of its culture.
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In fact, the Maecenas-like munificence of the Shicite notables who occupied 
important positions in the Saljuq administration, as recorded by QadI cAbd al- 
Jalll, created many mosques and centers of learning where ImamI culture flour
ished and was propagated. Propaganda techniques of the Buy id period were re
vived. The practice of mandqib-khwdni flourished and appears to have enjoyed 
enough popularity to have brought a Sunni counterpart into existence. The man- 
aqib-khwans were singers who recited songs extolling the “virtues” (manaqib) 
o f cAll and the other Imams in streets and bazaars; the Sunnis, in reaction, began 
to have faddHl-khwans who extolled the virtues of the rightly guided caliphs. 
The Shicite ceremonies marking the martyrdom of the third Imam also gained 
popularity, even among the Sunnis.

As the reference to the Kitab al-Naqd has already indicated, Imam! Shicism— 
the Madhhab-e Shica-ye Usuliyya— appears as a religious movement with a 
fairly pronounced rationalistic character. It is interesting to note further that the 
qasidas recited in praise of the Imams contained doctrinal and theological ele
ments such as the concepts of tanzih (the absolute transcendence of God), cadl 
(justice of God), and cisma (infallibility [of the Imams]). Imam! Shicism was as 
much opposed to extremist movements— the Ghulat and the Imacllls— as Sun
nism.125 Similarly, most Imamis in this period appear to have been even more 
anti-Sufi than were the Sunnis; they seem to have objected to Sufism from the 
standpoint of strict monotheistic “rationalism,” condemning the Sufis for their 
pantheism, orgiasticism, antinomianism, and for their denial of the transcendence 
of God.

If the sources enable us to draw only a tentative picture of the social and eco
nomic position of the Imamis, they leave us in no doubt about the close ties be
tween the Shicite notables and the Sunni rulers. Many Imamis entered the service 
not only of the cAbbasid and the Saljuq Sunni rulers but also of the pagan 
Mongols, and achieved great prominence. The Banu Yaqtlya (the eighth/second 
century), the Nawbakhtls, and some of the members of the Furat family (late 
ninth/third and early tenth/fourth centuries) are notable examples of Imamis who 
served the cAbbasid caliphate and attained vizierates and other high governmen
tal positions.126 Yaqtln ibn Musa served the cAbbasid caliph al-Mahdi (775-85), 
as did CA1I ibn Yaqpn (d. 798-99/182), who also was a close associate of al- 
Mahdl’s successors. The Shicite vizier of the Buyid Baha5 al-Dawla, Abu Nasr 
Sabur [Shapur] ibn Ardashlr (d. 1025-26/416), was a notable patron of Shicite 
learning, and founded an important library in the Shicite quarter of Baghdad, the 
Karkh.127 Al-Nasir (1178-1225/575-622), the most important cAbbasid caliph 
of the post-Saljuq period, had a number of ImamI viziers;128 the Shicite vizier Ibn 
al-cAlqamI played an important role in the events of the reign of the last univer
sally recognized cAbbasid caliph, al-Mustacsim, and is generally believed to 
have cooperated with the Mongols in bringing about his downfall.129

la  the Saljuq domains, the opening of government careers to ImamI talent be
gan under Malik Shah (1072-92) and continued under Sanjar (1118-57) and his
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successors. Malik Shah had at least one Shicite grand vizier, and his son Muham
mad had one. Two of Sanjar’s six grand viziers were Imamls. Of the latter, 
Mukhtass al-Mulk Kashi was the head of a family of Shicite notables that sup
plied Suleyman Shah (1160-61) and Tughril III (1176-94) with their viziers. 
Like the last cAbbasid, the last Saljuq of Iran had an ImamI vizier: Fakhr al-Dln 
Varamlnl.130 The Imamls (or Rafidis, to use the pejorative term) became highly 
conspicuous in the chanceries of the Saljuq rulers— so much so that the resent
ful Sunni historian Ravandl could attribute the decline of the kingdom to the 
“tyranny of the Rafidl generals and scribes” (“zulm-e sarhangan va dabiran-e
rafi<JI”) 131

The political prominence of the Shicite dignitaries continued throughout the 
Mongol and Il-Khanid periods. The learned notable families of Hilla had close 
ties with Ibn al-cAlqamI (d. 1258/656), the Shicite vizier of the last cAbbasid 
caliph, who was confirmed in that position after the Mongol conquest of Bagh
dad by Hulegii. Al-cAlqamI’s son, a subsequent vizier, was a student of the great 
jurist al-Muhaqqiq al-Hilll.132 A delegation of Shicite culama? from Hilla came to 
Hulegii during the seige of Baghdad to express their submission and ask for the 
appointment of a police chief for that city.133 Radi al-DIn ibn al-Tawus, the lead
ing member of another prominent dynasty of Hill! scholars, was appointed aider- 
man (naqxb) of the cAlids in Baghdad.134 As we have already pointed out, the 
cAlIama, Ibn al-Mutahhar al-Hilll, and his son Fakhr al-Muhaqqiqln (d. 1369-70/ 
771) enjoyed the favors of Oljeitu. Favorable disposition toward the Mongol gov
ernment was not confined to the Hill! clerical dynasties. The Shicite philosopher 
and theologian Na§Ir al-DIn al-TusI had been one of Hulegii’s closest counsellors, 
and the famous Shicite scholars of Bahrain, Maytham ibn CA1I al-Bahranl, had 
dedicated to his commentary on the Nahj al-Baldgha to the historian and Mongol 
governor of Baghdad, cAta-Malik Juvainl.135

1.5 The World-embracing Tendency in ImamI 
Shicism and the Political Ethic of the Sectarian 
Phase

The Shicite political ethic during the period of historical imamate has been al
luded to in section 1.1 of this chapter. It was pointed out that armed rebellion was 
forbidden by the Fifth and Sixth Imams. For al-Sadiq, “the Imam was not ex
pected to revolt against the existing illegal government, and rebellion without his 
authorization was unlawful.” 136 This position was confirmed by their successors. 
The Eighth Imam, CA1I al-Rida, for example; is reported to have made the fol
lowing statement:

Only that believer who accepts admonishment is capable of being com
manded to the good and forbidden from the evil. But not the wielder of the 
sword and the whip. Verily he who stands up against a tyrannical ruler, and 
a calamity thereby befalls him, shall have no reward for it. . . .137
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At the same time, the Imams encouraged the service of illegitimate rulers 
when it could improve the plight of the brethren within the Shi'ite sect. The Sev
enth Imam, Musa al-Kazim, whose disciple CA1I ibn Yaqtln was a high official of 
the caliphs,138 had this to say: “Verily the group of men who associated with the 
ruler and whom the believers take as their refuge are secure on the Day of 
Resurrection.” 139

Needless to say, this quietism and political pragmatism went hand in hand with 
an attitude of inner detachment necessitated by the primacy of loyalty to the spiri
tual authority of the Imam and the primacy of preoccupation with spiritual excel
lence and piety as enjoined by Jatfar al-$adiq and his successors.

The conditions of the ensuing period of retrenchment influenced the direction 
in which the traditionalist scholars of Qum steered the Shicite religious rational
ism of the period: away from worldly concerns and toward the systematic com
pilation of the reported sayings and deeds of the Imams for the spiritual and 
moral guidance of the pious. This religious rationalism, whose axiological basis 
consisted of the traditions of the Imams, in turn fostered a corresponding reli
gious attitude of inner-worldly piety, many of whose features, immortalized in 
Kulaynl’s compendiums, were passed on to the Shicism of the later periods.140

Troeltsch’s characterization of the apolitical and quietistic attitude of Pauline 
Christians suggests a parallelism with that of the sectarian Shicites of the eighth, 
ninth, and tenth centuries. It was “not founded on love and esteem for the exist
ing institutions but upon a mixture of contempt, submission and relative recogni
tion.” It tolerated the existing political order while inwardly undermining it.141 A 
similar attitude among the Shicite sectarians may be presumed to have fostered a 
spirit of inner detachment and independence which is reflected in the inner- 
worldly pietistic writings of the traditionalists of Qum.. This negative evaluation 
of the political sphere and inner antipathy toward it was greatly attenuated in the 
subsequent period, and the tendency toward a positive evaluation of the political 
sphere and of political activity took the upper hand.

The increased worldly activities and political/administrative engagement of 
the Shicites in the period of expansion channeled the development of religious 
rationalism in a world-embracing direction. Madelung has dealt with the recep
tivity of eleventh-century Shicism to the rationalism of the Muctazila at the doc
trinal level, that is, with regard to Shicite theology.142 In the preceding section, 
we surveyed the impact of rationalism on Shicite jurisprudence. Now, it is with 
regard to the social, economic, and political ethic of Shicism that we shall trace 
the influence of the social position and outlook of the Shicites on the direction in 
which the Shicite religious rationalism unfolded.

In assessing the impact of the social position and cultural outlook of the domi
nant stratum of the Shicite community on the direction of religious rationalism of 
the period of expansion, first and foremost the sectarian condition of Shicism 
should be borne in mind. The lack of functional differentiation in the authority of
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the culama> is indeed typical in the Buyid period, irrespective of doctrinal and 
sectarian affiliation.143 Not unlike the rabbis, who were in principle unpaid until 
the fourteenth century, both the Sunni and the ShFite culamd> held a variety of 
other occupations.144 The sectarian condition of Shicism perpetuated this and pre
cluded the establishment of an institutionally differentiated hierocracy. Many of 
the Shicite theologians and jurists such as the Nawbakhtis, the Musavl brothers in 
Baghdad, and the scholars of the family of the Muhaqqiq and those of the house 
of Tawus in Hilla, belonged to the politically dominant families of the Shicite 
community and often took active leading roles in politics. The members of this 
politically dominant stratum, who also constituted the bearers of the Shicite re
ligious culture and ethos, could therefore directly remold certain features of 
Shicism in accordance with their elective affinities. They did so by embracing the 
world: by evaluating worldly concerns more positively and through a sustained 
effort to bring much socioeconomic and political activity under the normative 
governance of religious ethics.

Second, one should also bear in mind the atmosphere of competition among 
schools of theology and law that was prevalent prior to the gradual definition and 
formation of a Sunni orthodoxy in Saljuq times. The Imam! doctors of the Buyid 
period took part in the general intellectual and doctrinal debates and competi
tion. In doing so, they could and did avail themselves of the intellectual armory 
of their Sunni rivals, be they Muctazill theologians or ShafiT jurists.

The theoretical means for the embracing of the world and regulation of activity 
was the science of jurisprudence (usul al-fiqh). The reader may recall that al- 
Murtada rejected the normative validity of the singly related traditions and at the 
same time held the permissibility of dealing with necessities of life not covered 
by a well-authenticated tradition in accordance with the dictates of reason. In the 
Islamic tradition, where the Christian distinction between nature and grace does 
not exist, al-Murtada’s “shicitization” of the normative regulation of the necessi
ties of life in accordance with reason roughly amounted to the Thomist acceptance 
of natural law in areas not covered by the smaller corpus of well-authenticated 
traditions.145 As was pointed out, however, such formal shicitization of social and 
economic ethics did not prove lasting, and, from the time of al-TusI onwards, the 
world-embracing tendency of Shicism acquired a definitively traditionalistic di
rection and manifested itself in the extension of the sacred law, based on the 
larger and growing mass of dubious traditions in addition to authentic ones. In 
response to the criticism of his Sunni rivals that his Nihdya was too brief and 
inadequate, leaving many areas of life unregulated, al-TusI proceeded to write 
the much bulkier al-Mabsiit. For similar reasons, he endowed singly related tra
ditions with normative validity. Furthermore, he freely borrowed from Sunni 
works, especially with regard to substantive details on transactions. What the 
shaykh had hurriedly borrowed was digested and incorporated into the Shicite 
sacred law by the Muhaqqiq in his masterpiece of legal harmonization, the
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ShardyP al-Islam. This enabled the cAllama after him to take a further step in 
substantive borrowing from the Sunni law. The latter completed the world
embracing extension of the sacred law by thus greatly enlarging its section on 
transactions.146

In section 1.1 of this chapter, I tried to depict the differentiation of the reli
gious and the political authority in the ImamI world view, and the life conditions 
and activities of the Imamls. We can now turn to an examination of the political 
ethic of Imam! Shicism as the agency of the normative regulation of the political 
sphere, which developed as a part of the world-embracing rationalization of life 
in accordance with religious principles by the exponents of Shicism in the elev
enth century.

The fundamentally quietistic feature of the Shicism of the earlier period was 
reaffirmed by the rejection of armed rebellion and by the emphasis on the lawful
ness of taqiyya (dissimulation). Al-MufTd stressed this continuity, pointing out 
that the situation cannot change before the reappearance of the Hidden Imam as 
the Mahdi, whose ancestors

far from holding it a religious duty to rise in armed revolt against their 
enemies, . . . disapproved of any incitement to such action, and . . .  the 
religion by which they approach God consisted of dissimulation [taqiyya] y 
restraining the hand and guarding the tongue, carrying out the prescribed 
worship, and serving God exclusively by good works.147

In practice, a usual way of extending the sacred law in a system formally pro
fessing rationalism with regard to the values embodied in the traditions was simply 
to fabricate a tradition containing a customary norm or set of norms and attribute it 
to an Imam. In this manner, a customary usage could become a normative stereo
type resting on the authority of an Imam, and thus “islamicized” and incorpo
rated into the sacred law. An interesting illustration of this means of extending 
the sacred law with regard to the political ethic occurs in the Buyid period. In his 
famous compilation of the sayings of the First Imam, Nahj al-Balagha, Sharif al- 
Radl, al-Murtada’s brother, included a document not found where one Would ex
pect it in earlier sources. It was in the form of a letter by CA1I to Malik ai-Ashtar, 
whom he appointed governor of Egypt in 658-59/38, and reproduces the sub
stance of the political ethic of pre-Islamic Iran (to be discussed in chapter 3). The 
appointed governor is urged to rule with justice. To do so, an army is needed, 
which in turn depends on the revenue of the state. The collection of this revenue 
depends on the tax collectors, secretaries, and qadis, whose material substance 
depends on peasants, craftsmen, and merchants. Each of these classes of sub
jects should be treated with justice and propriety,14®

In ImamI Shicism, jihad had tended to be transposed to the spiritual plane ever 
since the Fifth Imam, al-Baqir, declared it to be in abeyance.149 In Kulaynl’s com
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pendium, the “Greater Jihad”— in contrast to the “Lesser Jihad”— was pre
sented as the spiritual struggle against one’s instinctive nature (nafs). Ibn Babuya 
asserted that the true jihad consisted in striving for knowledge (cilm). As for the 
jihad  involving actual warfare, the obligation to undertake it became narrowly 
circumscribed in the time of occultation. Al-Mufld, following Kulaynl, added 
the dar al-lman (the realm of faith) to the traditional dichotomy of the ddr al
lslam  (house/realm of Islam) and the dar al-kufr (realm,of infidelity), and pre
sented jihad as the (nonviolent) struggle to convert the realm of Islam to the 
realm of faith (i.e., Shicism), postponing the onslaught on the infidels.150 A gen
eration later, al-TusI considered holy war in the absence of the Imam an error 
{khata')\l5X and over two centuries later, the Muhaqqiq al-Hilll similarly ruled 
that jihad was not obligatory unless the believer was summoned by the Imam. 
Except for a passage in which jihad was considered “commendable” (musta- 
habb) but not obligatory on the frontier in the absence of the Imam, the pos
sibility of holy war during the occultation was not envisaged. Therefore, the 
Muhaqqiq in effect limited jihad to defensive war.152

Thus the importance of holy war was very much played down in the Imam! 
jurisprudence. By contrast, the incumbency of other main ethical duties men
tioned earlier, amr bVl-mcfiruf (enjoining the good) and nahy can al-munkar (for
bidding the evil) was asserted as rigorously as in Sunni jurisprudence. The obliga
toriness of these ethical duties, however, was in effect restructed to nonviolent 
action. The Sharif al-Murtada considered these ethical categories kifacl  (collec
tively dischargeable) obligatory duties— i.e., duties not incumbent on believers 
individually so long as they are adequately fulfilled by an adequate number of the 
members of the community.153 His disciple al-TusI considered these duties indi
vidually incumbent (cayni). Al-TusI distinguished three ways in which they 
could be carried out: through the heart, the tongue, and the hand. When “enjoin
ing the good” through the last two means are dangerous to the individual or to 
others, “the belief in the necessity of enjoining the good through the heart [W7- 
qalb\ suffices, and nothing more is incumbent upon him.” 154 The same holds for 
“ forbidding the evil.” 155 According to al-TusI, “enjoining the good by using 
one’s hand [bVl-yad\n— i.e., involving coercion and violence— requires the per
mission of the ruler of the time (sultan al-waqt).156 The Muhaqqiq al-Hilll con
sidered it preferable to regard these categories of ethical duty as individually in
cumbent ethical obligations. He took over al-Tusfs classification, but restricted 
the incumbency of the variety involving coercion even further by making it de
pendent on the permission of the Imam, who, in contrast to the ruler of the time, 
had been and was to remain absent for centuries.157

The eleventh/fifth century also witnessed a more general attempt to bring the 
political sphere into the ambit of ethical regulation, and to encourage ethically 
correct activity in politics. This bold attempt amounted to an emphatic affirma
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tion that the differentiation of imamate from political rulership need not impede 
the normative, ethical regulation of political life.

Al-Murtada, the leading theologian of the Buyid period—the period in which 
the rapprochement between the ImamI doctors and political powers was at a 
height— set out to provide a systematic ethical guideline for action in the politi
cal sphere and for the regulation of the Imamls’ relationships with political au
thorities. This attempt resulted in a much more positive religious evaluation of 
political activity and produced a political ethic enjoining active involvement in 
government and judiciary services. Al-Murtada himself accepted the office of the 
judge of the ruler’s court (mazalim) .158 Both the legitimist revolutionary ethic of 
the proto-Imaml Shicism and the pietistic withdrawal of Qum traditionalism were 
discarded for political pragmatism within the existing structure of domination.

We already find the basic elements of this pragmatic political ethic in al- 
Mufld.159 These elements are systematically elaborated in a treatise by al- 
Murtada, where responsible political involvement in government receives a 
positive evaluation. In his treatise on working for the government, written in 
view of a discussion held in the presence of the vizier Abu’l-Qasim al-Husayn 
ibn CAH al-Maghribl in 1025/415, al-Murtada states:

Know that the ruler may be of two kinds: legitimate [muhiqq] and just, or 
illegitimate \mubtil\, unjust and usurpatory. There is no question in regard to 
holding office on behalf of the legitimate, just ruler since it is permissible 
and may even be obligatory, if the ruler commands it as a duty and makes its 
acceptance incumbent. The discussion thus concerns only the tenure of office 
on behalf of the usurper. This may be of several kinds: obligatory (and it 
may exceed obligatoriness toward compulsion), licit, and evil and forbidden. 
It is obligatory if the one accepting office knows, or. considers it likely on the 
basis of clear indications, that he will through the tenure of the office be 
enabled to support a right and to reject a false claim or to order what is 
proper and to forbid what is reprehensible, and if it were not for this tenure, 
nothing of this would be accomplished. In this case, the acceptance of the 
office is obligatory for him because of the obligatoriness of that for which it 
is a means and an expedient for its accomplishment.160

The Sharif then enumerates the remaining cases: when the acceptance of as
signments from a tyrannical ruler and entry into his service are necessary, indif
ferent, reprehensible, or forbidden respectively. Al-Murtada proceeds to deny 
the categorical reprehensibility of wielding authority delegated by an unjust 
ruler. He maintains that this reprehensibility is obviated in case of coercion, and 
when the appointee is able to further the cause of the morally good: to redress 
rights (of men) and to fulfill ethical obligations (to mankind). This is so because, 
if the appointee exercises his authority in the affairs of the community in accor
dance with the sacred law and with the dictates of the Prophet and his house, he

63



C hapter One

exercises authority only apparently on behalf of the unjust ruler but in reality on 
behalf of the rightful Imams, may peace be upon them. Depending on the cir
cumstances, such exercise of delegated authority becomes “commendable” or 
“incumbent,” as it is in reality on behalf of the rightful Imam and the Lord of the 
Age {Sahib al-Amr). After dealing briefly with cases of reprehensibility and in
difference, al-Murtada concludes by reaffirming the ethical commendability of 
entering into the service of an unjust ruler in order to fulfill the needs of the be
lieving brethren, to uphold their rights, and to eliminate the evil.161

The shaykh al-Ta’ifa subscribed to al-Murtada’s view on political authority, 
and commended the acceptance of authority delegated by an unjust ruler when it 
could be exercised to enforce the sacred law— that is, when it could be viewed as 
being exercised on behalf of the true Imam.

At one point such tenure of office on behalf of the tyrannical ruler is even 
referred to as being “among the greater jihad”:

He who undertakes authority on behalf of an oppressor to execute a hadd 
[penalty] or enforce a commandment [of the sacred law], belifeving that he 
undertakes this on behalf of the True Sovereign [i.e., the Hidden Imam] and 
in order to carry it out as required by the sacred law of faith [sharicat oi
lman] . . . verily [what he does] is among the greater jihad.161

Al-TusI then turns to the clear and unproblematic case of the tenure office on 
behalf of a just ruler:

Undertaking office on behalf of the ruler who commands the good and 
forbids the reprehensible and who puts things in their [proper] place is per
missible, being a desirable act, and perhaps borders on being incumbent 
because it makes possible to command the good and forbid the reprehensible 
and to put things in their [proper] place.163

Finally, al-TusI returns to the necessity of working with oppressors, this time 
to emphasize the commendability of assistance to the Shicite sectarians commu
nity made possible by the acceptance of office. He states that the acceptance of 
political and judiciary office is commended because it makes possible ,(1) the up
holding of the Shicite sacred law on behalf of the Hidden Imam, and (2) the promo
tion of the good of the Shicite community on behalf of the sectarian brethren.164

Some two centuries later, the Muhaqqiq al-Hilll addressed the topic in the nar
rower and more specific context of administration of justice. He took a cautious 
view about the acceptance of judgeship from a tyrannical ruler.165 However, as 
regards a just ruler, the Muhaqqiq is much more affirmative: “The acceptance of 
judgeship from a just ruler is commendable and perhaps ‘obligatory’ upon him 
who is confident [of his ability].” 166

For Shicism, the existence of the doctrine of imamate barred legitimation of 
the ruler similar to that of the sultan in Sunni Islam, thus secularizing political
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rulership. It also entailed doctrinal indifference to legitimation of political power. 
This doctrinal indifference to the principles of legitimacy of political power pre
vailed all the more easily because, their constituency being a minority sect within 
the Islamic body politic, legitimation of rulership was not a service demanded 
from the Shicite jurists by the rulers. Al-Murtada advocated a consistently Shicite 
political ethic despite the secularly of rulership. In our terminology, a sharp bi
furcation was instituted between the ethically regulated motivation to political 
action, which is a matter of great interest to al-Murtada, and the normative prin
ciples legitimating political domination, which are of no interest to our jurist. 
From this lack of interest in principles of legitimacy of political domination, it 
follows that the motivation either to reject or comply with the authority of the 
ruler is not categorical but pragmatic, guided by the considerations, of expedi
ency and possibility of assistance to the Shicite community.

The freeing of the attitude toward the supreme political authority from reli
gious consideration and the permissibility of compliance with the authority of the 
ruler— irrespective of the latter’s moral qualities or performance in office— al
lowed the Shicites to adopt a totally practical and pragmatic attitude toward their 
rulers. Consequently, it was made possible for the Shicites to base their relation
ship with the rulers completely on pragmatism even to the extent of flattery. 
Thus, though refraining from legitimating his personal rulership in their legal 
writing, Sharif al-Radl and Sharif al-Murtada would address their qasidas to the 
caliph al-Qadir with whom they were on friendly terms; and QadI cAbd al-Jalfl, 
having accused his (neo-) Sunni adversary of considering government to be in 
the hand of “usurpers and tyrants” (ghasiban va zdliman),167 goes so far as to 
state that the princes (sing., amir) and the Turks— i.e., the rulers— who have 
risen tb extirpate irreligion [of the Ismacllls] are all deputies (naHbah) of the Ma- 
hdi, the Imam of the Age, who, thanks to their effort, does not need (mustagh- 
nVst) to take action.168 Other statements also demonstrate a positively deferential 
and subservient attitude toward the Saljuq rulers.169

To conclude, the “political ethic” elaborated in al-Murtada’s treatise and 
adopted by the subsequent ImamI theologians enjoins positive and ethically re
sponsible involvement in administrative and judiciary activity within the existing 
political framework. At the same time, the elimination of the justice of the ruler 
as a condition for obedience and service to him. allows for a largely pragmatic 
and utilitarian assessment of “ethical responsibility” in light of such concerns as 
general probity and furtherance of the common good of the brethren within the 
Shicite community.

65



CHAPTER TW O

Millenarian Religio-Political 
Movements in the Fourteenth/Eighth 

and Fifteenth/Ninth Centuries

The towering intellectual figure of fourteenth/eighth century, the cAllama Ibn 
al-Mutahhar al-Hilll, died in 1326. In the ensuing period, the moving force in the 
social history of the Shicite religion ceased to be the unfolding of ratio— the 
world-embracing rationalization of the Shicite world view and ethos by the great 
theologians and jurists, and came to reside in the charisma of a number of indi
viduals who claimed the supreme personal authority of the Mahdi. The decisive 
force in social change stemmed not from the Shicite doctors’ attempt ftrimprove 
the consistency of doctrine and to increase the impact of the religious creed on 
the world through the ethical disciplining of economic and political action, but 
rather from the harnessing of the ethically undisciplined millenarian yearning of 
the masses to religio-political action by a number of charismatic leaders who 
drew on the Shicite doctrine of the return of the Hidden Imam. Our attention will 
accordingly shift from the '-ulamcPs control of lay religiosity through the advo
cacy and enforcement of the Shicite ethics of salvation to the charismatic domina
tion of the masses by leaders claiming absolute authority as the savior incarnate, 
the Mahdi, or on behalf of the Mahdi whose parousia was said to be imminent.

2.1 Sufism and the Elective Affinity of the Masses 
for Certain “Extremist” Shfrte Beliefs

The phenomenal growth of Sufism in Iran after the Mongol invasion has been 
noted. Unlike Imam! Shicism, which was an urban movement dominated by pa
trician strata, Sufism was distinctly plebeian.1 It spread among the masses and 
was much more susceptible to the influences and demands of the laity to which, 
as a rule, it succumbed. Sincere mystics, like the great poet AwhadI, severely
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criticized deceitful shaykhs for deviating from the goal of spiritual perfection and 
exploiting the gullibility of the masses, making the khaniqahs houses of supersti
tion, trickery, and snake-charming.2 In the eyes of Awhadi, the “Sufism of the 
khaniqh” was disreputable and thaumaturgic shaykhs were charlatans. The 
masses, however, greatly venerated the famous shaykhs and attributed numerous 
miracles (karamat) to them.

Sufism, by admitting the possibility of immediate contact with God, provided 
a fertile ground for the growth of undisciplined religiosity, and heightened the 
receptivity to apocalyptic and “exaggerated” claims to mahdihood and hulul (in
carnation), similar to those found in the history of Shicism but anathematized as 
ghuluww (“extremism”) by its guardians, theculama3. Aberrant religious groups 
manifesting religious extremism3 especially concentrated in a region comprising 
northwestern Iran and Anatolia which had experienced a massive influx of Turk
man nomadic tribes as a result of the displacement caused by the Mongol inva
sion and the earlier Saljuq tribal policy. The islamization of these Turkman tribes 
was most superficial, and Central Asiatic shamanistic elements remained promi
nent in their religion. Sufism and certain notions associated with extremism pene
trated into their folk religion. The veneration of CA1I as a godhead became wide
spread, and Shicite elements were superimposed on the veneer of Sunni Islam. 
Cahen aptly speaks of a “shicitization of Sunnism” in this period as opposed to 
spread of conscious Shicism.4

2.2 The Politicization of Sufism: The Case of the 
Marcashl Shicite Order

With the “shicitization of Sunnism” against the background of the constant 
expansion of the Sufism, a number of Sufi orders came to profess Shicism for
mally. In these cases, their Shicism was at best a secondary characteristic, while 
their primary defining features were those of popular Sufism.

In Sufism, salvation is attained by following the exemplary life of the spiritual 
guide (pir), and not through adherence to an ethical code of conduct. One of the 
important consequences of the spread of Sufism was the emergence of a number 
of prominent shaykhs who enjoyed enormous hieratic influence as holy saviors 
and not as the proponents of any normative creed. They dispensed blessings for 
rule over specific domains, and granted legitimacy to rulers in exchange for tax 
exemptions and material support. Some of them amassed great fortunes.5 Asking 
for the duca-ye khayr (prayer/blessing) of an eminent shaykh became a regular 
practice with rulers and governors.6 One such Sufi shaykh, Mir Qavam al-DIn 
Marcashl (d. 1379/781), who was a Shicite, even became the formal head of a 
small local state, and the founder of a dynasty in Tabaristan.7

The episode of Qavam al-DIn illustrates an interesting feature of popular
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Shicite Sufism of the period: the tension between the requirements for spiritual 
salvation, as specified by Sufi mystical philosophy, enjoining both avoidance and 
transcendence of this world, and the vociferous demands of the mass of the lay 
members of Sufi congregations for this-worldly action. Because of these de
mands, any religious movement was likely to become “politically conditioned” 
to a significant degree.

In the mid-fourteenth/eighteenth century, Sayyid Qavam al-DIn, a disciple of 
Shaykh Hasan Juri (see section 2.3 below) established a dervish order of Shicite 
affiliation in Tabaristan, and began his missionary activity. The local ruler of 
Amul, Kiya Afrasiyab, joined his order, and attempted to exploit it to further his 
political aims. He soon fell out with Qavam al-DIn, and their struggle eventually 
ended in a battle in which Kiya Afrasiyab was killed (1358/760). Qavam al-DIn 
was carried to Amul by his excited followers, and assumed rule. As a result of 
the campaigns of his sons, his domain expanded to include most of Tabaristan. 
Sayyid Qavam al-DIn directed the religious life of his adherents and concerned 
himself with the guidance of the converts who flocked to his dervish order, re
penting their sins, while his sons, formally appointed by him, ruled in his name 
and dealt with political and military matters.

According to the history of the dynasty written by one of his descendants, Mir 
£ahlr al-DIn (d. 1486/892), when addressing his sons upon his triumphant entry 
to Amul, Qavam al-DIn affirmed that he had never sought worldly domination, 
and would continue to remain a recluse, but commanded them to fight the enemies 
of religion and rule with justice, assuring them of his difa-ye khayr (blessing). 
Under the direction of his sons, however, the enthusiasm of formal conversion 
and joining the order became linked with the taking up of arms and readiness for 
military action. In 1361/763 his son Kamal al-DIn pleaded with him to take part 
in the military campaign against the governor of Sari. Qavam al-DIn agreed, 
which greatly heightened the morale of the fighting dervishes. In a later expedi
tion to the fortress of FIruz-kuh, he was not only persuaded to accompany the 
dervishes, but also prevailed upon to wear a weapon: a “simple sword” was fas
tened onto his belt.8

In terms of our schema, the creation of the Marcashi local state out of a Sufi 
religious movement can be analyzed as follows: the absence of a centralized state 
in northern Iran created a political environment in which religion emerged as a 
highly effective weapon for mobilizing masses for political action. This “politi
cal conditioning” militated against the disjunction of political and religious action 
and made it very likely that the religious movement would become politicized.

However, the political conditioning of the Marcashl movement, despite the 
movement's profession of Shiism, did not induce the adoption of a basic tenet of 
“extremist” Shicism: the mahdistic tenet. In other words, the influence of the 
political environment did not result in the activation of the mahdistic tenet and
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initiation of chiliastic action. For this reason, the Marcashl movement, though 
Shicite, is best viewed as a politically conditioned Sufi religious movement.

By contrast, the five selected movements to be considered below, though also 
bearing the strong imprint of Sufism, have as their distinctive feature the unfold
ing of the mahdistic potential of extremist Shicism. In these cases, the pressure 
of the political environment was translated into religious terms by the activation 
of the mahdistic tenet.

2.3 Militant Messianism in the Shicite “Republic” 
of the Sarbidars, 1338-81

2.3.1 The Historical Development o f the Sarbidar 
State: An Analysis o f Its Religious 
Motivation

In the early fourteenth century, Shaykh Khalifa, a dervish and preacher (vaHz) 
from Mazandaran, appeared in Sabzavar, Khurasan, and acquired a following. 
His “worldly” (dunyavl) propaganda— according to Petrushevsky, in favor of 
general equality and resistance to oppression— alarmed the Sunni culamaP, who 
accused him of “innovation” and ruled that he be killed. He was found strangled 
in the mosque where he taught. One of his disciples, Hasan Juri, set out to unify 
the shaykh’s followers and spread his teachings. According to Hafiz-e Abru, he 
registered the names of the adherents, telling them “now is the time of conceal
ment” and promising to signal the time of appearance.9 The mahdistic tenet con
tained in the Shicite doctrine of occultation was thus adopted as a tool for the 
mobilization of the masses for political action.

By an uneasy alliance in 1338 with the rebellious ruler of Sabzavar, Amir 
Mascud, Hasan became a second head of the Shicite Sarbidar state. He was soon 
assassinated by Amir Mascud during a campaign in which he and his dervish 
militia took part.

After a turbulent interval, Shams al-DIn CA1I, a shaykh of the order founded by 
Shaykh Khalifa and Hasan Juri, accepted the position of head of state and ruled 
effectively, with the support of the dervish and the local (futuwwa) militia, from 
1347 to 1353. One of his coins from 1349-50/750 bears the inscription “the 
victory is near.” 10 He ruled Sabzavar as an egalitarian Islamic theocracy, rig
orously observing rules of morality and justice in anticipation of the appearance 
of the Hidden Imam, the Lord of Time. In matters of law he deferred to the 
“zulama? of the true religion.” Shams al-DIn CA1I “was insistent upon ‘enjoin
ing the good* and ‘forbidding the evil’” : 11 he banned prostitution, smoking, 
and drinking, and apparently fell victim to his severity in the enforcement of 
morality.12
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The last Sarbidar ruler, CA1I Mu’ayyad, came to power through an alliance with 
a certain Darvlsh cAzTz Majdl, who had rebelled in Tus.13 In Jus, Darvlsh cAzIz 
had struck a coin (1357-58/759) bearing the inscription “Sultan Muhammad, 
the Mahdi”— i.e., the Hidden Imam. After the alliance, ‘All Mu’ayyad became 
the ruler of the Sarbidar state.

CA1I Mu’ayyad immediately had to contend with dervish power, and, like Amir 
Mas‘ud before him, ordered his troops to kill his dervish partner and some sev
enty of his followers (1364- 65/766). He disbanded the Shaykhiyya-Juriyya or
der. (Years later, the exiled dervishes were to bring about ‘All Mu’ayyad’s down
fall.14) On the other hand, ‘All Mu’ayyad confirmed his adherence to Shi‘ism and 
struck coins in the name of the twelve Imams. Mahdistic expectations persisted 
and a caparisoned horse was brought out to the gates of the city of Sabzavar twice 
a day in expectation of the appearance of the Hidden Imam.15 Presumably to pre
vent the recurrence of dervish chiliasm, ‘All Mu5ayyad, upon the advice of a 
councillor, commissioned the jurist Muhammad ibn MakkI al-‘Amili, known as 
the Shahid al-Awwal (first martyr; d. 1384/786), to write a book on Shi‘ite law 
and come to Sabzavar to assist in the establishment of Twelver Shi‘ism as taught 
by the Imami scholars. However, shortly after the manual was completed, Timur 
(Tamerlane) conquered Sabzavar and put an end to the Sarbidar state (1381/783).

2.3.2 Sarbidar Impetus to the Development o f 
ShiHte Sacred Law

In the episode of the Sarbidars, we encounter the phenomenon of Shi‘ite Sufi 
militancy, which was to occur a century later with the Safavid order under 
Junayd, Haydar, Sultan ‘All, and IsmaTl. However, in contrast to the Qizilbash, 
the Shaykhiyya-Juriyya Sufis did not go beyond the expectancy of the advent of 
the Mahdi, and did not attribute Mahdihood to any leader. This had important 
consequences. Their zest in political and military action in anticipation of the 
parousia did not render the sacred law inoperative. On the contrary, the expecta
tion of the imminent appearance of the Hidden Imam tended to promote, as it did 
during the rule of Shams al-DIn ‘All, the strict observance of ethical and moral 
rules of the sacred law and the creation of a just kingdom pleasing to the'ex
pected Lord of the Age.

In the last years of the Sarbidars we also encounter an attempt— again fore
shadowing that of the Safavids— to substitute the legalistically and theologically 
rationalized Shi‘ism of the Imami sect for the Shi‘ite-tinged Sufi extremism. 
Such an attempt was likely to be made once the chiliasm of the dervishes lost its 
political utility and became more of a liability than an asset to the ruler. Although 
the Sarbidar state collapsed before this plan could be implemented, the attempt 
had important consequences for the future development of Shi‘ism. ‘All Mu’ay- 
yad had commissioned the Shahid al-Awwal to write a legal treatise with a view 
to institutionalizing the implementation of the Shi‘ite sacred law in the Sarbidar
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realm. The Shahid produced the Lumcat al-Dimashqiyya, a work characterized 
by the author’s concern for practical implementation of the sacred law and thus 
marking an important step toward further regulative embracement of the world.16

In his practically oriented legal work, the Shahid categorically states that the 
authority (wilaya) of a qadi is established on the basis of common report (skiyac) 
or the witness of two just men.17 This statement constitutes an important positive 
legal norm for the institutionalization of judiciary authority. It is, furthermore, 
pregnant with implication. The same is true of an incidental remark the Shahid 
makes in a different context: “The congregational Friday prayer does not take 
place except with the Imam or his deputy [mPifc], even if he be a jurist [wa law 
kanafaqlhan], given the possibility of assembling during the occultation.” 18

The primary objective of the statement is to enhance the social aspect of the 
Shicite religion by ruling in favor of the controversial issue of the permissibility 
of congregational prayer. However, while doing so, the Shahid takes the oppor
tunity to increase the social commitment and authority of the jurist by recogniz
ing him as a kind of deputy of the Hidden Imam.

All this was destined to stimulate future development of Shicism, but much 
later— that is, after the Safavids successfully carried out in their empire what 
CA1I Mu’ayyad had intended for his small dominion. As for the historical actu
alities, we may conclude by saying that the Sarbidar “republic” was the creation 
of a religiously conditioned political movement whose strong religious orienta
tion was due to the use of the mahdistic tenet as a tool to motivate a political 
action. The crucial and continued importance of the Shaykhiyya-Juriyya order 
in the Sarbidar polity assured the continued reliance on the mahdistic tenet, 
and hence the continued religious conditioning of the Sarbidar movement. As the 
mahdistic tenet was used to motivate political and military action without, how
ever, any person claiming mahdihood, the religious conditioning of the Sarbidar 
political movement took the form of emphasis on the observance of the sacred law.

2.4 The Hurufiyya

The foundation of the Shicite Marcashl state by the sons of the shaykh of a Sufi 
order has been presented here as a politically conditioned religious movement in 
which distinctly Shicite beliefs played no demonstrable role. The Sarbidar “re
public” has been presented as a political movement that was religiously condi
tioned by the emphatic use of a distinctly Shicite belief—the belief in the return 
of the Hidden Imam as the Mahdi. However, the millenarian potential of the mahd
istic tenet has been unfolded only in part. The full unfolding of this tenet, which 
was able to shift the source of motivation of religio-political action from the ratio 
contained in the sacred law to the revolutionary charisma of a self-legitimating 
claimant to mahdihood, is encountered only in the remaining movements. The 
Sarbidar movement was not a religious revolution because the unfolding of the
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mahdistic tenet was only partial. By contrast, the chiliastic potential of the mahd- 
istic tenet was fully activated in the movements to be discussed next, which, for 
this reason, fully belong to the category of Shicite extremism and constitute reli
gious or religio-political revolutions.

2.4.1 The Epiphany o f Fadl Allah o f Astarabad 
and His Alphabetistic Dispensation

The Hurufiyya were a heterodox sect founded by Fadl Allah Astarabad! 
(d. 1394/794) in northwestern Iran, in the milieu of Sufism and Shicite extrem
ism, at the end of the fourteenth/eighth century.

At the age of forty, after three days of ecstasy, Fadl Allah heard a voice refer
ring to him as the “Lord of Time [Sahib al-zamdn], the Sultan of all Prophets: 
others attain faith by imitation and learning, whereas he attains it by inner and 
clear revelation [kashf va ciyan]” '9 He retired to seclusion in Isfahan until a 
dying dervish announced to him that the time of-revelation of divine glory 
(Zuhur-i Kibriy&i) had come (ca. 1386/788). He then made his public procla
mations, began writing the Javidan-nameh (Book of Eternity), and formed the 
Hurufi sect. “This is the new Ordinance” ; thus Fadl Allah refers to his teaching 
in his testament.20

Fadl Allah’s doctrine, clearly showing the influence of IsmaTlI esoteric tradi
tion,21 is briefly as follows: Divine revelation takes the form of manifestation 
(Zuhur) of God in men, and moves in cycles. His formula for the Adhan (call to 
prayer) placed the phrase “I bear witness that Adam [= man] is the vicar of 
God” before the phrase attesting to Muhammad’s prophecy. Words emanate from 
God. Man, the vicar of God, can gain knowledge of Him through a science based 
on the interpretation of the (gnostic) significance of the letters of the alphabet in 
their diverse combinations (hence the name of the sect, which derives from 
huruf, i.e., letters of the alphabet). Letters of determinate significance combined 
to form words that were conceived “realistically” as identical with their embodi
ments in objects and in the human body, especially the face, on which the actual 
name of God was written in clear letters. Man could know God through the 
cabalistic/gnostic interpretation of the incidence of words in accordance with the 
significance of the letters of the alphabet and their numerical values as deter
mined by the widely known abjad system.22

2.4.2 The Social Position o f the Hurufis

This esoteric “mystery” religion was actively missionary. The sources allow 
us to form a fairly clear impression of the social position of its adherents. Huruf- 
ism was a literate urban movement and gained widespread following above all 
among artisans and intellectuals. The Hurufis were active in the cities of Azer
baijan and Anatolia, Iran and Syria, where they gave birth to a religious and 
literary movement of some momentum.23 The verses of Naslml illustrate the exu
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berant confidence of those fortified and exalted by initiation to the unitive knowl
edge of God through the teachings of the “Master of Interpretation” (§ahib-e 
ta^vll), i.e., the founder.24

2.4.3 The Politicization o f the Hurufi Movement

Two sets of factors working in the same direction explain the subsequent poli
ticization of the Hurufi religious movement: persecution and the proclivities of 
its adherents.

The conversion of a ruler is no small boon to a missionary religion. This politi
cal consideration determined the modest extent of the initial political condition
ing of Hurufism. Fadl Allah himself tried to convert the great Tatar conqueror, 
Timur, but perished by the order of Timur’s apprehensive son, Miranshah, in 
1394/796. Not surprisingly, Miranshah became the Dajjal (the Antichrist, coun
terpart of the Mahdi) of the new religion. (Nevertheless, abortive attempts were 
subsequently made by his successor to convert a number of rulers.) It is*quite 
possible that after the failure to convert Miranshah, the founder contemplated the 
propagation of Hurufism by violent means.

Recurrent persecution forced the Hurufiyya to become clandestine. They drew 
upon the Twelver Shicite theodicy of suffering— the tragedy of Karbala and the 
martyrdom of Imam Husayn— to make sense of the experience of persecution. 
On the eve of his execution in Shirvan, Fadl Allah wrote:

The Husayn of the Age am I, and each worthless foe a
Shimr and a Yazld.

My life is a day of mourning, and Shlrwan my Karbala.25 

The Hurufis’ theodicy of suffering also extols deliverance through martyrdom:

He who remembreth me, loveth me; and he who loveth me passionately
desireth me; and him who passionately desireth me I passionately desire;
and whom I passionately desire I slay; and of him whom I slay, I am the
Blood-wit.26

This theodicy of suffering was accompanied by the reappearance of messianic 
hope and the reactivation of the mahdistic tenet. The belief in the second coming 
(rafa) of Fadl Allah spread.27 The Hurufi tract, Mahram-nameh, written over 
three decades after the martyrdom of Fadl Allah in 1424-25/828, talks of the 
supremacy of the Hidden Imam, the Mahdi, the “Lord of the Sword” (Sahib-e 
sayf), who will appear to deliver the Hurufis from tyranny and persecution.28

Persecution of Hurufis occurred not only because of the apprehensiveness of 
the powers regarding the possible political ambitions of the movement, but also 
at the instigation of the guardians of Islamic orthodoxy, the culam<P, who consid
ered Hurufism an abominable heresy. At least one injunction (fatwd) was issued 
for the execution of Fadl Allah by a jurist, and there was probably a conference
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of culama? to condemn him to death.29 A generation later, at the insistence of a 
local cdlim> Mawlana Muhammad, who considered their heresy a threat to Islam, 
and on the basis of an injunction begrudgingly issued by Mawlana Najm al-Din 
UskuT, the Qaraquyunlu monarch, Jahanshah (1436-76), was prevailed upon to 
order a massacre in which some 500 Hurufis perished.30 The massacred Hurufis 
included the founder’s revered daughter, Kalimat al-culya (“the highest word,” 
standing for Kalimat Allah hiya’l-culya [“the word of God which is the high
est”]) also known as the Qurrat al-cayn (“delight to the eye”).31

With the reappearance of mahdism, there are also firm indications of clan
destine political activity among the Hurufiyya. In 1426-27/830, the poet Qasim 
al-Anvar was implicated in an attempt to assassinate the Timurid king, Shahrukh, 
and was accused of collusion with the Hurufis. The conspirators were found to 
be a group of Hurufi artisans in the city of Herat who had adopted the Ni?ari 
Ismacfll techniques of terrorism.32

The episode brings to our attention the second cause of the politicization of the 
Hurufi movement: the propensity of its urban adherents to political action, espe
cially of the clandestine and millenarian type. We may safely infer from the 
cabalistic emphasis on the power of literacy that there was no basis for any hier- 
ocracy that could mold the political attitudes of the Hurufi sectarians and disci
pline their extremist religiosity and chiliastic yearning. We also know from com
parative evidence that mystery religions akin to Hurufism, such as Ismacflism in 
the preceding and Nuqtavism in the succeeding periods, appealed to urban ar
tisans and intellectuals who were the social group most prone to clandestine mil
lenarian political activism.33

2.4.4 Hurufism and the Transcendence o f ShiHsm

Through the actualization of epiphany (Zuhur), Fadl Allah created a religious 
revolution. He transformed Shicism into a new religion, which, in marked con
trast to Twelver Shicism, rested upon knowledge and mystery as opposed to piety 
and faith. With him, the latent religious substratum of the doctrine of the Hidden 
Imam engendered a gnostic prophecy, a new dispensation, and finally an intellec
tual movement. The messianic potential of Shicism was thus consummated in 
epiphany and prophecy. However, repression by jealous political powers and the 
orientation of its literate urban adherents caused the politicization of the Hurufi 
movement— mahdism reappeared and attempts to proselytize the rulers gave 
place to clandestine millenarian activism.

2.5 The Mystical Mahdism of Nurbakhsh

I have already mentioned the works of two shaykhs of the Kubravi order, Sacd 
al-Din Hamuya and cAla al-Dawla SimnanI, to illustrate the unsystematic pene
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tration of Shicite ideas into (Sunni) Sufism. Steps in the same direction were 
taken by Sayyid CA1I b. Shihab al-DIn HamadanI, who also was a Sunni, and by 
Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh (d. 1463). Only the latter, who came from the 
Shicite region of Qaflf and Bahrain,34 openly professed Shicism. Besides profess
ing Shicism, Nurbakhsh came to claim mahdihood, and it is the nature of this 
claim that is of primary interest to us.

Non-Kibravl influences on Nurbakhsh were also quite strong.35 His father and 
grandfather came from the Twelver Shicite region of Alisa3 and he studied with 
the famous Imam! scholar of Hilla, Ahmad ibn Fahd al-Hilll (d. 1437/841). In a 
risala attributed to his teacher Ahmad ibn Fahd, we can read, “the Greater Jihad 
[the inner holy war against the instinctual nature] necessitates that there be an 
imam, a vail [friend of God] perfect in the stage of vildya.” 36

In 1425/828, the Timurid monarch Shahrukh was informed of a rebellion in 
northeastern Iran in which a renowned Sufi shaykh, Khwaja Ishaq KhatlanI, 
called a “young sayyid” (sayyid-zadeh) the Mahdi, and it was said that he was 
the Imam. The rebellion was suppressed, and Khwaja Ishaq and eighty Sufis 
were killed, but the life of the young sayyid (descendant of the Prophet) was 
spared on the grounds that his guilt was not so great “as his Shaykh told him: you 
are the Mahdi— and made him rise.” 37

After his release by Shahrukh, the young sayyid, Muhammad Nurbakhsh, suc
ceeded Khwaja Ishaq as the shaykh of the Kubravl order. It appears that for a 
long time he was reluctant to declare his mahdihood publicly. His followers, on 
the other hand, were firmly convinced that he was the expected Imam, and had 
visions of him.38 It is reasonable to assume that Nurbakhsh’s primary preoccupa
tion was with spiritual guidance of his followers and in his writings he explicitly 
emphasized the importance of world renunciation in the form of poverty ifaqr) 
on the part of the “perfect guide.” 39

Even so, given the inevitability of some “politically conditioned” action on 
the part of any religious movement in dealing with the forces of its political en
vironment, the possibility of using the absolute mahdistic authority in worldly 
political action remained a real one. This was so especially in view of the thirst 
that the as-yet-unenlightened followers had for it. Nurbakhsh does appear to have 
had such followers, some of whom struck coins and delivered the khutba (ser
mon) in his name in Kurdistan. As one would expect, jealous political powers 
were keenly appreciative of this possibility and worried about it. Thus the Tim
urid monarch, Shahrukh, had Nurbakhsh arrested again and sent to Herat, and 
made him mount the pulpit during a Friday congregation in the year 1436/ 840 to 
repudiate and deny all “claim to caliphate” (dacvi-ye khilafat).40

Some years later, Nurbakhsh made it clear that this disclaimer did not regard 
his spiritual authority. In a letter to Shahrukh, he arrogantly stated that it was 
evident to the wise that he and only he was the “Deputy of the Lord of the Age,”
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and the “Deputy of the Imam of the Age and the promised Mahdi.” He called 
upon Shahrukh to cease molesting him, to apologize for having imprisoned him 
three times, and to ask for his forgiveness while there was still time so as not to 
be ashamed in front of the Prophet in the hereafter.41 In a letter to another con
temporary ruler, Nurbakhsh based his supreme spiritual authority on unparal
leled excellence in all sciences, including literature, religious jurisprudence, and 
the rational sciences, and, above all, on gnostic insight to the constitution of the 
universe. These qualities, he claimed, made him the supreme spiritual guide of 
the age.42

Finally, in the Risalat al-Huda (Treatise on Guidance; ca. 1451/856), Nur
bakhsh explained the nature of his claim to mahdihood more systematically. 
After pointing out the difficulties of knowing a vail (friend of God) and espe
cially a perfect vali, he adduces the traditions on the Mahdi, and argues that they 
refer to him. The proofs of his mahdihood are, on the one hand, numerous vi
sions, and, on the other hand, “rational proofs” (dalaHl caqliyya)— notably that 
he has guided more students over the past forty years than anyone else. However, 
mystical experience is the ultimate basis of his claim to mahdihood and indica
tive of its nature. According to Nurbakhsh, the Mahdi is like a light and is not 
incarnate. The Mahdi was seized by and infused in him as the celestial spirit 
coexistent with the terrestrial body of Nurbakhsh.43

For Nurbakhsh, true Islam was Sufism, embracing all aspects of religion: the 
shariat (Law), the tarlqat (Way), and haqiqat (Truth).44 The sharFat compre
hends only a third of religion: the exoteric religion. It is clear from his writings 
that Nurbakhsh had a very low opinion of exoteric religious sciences and of the 
^ulama?.^ As for esoteric religion, initiation by imperfect persons leads the be
liever astray, hence the importance of the perfect spiritual guide for salvation.

In its final version, the mahdism of Nurbakhsh replaces millenarian eschatol
ogy by an eschatology of the soul. In the teeth of his followers clamoring for 
chiliastic action, which had more than once tempted him to seek worldly domina
tion in vain, he appears to have made an effort to depoliticize his mahdistic au
thority. Despite the pressure from the political environment, in his later years 
Nurbakhsh used his mahdistic authority to guide the followers along the path of 
spiritual perfection. Nurbakhsh’s son and successor, Shah Qasim, continued this 
tradition of spiritual guidance, and even chided whomever reminded him of his 
father’s claim to mahdihood.46

2.6 The Thaumaturgical Mahdism of Mushacshac

Sayyid Muhammad ibn Falah (d. 1461 or 1465/866 or 870) was also a student 
of Ahmad ibn Fahd al-Hilll. Claiming descent from the Seventh Imam, he suc
ceeded in gaining power among the Arab tribes of Khuzistan and assumed the
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title of Mushacshac— “the radiant.’’47 Relying on a military force that, according 
to the historian Jacfari, consisted of ten thousand “ignoramuses, bandits and 
thieves” who had gathered under his banner, Sayyid Muhammad established an 
obscurantist religious tyranny.48

Mushacshac varied his claim according to the audience he was addressing, 
from being the “ introduction to,” the “veil of,” and the “locus of” the Mahdi, to 
being the Mahdi himself. His son, Mawla CA1I, advanced even more exaggerated 
claims to being the reincarnation of the First Imam, CA1I, and of the divinity. In a 
letter to a certain religious scholar from Baghdad, Sayyid Muhammad attributes 
the exaggerated exaltation of himself and his son to the gullibility of the ignorant 
masses he is leading away from extremism and into the right path. In reality, 
however, Mushacshac did his best to perpetuate the extremist adulation of himself 
by his followers. In his Kalam al-Mahdi, he asserts the essential identity of the 
prophets, the imams, and the awliya? (friends of God) who appear in different 
human forms in different period, the last instance of the appearance being that of 
himself, the Mahdi of the age. Mushacshac also composed Suras in imitation of 
the Qur’an.49 Furthermore, he put forward his own code of law in which his ob
session with ritualistic detail and with pollution found expression in minute ritu
alistic regulations and in ferocious punishments decreed for ritualistic tort.

We know that extremism prevailed under Mushacshac’s descendant, Mir Fay- 
yad, who also claimed divinity and was killed in a ferocious battle by Ismacfl I in 
1508/914,50 and was revived from time to time until Mushacshac’s doctrines were 
finally revoked by his descendant, Mubarak (ruled 1589-1616/998-1025), who 
invited the learned cAbd al-Latif Jam! to Khuzistan, and, with the latter’s help, 
introduced Twelver Shicism in his dominion.51

Mushacshac’s rule can be characterized as a case of thaumaturgical domination 
in which social life is subjected to ritualistic legislation conceived in the light of 
the presumed magical properties of things and acts and promulgated on the basis 
of Mahdistic authority. Mushacshac too exploited the millenarian potential of ex
tremist Shicism for creating what was in effect a new religious system based on 
new sacred texts and a new legal code.

2.7 The Rise of the Safavids: Theophanic 
Domination and Militant Chiliasm

The Safavid theocracy arose in the milieu of Sufism and of extremism. It in
volved the transformation of the Sufi order founded by Shaykh Safi al-DIn Ar- 
dabffi into a warrior theocracy of Turkman tribesmen: the Qizilbash order.

§afi al-DIn Ardablll (1252-1334/650-735) was one of the most influential 
and highly favored shaykhs of the Il-Khanid period. A Sunni, he acquired great 
eminence and his convent totally dominated the life of the city of Ardabll.52 Like
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the Kubraviyya, the Safavid order underwent the transition from Sunnism to 
Shicism. However, unlike the Kubraviyya, the transition was not gradual but sud
den. The intellectual and ideational consi3erations in this transition were mini- 
mal, and the political considerations maximal.

2.7.7 The Geopolitical Factor and the Influence 
o f the Turkman Adherents

A decisive factor in this transition was the geographical location of the order in 
Ardabil, near”the frontiers of Islam. Once the worldly ambitions of the descen
dants of Shaykh $afl had been kindled, this location facilitated the transforma
tion of the Sufi order into a basis for ghaza (holy war, a specific type o f jihad) 
against the neighboring Christian unbelievers {huffdr). For centiifies, ghaza had 
been the dominant feature of political organization in the frontier region of Ana
tolia, and consisted of raids into Byzantine territories and Christian enclaves to 
capture booty and enslave the population. The strong material interest in booty, 
coupled and rationalized by the emphatic ethical injunction to extend the fron
tiers of Islam, formed the effective basis for political and military organization 
of small ghazl principalities.55 With the political segmentation following the fall 
of the Il-Khanid and Timurid empires, small-scale ghaza spread to northwest
ern Iran.

According to Mazzaoui, up to the middle of the fifteenth/ninth century, the 
Safavid order continued to be an important center of Sufism, engaged in mission
ary dissemination of its doctrines and practices under the leadership of the de
scendants of Shaykh Safi. In later sources we read of a group of Turkman pris
oners of war, released by Timur at the request of the Safavid shaykh, Khwaja 
CA1I (d. 1429/832), who joined the order in the early years of the fifteenth cen
tury. Even though these were probably settled in Ardabil, the composition of the 
order remained predominantly Persian and urban. The Safavids resisted being 
drawn into holy warfare despite the depredation of Ardabil by the Georgians. 
The pattern of involvement of the Safavid shaykhs in politics was typical, consist
ing of the benediction of the rulers in exchange for material and political privi
leges. Furthermore, even though Khwaja CA1I did expand the missionary activi
ties of the order into the areas affected by the Shicite extremism of Mushacshac, 
no signs of Shicism, either of the Twelver or of the extremist variety, are discern
ible in the life of the Safavid Sufi order.

The missionary activities of the Safavid order injthe first halfjrf jh e  fifteenth 
century became increasingly directed toward Anatolia, jvhere some of the chili- 
astic followers of QadI Badr al-DIn joinfed the order after the collapse of their 
extensive rebellion of 1416 against the Ottomans. Nevertheless, the outlook of 
the Safavid movement, determined by Ardabil, remained unchanged until the 
death of Khwaja cAlI’s successor, Shaykh Ibrahim, in 1447.54

In 1447, a split occurred in the Safavid order. Shaykh Jacfar, “the most culti
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vated and the most learned of the Safavid Shaykhs,” 33 continued the Sufi mis
sionary tradition of the order in Ardabll.36 He resisted the pressure toward the 
militarization of the Safavid order^and Itslvolvement in warfare against the 
Christians, and accepted an appointment as the Shaykh al-Islam of Ardabll from 
the Qaraquyunlu monarch, Jahanshah. Shaykh Jacfar appears as a religious digni
tary with no political ambitions. A document dated 1453/857 refers to him as the 
“Rectifier of Truth and the Sacred Law and Religion.” 37 Under his leadership, 
which lasted until the 1470s, the Ardabll branch of the Safavid movement re
sisted the pressure of its geopolitical environment and did not change its reli
gious character.

This was not so with the Anatolian ̂ branch, the Safavid order in exile under 
Jacfar’s nephew, Junayd (1447-60). There, under the leadership of Junayd, the 
Safavid order' was suddenly transformed into a militant g/razfjnovement. The 
teaching of Sufism and cultivation of religious grace suddenly gave place to in
tense millenarian religio-political activity.

Junayd was the first descendant of Safi al-DIn to add “worldly sovereignty!’ to 
spiritual sovereignty,38 and set out to transform the Safavid order into a militant 
ghazi movement. The hostile Sunni jurist and contemporary historian, Fadl Al
lah Ruzbihan Khunjl, ponders on the way Junayd changed his ancestors’ tradi
tion of spiritual guidance: “What a pity that, while Safi al-DIn preserved his 
being from a doubtful repast [luqma-yi shubha], he did not restrain his children 
from the vanities of this world [hutam]. As a result his progeny forsook poverty 
and humility [khaksari] for the throne of a kingdom.” 39

Junayd was exiled from Ardabll by his uncie’s patron, Jahanshah. While in 
exile in Diyar Baler, Junayd tied himself by marriage to the rival Aqquyunlu dy
nasty, and acquired new followers whose way of life and religious outlook were 
very different from the urban members of the order in the city of Ardabll. Shaykh 
Junayd’s adherents were Turkman nomads, whose conversion to Islam wasTe- 
cent.and most superficial, and who retained many of their Central Asiatic beliefs 
^(feustom s.. Junayd responded to their demands for military action and booty 
and organized them into the ghuzat-e sufiyya, later to become known as the 
Qizilbash (on account of the red headgear devised for them by Junayd’s son, 
Haydar). They engaged in irregular raids in Georgia and the Christian enclave in 
Trabzon. This transformation was completednnder Junayd’s„$on, Haydar (1460- 
88), who succeeded his father in his early teens, having read, according to 
Khunjl, the unedifying Epic o f Kings instead of taking religious instructioils, and 
“instead of exercising his pen upon the Sacred Book, [having] exercised his 
sword upon the dogs of Ardabll.” 60

Haydar reconquered Ardabll, which was flooded and overwhelmed by the Turk
man followers and became the seat of his ghazi principality. With Haydar, and 
briefly with his son, Sultan-CA1I, the entire Safavid movement came under the 
sway of warrior millenarianism. Before falling m battle in 1493/898, the youthful
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Sultan-CA1I transferred the Oizilbash crown. together with the secret of the order, 
to his six^ear-old brother,JsmaTl, thus setting the stage for the final culmination 
of warrior millenarianism of the Qizilbash in the creation of the Safavid empire.

2.7.2 Adoption o f the ShiHte Mahdistic Tenet

It is clear that from an early impressionable age, Haydar came under the 
tempting influence of the adulatory religious beliefs of his fanatical Turkman fol
lowers: “The deputies [khulafd] of his father turned fo him from ever direction, 
and expressed— as a testimony to their shameless stupidity— the claim to his di
vinity. The excess of obedience of the people of Rum caused the son of the 
Shaykh to acquire reprehensible habits and calamitous manners.” 61

Khunjr .accuses Haydar of all manner of tyrannical cruelty toward those inhabi
tants of Ardabfl suspected of disloyalty. He is also accused of charlatanry, includ
ing snake-charming (jndr-bazi). Of the Turkman followers of the Safavids he 
writes:

The fools of Rum, who are a crowd of error and a host of devilish imagina
tion, struck the bell of the inane claims of Christians on the roof of the 
monastery of the world . . . they openly called Shaykh Junayd “God [ildh]9' 
and his son “Son of God [ibn-Allah]'*. . . .  In his'praise they said: “He is 
the Living one, there is no God but he.” Their folly and ignorance were such 
that, if someone spoke oT Shaykh Junayd as dead, he was no more to enjoy 
the sweet beverage of life.62

The ideational and theological elements of the shicitized Sufism of the Qizil- 
]>a&h appear to* have been extremely crude, covering a substratum of shamanistic 
and anthropolatric folk religiosity. They believed in a line of twelve Imams, the 
twelfth being the Mahdi. Notions current among the Shicite extremists, venera
tion of the Imams, and the elevation of CA1I to the level of godhead were adopted 
by them. The element of extremism was most notable in Safavid leaders’ claim 
to be the descendants and reincarnations of the Imams, and hence of God. This 
claim was fully acceptable to the Turkmans, in whose religion the belief in metem- 
psychosis had an important place.63 This is shown in a poem by IsmaTl on the 
coming of the kingdom of the Mahdi:

The heroic ghazis have come forth with “crowns of happiness” on their 
heads. The Mahdi’s period has begun. The light of eternal life has dawned 
[upon] the world.

With all your heart, accept the scion of Imam Shah Haydar. My Imams 
Jacfar al-Sadiq and cAH-[ibm] Musa al’Rida have come.64

When IsmaTl I, Haydar’s son and the founder of the Safavid empire, rose in 
his teens in 1499/905, to gather his supporters and sympathizers in Anatolia, 
“Leaflets announcing to those expecting the appearance of that Majesty [i.e., 
IsmaTl] who is the prelude to [the appearance of] the Lord of the Age were dis
seminated in every direction.” 65
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The earliest chronicle of Shah IsmaTl’s reign relates the testimony of a holy 
Sufi to the consecration of Shah IsmaTl by the person of the Lord of the Age. 
Dada Muhammad Rumlu, a Sufi of “vision and charismata/’ testified to having 
been an eyewitness to a ceremony taking place near Mecca in which the Lord of 
the Age bestowed his blessing upon IsmaTl and gave him his sword. On the mo
mentous day of the proclamation of Shicism as the state religion in Tabriz in 
1501/907, while the Twelver Shicite khufba (sermon) was being delivered, Is
maTl stood in front of the minbar (pulpit) holding the unsheathed sword of the 
Lord of the Age. In Ross Anonymous, IsmaTl’s reign is said to be the prelude to 
the reign of the Lord of the Age, and IsmaTl the wielder of the sword.66

Like Mushacshac before him, IsmaTl varied his claim to mahdistic authority 
according to the audience. With the more enthusiastic and less islamicized Turk- 
nfan tribesmen, IsmaTl does not appear to have been content with being merely 
the “intj^duclionlL^oahe-Mahdr, and put forward mote_elevated_claims.

In this regard, the poetry of Shah IsmaTl is of great documentary value. Writ
ten under his nom de plume, KhataT, and collected in his dlvany the poems are in 
the Turkish of the Turkmans,*in preference to Persian, the literary language. As 
Minofsky has pointed out, this clearly indicates that he was addressing his Qizil- 
bash adherents. Furthermore, as Melikoff has more recently shown, the recita- 
j2pn4>fJsm§cfl’s poems was a part of the initiation process.67

The themes of deification, first of CA1I, and then of IsmaTl himself, are strik
ing. CA1I is exaltedjabove the Prophet asJthe^demiurge (kirdigar) and the creator 
of heaven and earth. Then we come to IsmaTl himself:

He had already appeared in this world by order of CA1I. He is of the same 
essence as CA1I and is composed of the latter’s Mystery. A man can be a 
manifestation of Godhead; IsmaTl is the Adam having put on new clothes.
He has come as God’s light, as the Seal of the Prophets, as a Perfect Guide, 
as the guiding Imam. He is Agens Absolutus, Oculus Dei (or even Deus 
ipse!), his body is God’s house, he commands the Sun and the Moon.68

IsmaTl insisted on being worshiped through the act of sajda (prostration). In 
another poem IsmaTl sets forth his claim to divinity as the perfect guide and the 
incarnation of God’s light:

By the Lord! Come and behold: God’s light'has appeared; Muhamad Mu
stafa, the Seal of the Prophets has come!

The Perfect Guide has arrived. Faith has been [brought] to all. All the 
ghazis are full of joy at the coming of the Seal of the Prophets.

A man [has become] a manifestation of Truth. Prostrate thyself! Pander 
not to Satan! Adam has put on new clothes God has come, God has come.69

2.7.5 Mahdism and the Abeyance o f Sacred Law

The emergence of a military Sufi order engaged in ghaza under the leaders 
claiming divine military and religious authority was a unique phenomenon. In
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contrast to Sunni ghazis™ the nature of the charismatic authority of the Safavid 
leaders was such as to make the Islamic normative order inoperative. Not only 
did they claim the charisma of the Warlord, drawing on the (nonreligious) epic 
tradition of pre-Islamic Iran, they also arrogated to themselves the incarnation of 
the omnipotent God, demanding worship. The divinity of the commander en
tailed the abeyance of the sacred law.

This stance implied the suspension of all Islamic normative influences, which, 
for their efficacy, depended critically on the transcendence of God and mediation 
of the sacred law between God and man. It amounted to the abolition of allnor- 
mative order independent of the personal will of the supreme leader, who was, at 
one and the same time, the Sufijnurshid , the Shicite Imam, and the primordial 
godhead. Correspondingly, for the Qizilbash followers, what mattered was the 
worship of the incarnation of God, and immediate infusion by his spirit in mili
tary chiliastic action. Action governed by ethical norms was devoid of signifi
cance for salvation.

Even the thaumaturgical Mushacshac had claimed privileged contact with the 
transcendent God, and presented his tabooistic legislation as divine law. Only in 
the Safavid case was the transcendence of God not respected. The claim of the 
Safavids to incarnation of God left no room for the rule of divine law. No wonder 
the prime accusation leveled against the early Safavids from Junayd onwards was 
ibaha: disregard of the sacred law.

2.8 The Mahdism of the Extremist Shicite 
Movements in Analytical Perspective

I have sought to identify the doctrinal basis of religiously motivated social ac
tion in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: the belief in the appearance of the 
Hidden Imam as the Mahdi. The Mahdistic tenet, when fully activated, has been 
shown to render the ethically rationalized normative order inoperative. Pending 
possible affirmation by the claimant to mahdistic authority, ethical tenets are sus
pended, and ethically undisciplined extremist religiosity is channeled into chili
astic action under charismatic leadership.

Two important factors account for the spread of the aberrant Shicite move
ments organized on the basis of the mahdistic tenet: the elective affinity of the 
masses, nurtured by popular Sufism, for this-worldly salvation through mille- 
narian political action, and political decentralization, which made mass move
ments on the basis of such millenarian aspirations possible.

The Shicite belief in the advent of the Mahdi, when activated under the influ
ence of the factors discussed above, creates a millenarian movement resting on a 
structure of domination characterized by the attribution of intense personal cha
risma to an acclaimed leader. Salvation is believed to be attainable through sub
mission to the acclaimed leader thus invested with mahdistic authority. The
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claimant of supreme mahdistic authority determines its nature concurrently with 
the nature of soteriologically significant social action. Thus, through the extent 
of fusion or differentiation of the political and the religious spheres, he initially 
determines the degree of politicization of the ensuing movement.

From the outset, Mushacshac gave his thaumaturgical authority as the Mahdi a 
political as well as a religious character. "Beginning with Junayd, the Safavid 
movement was characterized by millenarian militarism. Military action under the 

leadership of the incarnate savior was endowed with immediate soteriological 
significance, thus motivating the Qizilbash to chiliastic action on the battlefield.

By contrast, Facjl Allah AstarabadI and the later Nurbakhsh defined their au
thority primarily as guides to inner-worldly gnostic and mystical salvation re
spectively. However, even in these cases, two sets of factors made the politiciza
tion of the religious movements an ever-present possibility. The first set derived 
from the political environment of these movements. These religious movements 
were always politically conditioned by the yearning of their adherents for this- 
worldly action, which was often stimulated by the absence of a centralized politi
cal power. The case of the Marcashl movement was included in the analysis to 
demonstrate the existence of this yearning for this-worldly political action even 
when mahdism was absent. Another source of pressure toward politicization was 
the anticipation of its possibility by the jealously watchful political authorities, 
who would resort to violent repression. Such impingements of political power on 
the religious sphere in the form of religiously relevant repressive action would in 
turn tend to accentuate the movement’s political conditioning. Mahdistic mille- 
narianism was a likely reaction to preemptive repression.

The second set of factors had to do with the very structure of charismatic domi
nation brought into existence by the full activation of the mahdistic tenet, a struc
ture of domination that facilitated the transmission of the impact of adherents 
yearning for this-worldly political action. The mahdistic principle instituted a 
personal relationship between the leader and his followers. He could have a 
number of deputies (khalifas) who were (lay) members of the congregation rep
resenting him personally, but not a hierocratic staff. The absence of a hierocracy 
drastically reduced the autonomy of the religious sphere from the political. It did 
so because the unmediated domination of the Mahdi over his followers increased 
his susceptibility to their political demands and yearnings, the satisfaction or sub
limation of which was of crucial importance to the perpetuation of the charis
matic domination.

The Sarbidar case is an exception in that the unfolding of the mahdistic tenet in 
political action was incomplete. It represents a religiously conditioned political 
movement that stimulated the development of sectarian Shicism in a direction 
suggested by the requirements of a religion of the state. The chiliastic impulse, 
deriving from the mahdistic tenet, was used to motivate political action but with
out charismatic acclamation of a supreme leader. Here the rulers were more often
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than not secular, and the structure of domination mediating the unfolding of the 
mahdistic tenet in action was hieratic. The great importance of the Sufi order in 
the power constellation assured the firm religious conditioning of the Sarbidar 
politics. The authority of the religious leaders was legitimated by its function of 
preparation of an earthly kingdom pleasing to the expected Imam. The dervishes 
used their hieratic domination and influence to mobilize and direct religiously 
conditioned political action. For this reason, the Sarbidar state, when the hieratic 
leaders had the upper hand, was a true theocracy. The ethics of salvation re
mained fully operative. In anticipation of parousia, the sacred law of God was 
observed. In fact, the last Sarbidar ruler commissioned a legal manual in which 
important substantive provisions of the Shicite sacred law were clarified and the 
authority of the culama> was extended to cover important functions they could 
now perform in a Shicite state.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Shadow of God on Earth
The Ethos of Persian Patrimonialism

3.1 World Religions and the Political Ethos of 
Sacral Kingship

The primitive cosmologies built around the central notion of sacral kingship 
have a number of essential characteristics in common. The king is equivalent to 
the cosmos, being typically “identified with the sky, and amid the sky with the 
sun.” “The germ which . . . expands into law is the king’s imitation of the uni
verse, and more particularly of the sun which is the life of the universe.” Thus 
the king “is the Upholder of ordinances.” Justice or order, in the sense of a body 
politic ordered in harmony with the cosmos— as the antithesis of chaos and dis
order— is the central ethico-cognitive notion of these cosmologies. To this cen
tral notion of kingship, best reflected in the prototype of the sun king, was added 
the secondary notion of king as a warlord, usually associated with the prototype 
of the war king, which tended to recede into the background after the founding of 
dynasties and establishment of order. Another essential feature of tljese cosmolo
gies is their materialism: their “all-embracing conception of welfare, the life of the 
world,” which makes the furtherance of prosperity of the land and the subjects, 
by magical, political, or ethical means, the essential responsibility of the king.1

“Whatever was significant was imbedded in the life of the cosmos,” Frankfort 
tells us in his classic study of kingship in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, “and 
it was precisely the king’s function to maintain the harmony of that integration.” 
The pharoah’s primary obligation is to maintain maat— the right order. In Meso
potamia, more relevant to our concern because of the direct influences conse
quent upon its conquest by Cyrus the Great, the king was not a god but a man. 
On the other hand, the “Mesopotamian king was, like Pharoah, charged with 
maintaining harmonious relations between human society and the supernatural
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powers.” Furthermore, “in historical times the Mesopotamian, no more than the 
Egyptian, could conceive of an ordered society without a king.” 2 

The antithesis between the ethical religions of salvation, based as they are on 
monotheism and on the transcendence of God, and the materialist cosmologies 
incorporating sacral kingship is fundamental.3 As we shall see in chapter 8, it 
inevitably generates some measure of antipathy toward the earthly powers. Never
theless, what is strikingly demonstrated by the discussions in this chapter is the 
likelihood of the persistence of these archaic normative orders despite the super- 
imposition of a world religion, and the often negligible impact of the latter upon 
the former.

In this respect, the case of Judaism is exceptional. The evidence for the preva
lence of sacral kingship in ancient Israel is compelling.4 Yet the transcendence of 
Yahweh and his uniqueness as a war god entailed some unusual features in Hebrew 
sacral kingship, making for the preponderance of elements associated with the 
moon king prototype. According to the Hebrew conception, the most important 
functions of the king were leadership in war and the administration of justice. 
The king was also the vicegerent of God. He was the Messiah or the “anointed” 
of Yahweh, endowed with Yahweh*s spirit, and his person was sacrosanct.5 How
ever, with the termination of historical kingship and continued subjugation of the 
Jews, sacrality of kingship was completely transposed into messianic hope asso
ciated with the house of David.6 With the absence of dynastic rulers with a vested 
interest in mirroring the cosmic order and embodying the spirit of Yahweh, the 
eschatological transposition of sacral kingship could be achieved. Earthly king- 
ship disappeared, and the crown came to put on the Torah. In no other case do we 
witness such a complete triumph of a world religion over the cosmology of sacral 
world order and kingship.

H. A. R. Gibb states: “The nemesis of the over-rapid conquests of the Arabs— 
and the political tragedy of Islam— was that the Islamic ideology never found its 
proper and articulated expression in the political institutions of the Islamic states.”7 
Islam is not alone among the world religions in not having had a notable impact 
on the constitution of the polity or on the political ethos prevalent in the lands it 
conquered. The same is true of Eastern Christianity, and of all Christianity down 
to the latter part of the eleventh century. Writing about the post-Constantine 
period, Troeltsch considers the influence of Christianity on political institutions 
to have been “extraordinarily slight” :

The institutions and intellectual culture rooted in the old ideas were too an
cient, too independent, too radically remote, to be able to assimilate new 
impulses, while the Church, on the other hand, was still too much concerned 
with the next world, . . . still inwardly too detached to be able to weave 
ideas of that kind into the inner structure of the State. . . .

Thus in the Early Church we can only look for a theoretical adjustment of
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the relationship between the Church and the Kingdom of God on the one 
hand, and the State and the world on the other, as of two inwardly essentially 
separate magnitudes which . . .  are prevented from mutual interpenetration.8

The divergent courses of evolution in Western and Eastern Christianity from 
that point on, bearing the respective influences of Eusebius Of Caesarea (d. 339?) 
and Saint Augustine (d. 430), are instructive. Both Christianity and Islam en
countered the same political ethos of sacral kingship in the form of Persian and 
Hellenistic theories of universal monarchy. In Eastern Christianity, the theory of 
universal monarchy was endorsed by the hierocracy and incorporated into the 
Orthodox belief system. Eusebius adopted the Hellenistic philosophy of king- 
ship, and presented imperial government as a copy of the rule of God in heaven. 
The Rcfman emperor was therefore the vicegerent of the Christian God. For the 
Hellenistic philosopher Diotegenes, the state had been the mimesis of kosmos 
(which means “order” as much as it means “universe”). Eusebius substituted the 
kingdom of heaven for cosmos. The Hellenistic theory in which God was the 
archetype of the true king was adopted virtually in its entirety: “Eusebius had 
only to drop the Godhead of the king and to put in its place the Vicegerent of 
God.” 9 Diotogenes had stated:

As God is to the universe, so is the king to the State (polis), and as the State 
is to the universe, so is the king to God. For the State, which is a body joined 
together in harmony from many different parts, imitates the system and har
mony of the universe; and the kdng, who exercises an authority [which] is 
not responsible [to any earthly superior], and who is in himself Animate 
Law, thus becomes the figure of a God among men.10

In the Tricennial Oration, or De laudihus Constantini, Eusebius declares:

So crowned in the image of heavenly kingship, [the emperor] steers and 
guides men on earth according to the pattern of his prototype . . . God the 
Great King . . .  is the standard of kingly power; and it is He who determines 
the establishment of a single authority for all men. . . .  So there is one King; 
and the Word and the law that proceed from Him are one, expressed not in 
letters and syllables, or in inscriptions and pillars that perish with the pas
sage of time, but living and subsisting as the Word that is God. . . .u

A specifically Christian touch was added by the title of Equal of the Apostles, 
bestowed upon Constantine and retained by his successors,12 otherwise the theory 
retained its pre-Christian characteristics. In the fifth century (ca. 428), Cyril of 
Alexandria would address the emperor as the image of God on earth. Even at the 
end of the fourteenth century, when the Orthodox patriarchate was far larger than 
the shrunken empire, Patriarch Antony IV sharply reminded the grand prince of 
Muscovy, Basil I, that the holy emperor was God’s viceroy on earth and the con
secrated head of the Oecumene: “The Eusebian conception still endured.” 13 It
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endured to the last, the fall of Constantinople, only to be transplanted, to the 
anachronistic delight of the grand prince, to the Third Rome to bestow caesaro- 
papist legitimacy on the czars.14

Saint Augustine’s replacement of a God-ordained oecumene by the dichotomy 
of the City of God and the civitas terrena precluded a consistent legitimation of 
caesaropapist political monism in Western Christianity: “Far from regarding a 
Christian empire as a realisation of God’s kingdom on earth, [Augustine] doubts 
whether there is any possibility of realizing the Christian postulates in it.” 15 The 
state, though a consequence of sin, can be legitimated if it is based on justice, as 
earthly peace and earthly justice are the gifts granted to fallen humanity; but it 
can be so legitimated as temporal rule. For centuries to come, theories of sacral 
kingship were retained and Germanic elements were added to the idea of univer
sal monarchy; but henceforth, in the eyes of the Christian believers, they could 
only legitimate kingship as temporal rule. “Two there are, august emperor,” 
would write Pope Gelasius I (d. 496) to the emperor Anastasius, “by which this 
world is chiefly ruled, the sacred authority [auctoritas] of the priesthood and the 
royal power [potestas]” 16 Nevertheless, the Christianization of Germanic king- 
ship was a slow process, and centuries had to pass before the institutional devel
opment of the papacy and a suitable constellation of political and hierocratic 
power would allow the “rationalization” of the principles of legitimacy of royal 
authority in Western Christendom by bringing them into congruence with Au
gustine’s fundamental conceptions. Charlemagne had been “addressed as Rex 
and Sacerdos, and even reverenced as the Vicar of St. Peter, and’ vested with the 
‘two swords.’ ” 17 This conception of the “priest-king” was justified with refer
ence to the biblical figure Melchizedech. Furthermore, in the ninth century, 
Christ was often identified with David and depicted as a warrior king. In 877, 
Pope John VIII could accordingly regard Charles the Bald as “the principem 
populi established by God in imitation of Christ, the true king; what Christ pos
sessed by nature Charles could have by grace; he was the salvator m undi” 18 
Unlike in Byzantium, in the West this early medieval conception of Rex et Sacer
dos had to give way to Papa versus Imperator in the later Middle Ages. Royal 
consecration lost the character it had in Carolingian times, and was forever ex
cluded from the seven sacraments. The king was granted a place in the eccle
siastical hierarchy— not as the head but only as an arm.19 The twelfth and thir
teenth century emperors no longer claimed priestly authority but only direct 
endowment with the temporal sword by God. The papacy, on the other hand, 
conceived of the emperor as a “mere officer who had to draw his sword at the 
bidding of the papacy.” For Innocent III, “the pope as the Vicar of Christ had the 
right to create the universal protector of Christiandom [i.e., the emperor] . . . 
[hence] the repeated emphasis on the sun-moon allegory in [Innocent’s] text, the 
moon receiving its light from the sun.” 20 A world religion may be forced to a 
prolonged or permanent compromise with the idea of a sun-king, representing

88



The Shadow of God on Earth

divine order, justice, and peace, but easily accommodates that of a moon-king, 
the war-king, and can willingly legitimate his temporal authority as a warrior and 
protector of faith. Thus, although the principle of universal monarchy was re
tained, it could only legitimate kingship as temporal domination. Thus, in West
ern Christianity, kingship was secularized.21

A comparable development had taken place many centuries earlier in ancient 
India, where kingship had had a pronounced sacral character.22 As Dumont has 
shown, the analogous separation of the religious sphere from the political, ac
companied by the exclusive appropriation of religious authority by the Brah
mans, resulted in the secularization of kingship in Hinduism. Furthermore, with 
greater consistency than in the case of medieval Western Christianity, kingship 
was legitimated as temporal rule, that is, as authority pertaining to the “politico- 
economic domain, . . .  [a] domain [which] is relatively autonomous with regard 
to absolute values.” With this assumption, Kautilya (d. ca. 300 B .C .), the author 
of the Artha-sastra, uses the notions of danda (punishment) and artha (material 
advantage) as cornerstones of his theory of government to legitimate kingship, in 
Dumont’s paraphrase, as “the exercise of force for the pursuit of interest and the 
maintenance of order.” 23

As we have seen in chapter 1, the definitive separation of religious authority 
from the political during the formative period of the development of ImamI 
Shicism entailed the secularization of kingship. Doctrinal indifference to the 
principles of legitimacy of temporal rule— which was thus relegated to the realm 
of the profane, “the world”— amounted to granting autonomy to the pre-Islamic 
theory of sacral kingship and at the same time restricting its relevance to the 
temporal sphere. With the replacement by a world religion— Islam and then its 
Shicite branch— of the cosmology of which the idea of sacral kingship was the 
central part, the husk of the theory of kingship, emptied of divine attributes, was 
retained while whatever religious motivation had previously contributed to its 
upholding was dessicated. But the husk was soon filled by earthly majesty, pro
fane and perhaps even pagan, but nevertheless capable of inducing the motiva
tion to submit to its authority. Though like the theories of monarchy in medieval 
Western Christianity, and unlike Kautilya’s theory, the principles legitimating 
kingship in Persian political theories were not systematically shorn of formal 
sacralizing elements, the clear differentiation of political and religious authority 
in Shicism meant that they could consistently legitimate kingship only as tem
poral rule.

3.2 Principles of Legitimacy in the Persian Theories 
of Kingship

I do not know of any satisfactory account of the transition from the (nomadic) 
tribal notion of kingship one encounters at the time of the founding of the Persian
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Empire by Cyrus the Great24 to the divine charisma of the Sasanian kings at the 
time of the Arab conquest— an account, that is, which would show the respec
tive influence of the Mesopotamian and the Aryan theories of kingship.

Pending the appearance of an authoritative stujdy of this transition, we may 
plausibly assume that the Aryan influence became predominant in the long run 
because of Zoroastrianism, which originated in northeastern Iran and persisted 
through the Hellenistic period, to be fully restored by the Sasanians in the third 
century a .d . The subsequent analysis is therefore exclusively focused on the 
Aryan, Zoroastrian influence, which, in any event, was decisive in the terminol
ogy of kingship eventually to be adopted by medieval Islam.

Christensen places the organization of monarchy among the Aryan tribes of 
eastern Iran between 900 and 775 b.c ., some 150 to 300 years before the appear
ance of Zoroaster as the reformer of the Mazdist religion. The notion of charis
matic kingship that emerged in this first heroic age of political organization is 
recorded in the pre-Zoroastrian proto-yashts (especially yashts 13 and 19).25 
There we first meet the terms “xvarend [Middle Persian farrah] of the Aryans’’ 
(airyanem xvareno), and more importantly, “xvarend of the Kavis [kings]” (ka- 
vaem xvarend). Bailey painstakingly establishes the primary meaning of xsareno 
as “a thing obtained or desired” and suggests “welfare, well-being” or “for
tune” or, more concretely, “good things” as equally satisfactory translations. 
This primary meaning is found in such verses as “O Fortune [asi], bestowing 
good things [xvarend].” X'arend of the Kavis, Royal Fortune, represents the pre- 
Zoroastrian abstract hypostasis of the notion in the legends of the earliest kings. 
This kingly Fortune was Yama’s until he abandoned Arta (Right/Order) for the 
Drug (False). Then, “the xvarend went from Yama . . .  in the form of the bird 
Varagna.” 26 The Turanian Franrasyan forfeited the Fortune of the Kavis by kill
ing the Zainigav and adhering to the false faith. He attempted to recover it by 
swimming in the lake VorukaSa (Lake Hamun), the eternal repository of x'areno 
of the Kavis and the Aryans. But Royal Fortune escaped from him to be recov
ered by his vanquisher, Kavi Haosravah. Finally, Kavi ViStaspa, the champion of 
Zoroastrian faith, offered sacrifice to the goddess Fortune (ASi, hypostasis of 
good things bestowed), and came to possess the Fortune of the Kavis.27 Ahura 
Mazda enjoins every man to seek the “unseized x'areno” of the lake VorukaSa, 
which he who has not aSa {Arta, Right) cannot hold. Needless to say, xvarend, 
thus hypostasized as Royal Fortune, maintains its connection with prosperity, or
der, and the sun as a bestower of good things.

With Zoroastrianism, a third abstract hypostasis makes its appearance in the 
Avesta: the xvarend of Zoroaster. The emergence of Zoroaster as the religious 
reformer, ratu, and keeper of Right (asa) meant that one would in time speak of 
xvarrah (farrah) i den (religion) as a force in the invisible world bestowing for
tune; the unseized x'areno could also subsequently be claimed by the priests by 
virtue of'their knowledge of Ahura Mazda.28
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While Zoroastrianism was growing but long before it became the established 
religion of the state, the local rulers of northeastern Iran assumed the etymologi
cally remarkable title of xyatav (he who is powerful by himself, auto-krator) 
mentioned in the introduction. The notion behind the title later found general 
acceptance in Iran and produced a conception of lordship, xwatdylh, which, as 
Benveniste points out, was at complete divergence with those of the Latin rex 
and Sanskrit raj at the two extremities of the Indo-European world, both of 
which gave royalty the character of “rector,” the sovereign’s role consisting only 
in “tracing the right way.” This Iranian conception of lordship was also indicated 
by xsaOra (Sanskrit ksatra), from which the Old Iranian xsayaOiya (corresponding 
to the Sanskrit ksatriya) meaning king, and therefore the Achemenid xsayaOiya 
xsdyaOiyandm (king of kings) and the inverted shdhan shah were derived.29 
However, the apotheosis of the king of kings is not a feature of the Achemenid 
Empire, and very probably began with the founder of the Parthian dynasty, 
Arshak, who according to the well-informed Ammianus Marcellinus

was placed among the stars according to the sacral custom of their country; 
and— they believe— he was the first of all to be so honored. Hence to this 
day the over-boastful kings of that race suffer themselves to be called broth
ers of the Sun and Moon. . . . Hence they venerate and worship Arsak as 
a god.

Henceforth, in Widengren’s words,

the king is holy, because his descent is from the gods. His person is of a 
divine character. He is the Brother of Sun and Moon and has his real home 
among the stars. He is the Aion incarnate. Some kings are regarded more as 
Sun-kings, other as Moon-kings. His real nature is fire, for he has descended 
from heaven as lightning in a column of fire.

However, the peaceful sun king aspect predominated over the warlike moon king 
aspect throughout Iranian history.30

The man to capture the Royal Fortune and establish the Sasanian Empire in 
a .d . 226 was Ardashlr, son of Papak. He sought and obtained the aid of “the 
divine Fortune of Iran [yazdan x'arrah i eransahr].” Shortly before his final vic
tory, the wise vizier of Ardavan, the last king of the Parthian dynasty to be over
thrown by him, reportedly interpreted an incident in which Ardavan was chasing 
the fugitive Ardashlr when a “great ram,” after pursuing the latter for a time, 
mounted behind him on the horse, meaning that “the Royal Fortune [x'arrah i 
kayan\ has reached Ardashlr and he cannot in any way be taken.” 31 

Ardashlr made the restoration of Zoroastrianism the pillar of his newly founded 
empire. He was the restorer of Right/Order (Arta, Old Iranian rta, Avestan asa) 
and styled himself Artaxser (Arta xsaOra) or the King/Lord of Right/Order. In 
this he was assisted by the Zoroastrian priesthood. A letter attributed to his great 
herbadt Tansar, has come down to us in Persian translation. The core of the letter
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is very probably from the time of Ardashlr, and may well have been written by 
Tansar.32 It expounds the foremost principle upon which imperial order was 
restored:

Do not wonder at my zeal and ardour for promoting order in the world, so 
that the foundation of the laws of religion (din) may be made firm. For religion 
and kingship were born of the one womb, joined together and never to be 
sundered. Order (salah) and corruption, health and sickness of both has the 
same constitution.33

Religion and kingship were bom of one womb and were the equally indispens
able constituents of Arta (Right/Order).

According to Zaehner, in the Zoroastrian ethos “the King is the center of the 
universe, and the goal of the universe is happiness.” The prosperity of the sub
jects depends on the quality of the king. Furthermore, “God is absolute lord of 
both worlds; the King is his representative on earth and, as such, may himself 
take the title of bagh, ‘god.’” In the Denkart, we have the affirmation of the 
principle, “Religion is royalty, and royalty is the religion.” Further, “the symbol 
of the Holy Spirit surely manifests itself on earth in [the person of] the good and 
righteous King, one whose will [akhw] is bent on increase, whose character is 
pure, whose desire for his subjects is good.” 34 

Thus, over the whole world stands the King of Kings, who, in Zaehner’s words, 
“is the guardian of religion as he is of justice and order. Religion indeed, in the 
Zoroastrian sense, is almost synonymous with justice and order.” What is strik
ing is the materialism of the Zoroastrian cosmology:

The fruit of the Good Religion is the benefit of the creatures, that of false 
religion is their harm. . . .

Injustice gives strength to the demons in their ruining of the material 
world. . . .

From belief in . . . the Good Religion proceeds the formation of character, 
from the formation of character the Mean: from the Mean is justice born, 
from justice good thoughts, good words, and good deeds; from [the latters] 
the welfare of Man. . . . The spiritual world is made straight and the mate
rial world brought into order.35

It is important to note that this charismatic legitimacy was conditional upon the 
king’s being good and righteous, and was forfeited in case of tyranny: “whereas 
the good king was the symbol of the divine sovereignty (Light) on earth, the 
wicked king or tyrant was rather that of Ahriman (The Evil Spirit of Darkness).” 36 

Kingship was associated not only with Royal Fortune but also with light and 
splendor, as reflected in such phrases as afirocak x'ataylh (splendid lordship). 
We are thus told in the Karnamak that “Papak one night saw in a dream how the 
sun shone from the head of Sasan and made the whole world bright.”

According to Bailey, under the influence of Manichaean and Christian writers
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and translators, the primary meaning of “fortune” was partly forgotten and 
merged with the idea of splendor of lordship. Xvarr (farrah) thus acquired the 
vaguer meaning of “glory” and was symbolized by the nimbus of light or fire 
surrounding the head of the king.37

The Sasanian kings had no difficulty in accommodating the apotheosis of king- 
ship they had inherited from the Parthians into this Zoroastrian framework. Shah- 
pur II would thus call himself “King of Kings, partner with the stars, brother of 
the Sun and Moon.” 38 Furthermore, the Sasanian kings not only called them
selves gods: they imitated gods in their attire, notably in their crown, the crown 
being adorned by objects that symbolized the Farrah or Royal Fortune/Glory. 
With the accretion of emblems the crown became so heavy that it could not be 
worn by the king and hung above the throne. “This usage passed to the court of 
Byzantium, where it was observed in 1170 by Benjamin of Tudela. As for the 
shapes of the throne, they were perpetuated at the court of the Baghdad caliphs.” 39 

Except for the deification of the king, this picture bears a remarkable similarity 
to the world view and ethos of imperial China, where

the impersonal power of Heaven did not ‘speak* to man. It revealed itself in 
the regimen on earth, in the firm order of nature and tradition which were 
pat of the cosmic order, and, as elsewhere, it revealed itself in what occurred 
to man. The welfare of the subjects documented heavenly contentment and 
the correct functioning of the order.40

Weber’s characterization of Chinese rule as “theocratic patrimonialism” 41 there
fore seems also applicable to Sasanian Iran, both with regard to the charismatic 
position of the monarch and to the centrality of the notion of the “welfare state,” 
with a strong materialistic emphasis on the prosperity of the kingdom and on the 
economic well-being of the subjects, the racaya or raHyat (original meaning 
“tended livestock”).42 However, Sasanian theocratic patrimonialism, unlike that 
of the Chinese, had to face the onslaught of a world religion of salvation to which 
it succumbed.

Like the imperial crown, the influence of the Sasanian ethos of universal mon
archy penetrated into Islam as early as the eighth/second century through the 
work of Ibn Muqaffac, the chancellor of the cAbbasid caliph al-Man§ur, both in 
administrative handbooks and in mirrors for princes. The most important of the 
Sasanian tracts on kingship and statecraft translated into Arabic in the eighth/ 
second century bore the significant title of the Covenant o f Ardashir (cAhd Ar- 
dashir). It takes the form of the testament of Ardashir, Lord of Right/Order, to 
his successors among the kings of Persia:

Know that kingship and religion are twin brothers; there is no solidity for 
one of them except through its companion because religion is the foundation 
of kingship and kingship the protector of religion. Kingship needs its founda
tion and religion its protector as whatever lacks a protector perishes and 
whatever lacks a foundation is destroyed.43
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Similarly, the Sasanian idea of kingship influenced the cAbbasid idea of caliph
ate: “The cAbbasid Caliphs themselves at least tolerated the idea that their ca
liphate was a continuation of Persian royalty.” 44 The caliphs’ strong claim to 
Islamic legitimacy as the “heir of the Mantle [of the Prophet], the Staff and the 
authority [hukm] of God,” was effectively buttressed by their claim to righteous 
sovereignty as the source of prosperity of the realm as reflected in panegyrics of 
the court poets: “through you the expanses of land have become fertile. / How 
can the world be barren when you are its protector?” 45

The Buyid seizure of power in Baghdad in the mid-tenth/fourth century ushered 
in a major bifurcation in the Islamic structure of domination. The caliph’s posi
tion became largely ceremonial, yet it precluded any claim on the part of the 
actual rulers of the Islamic lands to be the heirs of the Prophet. The Sasanian idea 
of kingship could then be seen as the most effective means for the legitimation of 
temporal power. Thus the Buyids revived the full-fledged conception of king- 
ship. In the tenth/fourth century, the Buyid rulers assumed the title of shahanshah, 
which continued to be borne by the Saljuq sultans in the following century.46 Thus, 
with the eclipse of the cAbbasid caliphate in the tenth/fourth century, political 
theory came to center around the de facto ruler— later to be designated “Sw/- 
fan”— rather than the caliph, and by the second half of the eleventh/fifth century, 
the tradition of seeing the ruler as the “Shadow of God on Earth” became firmly 
established. The Sasanian idea of kingship had been adopted by Islam.

In the last quarter of the eleventh/fifth and the early years of the twelfth/sixth 
century, when the bifurcation of the Islamic structure of domination into caliph
ate and rulership had become fully established, some of the most important 
treatises on rulership, statecraft, and political ethics made their appearance. By 
then, the eighth/second- and early ninth/third-century Sasanian translations had 
become fully assimilated into the conventional wisdom. However, the separation 
of the caliphate, associated with the prophetic tradition and with religion, from 
temporal rulership necessitated a subtle change of emphasis in political theory. 
Ibn Muqaffac had chosen to speak of religion (dm) rather than Islam. As religion, 
retaining its pre-Islamic connotations, implied a right order based on justice, the 
explicit role of justice was secondary and the term was used in a general rather 
than a legal sense.47 With the eighth/second- and ninth/tenth-century differentia
tion of religion and the prophetic tradition from the political order, and with the 
tenth/fourth- and eleventh/fifth-identification of caliphate with Islamic orthodoxy, 
justice replaced right religion as the twin companion of kingship; and kingship as 
supreme temporal rule claimed direct and autonomous divine sanction in the 
form of the Farr (Farrah)-e Izadl, the Yazdan x'arrah of the Karnamak-e Ar- 
dashir, now assuming the meaning of divine effulgence.

As Lambton points out, in one of the famous treatises on government, Siyasat- 
nameh, Ni?am al-Mulk tacitly regards the theory of divine effulgence (Farr-e 
Izadt) as superseding the classical theory of the caliphate. Although Nizam al-
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Mulk emphasized the importance of right religion and stability, justice rather 
than religion— including religious law— became the basis of his theory of king- 
ship: “The object of temporal rule was to fill the earth with justice.” In another 
famous treatise of the period, al-Ghazall’s Naslhat al-Muluk, the emphasis on 
justice is predominant. The one qualification he makes for a true sultan is the 
exercise of justice. This trend was typical throughout the Middle Ages. Sasanian 
notions were recast in Islamic and Hellenistic terms: the theory of the ruler as the 
Shadow of God on Earth was taken from Sasanian sources, and the Hellenistic 
idea of the philosopher king was assimilated to it. Justice rather than the right 
religion became the foundation of the medieval theory of righteous rule.4*

The first important impact of Islam— like that of other world religions— on 
the ethos of universal monarchy was to change the notion of justice, which came 
to acquire the connotation of enforcement of the sacred law rather than the main
tenance of the “ right order” in harmony with the cosmos. This impact is un
mistakable and the notion of justice becomes firmly connected with the enforce
ment of the sacred law.49 Nevertheless, the impact was not strong enough to 
generate a systematic public law. The political economy of the reconstituted 
ethos of kingly patrimonialism is clearly expressed in a slightly earlier treatise:

Make it your constant endeavor to improve cultivation and to govern well, 
for understand this truth, good government is secured by armed troops, armed 
troops are maintained with gold, gold is acquired through cultivation and 
cultivation is sustained through payment of what is due to the peasantry, by 
just dealing and fairness: be just and equitable therefore.50

The overriding fear of anarchy and bloodshed made the Muslim jurists and 
legal theorists enjoin unconditional obedience to “those in authority” (Qur’an, 
4:59), contenting themselves with emphasizing that the latter were held morally 
accountable to God. Protection of the subjects and just administration of the 
kingdom was the responsibility of the ruler, for which he was answerable to God. 
Ghazall cites the tradition that states: “the harshest torment at the Day of Resur
rection will be for the unjust ruler.” 51 That the king is also responsible for the 
action of those to whom he delegates his authority is clearly brought out in a 
passage in the Siyasat-nameh, in which Nizam al-Mulk urges the land assignees 
and governors to protect the subjects and treat them as the king treats them—  
i.e ., with justice, “so that the subjects should be content with the justice of the 
king, and the king be immune from suffering and punishment in the other 
world.” 52 Gibb pointed out that the Sunni doctrine of imamate as effective politi
cal rule became divorced, step by step, from the sacred law and moved in the 
direction of absolutism.53 With the subsequent substitution of sultanate for imam
ate in medieval Persian political theory after the eleventh/fifth century, this trend 
was reinforced. Even so pious a jurist as Ghazall mentioned the sacred law only 
in one section of his treatise on government.54 The attribution to the sultan, as the
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Shadow of God on Earth, of autonomous charisma as divine reflection upon the 
temporal world, and the emphasis on the exercise of substantive justice by him, 
minimized the effects of Islamic tenets on the patrimonial theories of temporal 
rule. The notion of justice that came to prevail in these theories was the unfor
malized substantive justice of Sasanian patrimonialism: protection of the weak 
from the strong, removal of oppression and administration of punishment for 
wrongdoings and for contraventions of customary norms of fairness.

The emphasis on justice entailed the abhorrence of injustice and tyranny (zulm). 
Al-MawardI had equated injustice with irreligion; and the notion of zulm as the 
antithesis of justice assumes an equally central position. Here, too, however, the 
connection between “tyranny” and the sacred law is slight. Zulm retains its pri
meval connotation of darkness (zulma) as the shadow of death (zill al-maniyya). 
Tyranny, connoting disorder and darkness, was opposed to justice, connoting or
der and light.

The overthrow of the cAbbasid caliphate by the Mongols ended the bifurcation 
of the structure of domination, and made possible a closer association between 
rulership, religion, and the sacred law. Two of the most important post-cAbbasid 
treatises on political ethics, the Akhlaq-e Nasiriof Naslr al-DIn TusI (the second 
half of the thirteenth/seventh century) and the Akhlaq-e Jalall of Jalal al-DIn 
DavvanI (the second half of the fifteenth/ninth century), put forward two con
trasting interpretations of the interdependence of the twin-born religion and roy
alty, which, however, accommodate the rule of the sacred law of Islam to the 
ethic of kingly patrimonialism with equal theoretical consistency. (Incidentally, 
as has been pointed out, Naslr al-DIn TusI was a Shicite thinker and the teacher of 
cAllama al-Hilll, who was greatly influenced by his philosophy and presumably 
by his political theory.) Both authors confirm the covenant of Ardashlr: religion 
and kingship are twin-bom. However, they offer contrasting interpretations of 
the nature of this interdependence in relation to the sacred law.

Justice, equated with the Aristotelian mean, remaihs central to Tusl’s political 
theory: “Prosperity of the world depends on civic justice, and the ruin of the 
world on civic injustice.” And4he preservation of justice among the people de
pends on three factors: divine law, human ruler, and money {dinar). TusI equates 
the divine nomos {namus-e ildhi) of the ancients— i.e., the Greeks— with the 
sacred law {shariat) of the traditionists and presents it as the greatest or first 
Namus. The ruler as the animate law (nomos empsychos) of Diotogenes and the 
Byzantines then takes its place in Tusl’s hierarchy as the second Namus. Money 
{dinar), which is said to be a just nomos, then follows as the third Namus. The 
health of the body politic, the prevalence of a just order, is‘determined by these 
three, and it is necessary for the second Namus, the ruler, to follow the first, the 
sacred law, as it is for the third to follow the second. Tfisl’s synthesis thus offers 
us a combination of the Hellenistic and Sasanian notions of order and the Islamic 
notion of the sacred law in his hierarchy of three differentiated orders: the
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religio-legal, the political, and the economic. Formally, the supremacy of the sa
cred law makes this system a divine nomocracy. Substantively, however, TusI 
pays only minimal attention to the sacred law, and his conception of justice con
sists in the proper treatment of the classes of society according to the norms of 
Sasanian patrimonialism. Once the rules of justice are followed, beneficence and 
charity (ihsari) are the most important principles of statescraft; however, they 
should be exercised judiciously so as not to impair the awe (haybat) of authority: 
“Beneficence must be commensurate with awe [haybat] [of authority] as the 
glory [farr] and honor of kingship stems from awe . . . and beneficence without 
awe [of authority] would cause the wantonness of the subjects, embolden them 
and increase their covetousness and greed.”

In the following paragraph, TusI sums up his conception of the health of the 
body politic:

As the rectitude of the body depends on nature and the rectitude of one’s 
nature depends on the soul [nafs] and the rectitude of the soul on reason, the 
rectitude of cities depends on kingship [mulk] and the rectitude of kingship 
on statecraft [siyasat] and that of statecraft on wisdom [hikmat]. When wis
dom prevails and the True Nomos [namus-e haqq] is followed, order [nizam] 
is obtained, as is the attention to the perfection of beings. But if wisdom 
departs, Namus is impaired and when Namiis is impaired the adornment of 
kingship disappears and disorder [fitna] makes its appearance. The customs 
of chivalrous generosity become delapidated and prosperity [nicmat] turns 
into rancor and adversity.55

While retaining the hierarchy of the three differentiated orders— the religio- 
legal, the political, and the economic— and presenting the ruler as the second 
Namus, Jalal al-DIn Davvanl pays far greater attention the sacred law and de
clares that the ruler should consult its interpreters in Hbadat (devotional duties). 
Tyranny is defective government in which the ruler strives to enslave the servants 
of God. Just rule, on the other hand, means the rule of the sacred law; otherwise 
the just ruler cannot rule and his subject cannot prosper.56

Other motifs of the ethos of kingly patrimonialism and rules of statecraft are 
also to be found in the treatise. Davvanl extols the typical virtues of the “mirrors 
for princes,” such as sobriety, moderation, and close supervision of administra
tion, and adduces alleged signs of divine favor vouchsafed to his patron, Sultan 
Uzun Hasan. At the same time, the prominence given to the sacred law in Dav- 
vani’s theory enables him to claim a stronger Islamic legitimacy for the ruler ob
serving it, calling the latter the deputy {khalifa) of God:

The sovereign is a person distinguished by divine support so that he might 
lead individual men to perfection and order their affairs. . . . The first con
cern of [the ruler] is the maintenance of the injunctions of the Sacred Law. In 
specific details, however, he retains the power to act in accordance with the 
public interest of his age as long as his actions fall within the general princi-
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pies of the Sacred Law. Such a person is truly the Shadow of God, the
Caliph of God, and the Deputy of the Prophet.57

Davvanl’s return to thec Abbas ids’ stronger claims to Islamic legitimacy was not 
to have a lasting effect in Iran because of the advent of Shicism. As we shall see, 
the caesaropapist claims of the Safavids had to be stated in terms of the deputyship 
of the Hidden Imam, and not that of God and the Prophet. However, the concep
tion of the ruler as the shadow of God on earth, together with the substance of 
Davvanl’s political ethic of patrimonialism, was passed down to posterity.

The creation of a distinct religious sphere by Islam as a religion of salvation 
and the somewhat slight and unformalized connection between the patrimonial 
conception of justice and the sacred law of Islam tended to restrict the pertinence 
of the theories of universal monarchy to temporal domination even before this 
restriction was made definitive by the impact of Shiism. When Ghazali inter
preted the notion of “divine effulgence” as the “shadow of God on earth” he 
was legitimating rulership as earthly domination within the temporal sphere. It is 
not accidental that, together with the influence of the Sasanian political ethos, the 
purely secular notion of Dawla as the fortunate “turn” (of a dynasty) makes its 
appearance in the cAbbasid annals.

As was pointed out in the introduction, we occasionally come across topics not 
treated in political ethics and political theory which are nevertheless enormously 
important in affecting people’s political attitudes and motivation to submit to au
thority. Dawla, like its Hellenistic counterpart Fortune, is one such popular 
belief recorded in Islamic historiography. The primeval notion they embody is 
perhaps nowhere as systematically elaborated as in the Chinese theory of the 
mandate of heaven, according to which “heaven sent this ruin [the overthrow]” 
on the last ruler of the Shang dynasty so that the conquering “Chow merely as
sisted by carrying out [the Heavenly] Mandate . . .” (twelfth century b.c .).58 
Nevertheless, we do find parallel ideas in a wide variety of historical contexts. 
The “kin-right” of the Germanic kings in the early Middle Ages, for instance, 
rested on their being charismatic “repositories of the tribal ‘luck.’” It consisted 
of a claim for the family, whose original foundations were “an unusual power, a 
fortunate virtue, a special divine vocation, with which legend all times loves to 
enwrap the figures of the founders of dynasties.” 59

More pertinently to our subject matter, the goddess Fortune (!Tyche) dominated 
the third century B.c. to such an extent that even sober historians like Polybius 
“did not disdain the concession to popular belief implied in the use of her name. 
She was not blind chance, but some order of affairs which men could not ap
prehend.” 60 By reversing her wheel she would bestow her favor on a new dynasty 
(or nation), thus endowing it with venerability and legitimacy. In the Hellenistic 
East, the fortune (Farrbh) of the king would naturally be rendered in Greek as 
Tyche of the king.61 That such a deep-rooted popular belief persisted after the 
establishment of Christianity is reflected in Procopius’s (d. 565?) explanation of
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the submission of the Byzantine senate and people to the upstart imperial couple 
he detested (Justinian and Theodora): “All of them, I imagine, were subdued by 
the thought that this was the fate assigned to them, and accordingly lifted no 
finger to prevent this revolting state of affairs, as though Fortune had given a 
demonstration of her power. . . .” 62

In Islamic history, similarly, the notion of Dawla (turn [of fortune]), by com
pelling though unstated implication, endows the ruling dynasty with temporal if 
not pagan charisma, and legitimates its rule, which is granted it by divine favor. 
The legends surrounding the founding of a dynasty and the continuation of its 
fortunate virtue as God’s manifest approval of its rule are effectively legitimatory. 
A new dynasty is given a Dawla for reasons best known to God. This conception 
of Dawla as the divinely granted turn in power was supported by a Quranic 
verse: “Say, O God, possessor of sovereignty, you give sovereignty to whomever 
you choose and take it from whomever you choose” (3:26). The cAbbasids had 
claimed that their Dawla was synonymous with the divinely granted turn of 
power of Islam.63 The Buyids claimed a new Dawla, as did the other dynasties 
rising in the eastern lands of the Caliphate. Thus, the vizier and historian Bay- 
haqi in the eleventh/fifth century explains the rule of the dynasty he served as 
follows:

If any defamer or jealous person says that this great house has come from 
humble or unknown origin, the answer is that God, since the creation of 
Adam, has decreed that kingship be transferred from one religious polity 
[ummat] to another and from one group to another. . . .  So it should be 
realized that God’s removal of the shirt of kingship from one group and his 
placing it on another group is in that sense divine wisdom and for the com
monweal of mankind, [wisdom] which surpasses human understanding. . . . 
[God knows] that in such and such a spot a man will appear through whom 
men will obtain happiness and good fortune.64

From the Mongol conquest until the establishment of Shicism by the Safavids, 
Iran was ruled by Thrko-Mongolian dynasties. In the materialist cosmology of 
these nomadic tribes as reflected in the paleo-Turkic inscriptions of Mongolia 
and Siberia, the Kagan (emperor) was the terrestrial counterpart of the great sky 
god, Tangri. He came from the sky and possessed a celestial mandate, ruling in 
harmony with cosmic order as long as his mandate lasted.65 After their islamiza- 
tion, these grounds of legitimacy of the rule of the great Khans were transformed 
to a nomadic principle of legitimacy akin to the Germanic kin-right, according to 
which the right to rule rested with the male members of the family of the Khan. 
Genealogies claiming the descent of the Turkman dynasties from Changlz Khan 
and from the legendary Turkish ruler Oghuz were regularly produced to demon
strate and legitimate the fortunate turn in power of the Il-Khans, the Timurids, 
the Jalayirids, the Quaraquyunlu, and the Aqquyunlu.66

Although the conception of Dawla has not been a topic in Islamic political
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theory, its retention singly and in various combinations as the term denoting 
“government” attests to its continued importance in implicitly legitimating tem
poral rule as earthly majesty throughout the medieval period and beyond.

If the above analysis is correct, the striking secularly of the Persian “mirrors 
for princes” is hardly surprising. In these, no less clearly than in Kautilya’s 
Artha-sastra, government pertains to the temporal realm, the realm of material 
advantage and of “punishment” or the use of force to maintain order. Indeed, the 
word for “politics,” contained in the title of Nizam al-Mulk’s treatise and treated 
at great length in all the mirrors67— siyasat— means “punishment” and is no 
other than Kautilya’s danda. And the rule to serve as a mirror for the prince to 
assure the welfare and prosperity of the subjects is no other than the Artha- 
sastra, the science of polity.68
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Al-Baqir and al-Sadiq’s disapproval of armed rebellion signified the subsidence 
of this-worldly eschatological millenarianism and its replacement by religious 
legalism (al-Baqir, al-Sadiq) and a quietistic mystical piety (al-$adiq). Al-$adiq’s 
injunction to the Shicites to transact with the rest of the Muslims and to enter the 
service of non-Shicite governments signified the acceptance of “the world.” The 
development of Shicite jurisprudence during the period of expansion signaled 
the Imam! scholars’ determination to pursue al-Baqir’s goal: to subject worldly 
activities to the governance of the ethical precepts deriving from the prophetic 
teaching and divine inspiration. At the same time, the injunction to ethically re
sponsible worldly activity, including activity in the political sphere, removed the 
religious inhibition to engagement in political activity and facilitated the attain
ment of high political office by many Shicites.

The great traditionalists of the period of retrenchment, on the other hand, put 
the accent on the development of the spiritual teaching of al-$adiq. Withdrawn 
from the world in the isolated city of Qum, the great traditionalist theologians 
laid open a vast inner space for the cultivation of spiritual life, and gave the 
Shicite inner-worldly piety a solid foundation in their writings. Though tradi
tionalist inner-worldly piety soon gave way to the world-embracing jurispruden
tial rationalism of the period of expansion as the dominant religious orientation, 
it remained a possible, albeit uncommon, mode of religiosity, and a dormant po
tential to be revived in the seventeenth century.

Both the world-embracing rationalism of al-Murtacja and the pietistic tradi
tionalism of Kulaynl share one fundamental feature: the differentiation of reli
gious and political authority instituted by the Shicite doctrines of imamate and of 
the greater occultation. The rationalist thelogians sought to perpetuate this differ
entiation by coupling the doctrine of occultation with the principle of grace
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(lutf), which asserted that the benefits of imamate to mankind obtained without 
the Imam being the actual ruler.

Yet the rationalized Shicite theological/jurisprudential world view containing 
this separation of religious and political authority was threatened with abeyance 
from within because of the retention of the eschatological belief in the return of 
the Hidden Imam as the Mahdi. The adoption of the latter belief by the extremist 
Shicite movements of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries resulted in the mille- 
narian fusion of religious and political domination. The legalistic guardians of 
the ratio contained in the Shicite ethics of salvation gave place to the charismatic 
claimants to mahdihood who, by virtue of their immediate salvational power 
granted them by the Shicite mahdistic tenet, had total and ethically unconstrained 
freedom of action.

On the other hand, the mere profession of Shicism, unless accompanied by the 
swift promulgation of a new divine dispensation— as was the case with Huruf- 
ism— would constitute a beginning for a swing of the pendulum in the long run. 
This was so because Shicism did after all possess an ethics of salvation that could 
not be declared in abeyance indefinitely and that was bound to be noted* in the 
course of the routinization of mahdistic charisma by rulers interested in stability 
(the Sarbidar and Safavid cases).

The charismatic force of the mahdistic principle, by engendering the warrior 
millenarianism of the Qizilbash, created the Safavid empire, into which, with the 
onset of the period of stabilization, the Shicite culama.3 were invited to bring their 
rationalized belief system, and to make it prevail. By this time, however, as we 
shall see, the mahdistic principle had created solidly vested political interests— 
including, above all, those of the ruling dynasty— that could very effectively 
resist the complete imposition of the Shicite theological/jurisprudential ratio, 
though without destroying its potential for being realized in some future point 
under suitable conditions. The pendulum would swing, but its swing would not 
be unencumbered by the initial fusion of religious and political authority result
ing from the historical espousal of mahdism by the early Safavids.

We have examined the tension between two religious elements, the mahdistic 
principle of extremism and the differentiation of religion from the political 
authority in Twelver Shicism. We have also considered the extrareligious compo
nent completing the picture: the principles of legitimacy of kingship. Once mahd
istic millenarianism could be contained, the coexistence of the principle of legiti
macy of kingship with Shicism became unproblematic because of the latter’s 
doctrinal indifference to the topic of rulership.
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The Twelver Shicite doctrine, systematized in a form that was to become de
finitive by the end of the fourteenth century, was propagated in Iran by Ismacfl 
the Safavid from 1501 onwards. The doctrine did not enter a cultural and reli
gious vacuum, nor did its non-Persian custodians, the Shicite theologians, who 
came to Iran at the invitation of the Safavid rulers, enter into a sociopolitical 
vacuum. On the contrary, Shicism and its authoritative interpreters stepped into a 
culturally structured and sociopolitically populated realm whose indigenous cul
tural and sociopolitical order offered resistance to the impact of Shicism, and in 
turn modified some of its features. On the religious plane, Twelver Shicism en
tered a domain dominated by extremism, Sufism, and Sunnism; on the plane of 
political culture, it entered a universe normatively structured by the ethos of Per
sian patrimonialism, whose principles legitimated kingship as a God-ordained 
institution. Finally, on the plane of social and political organization, the incom
ing Shicite doctors encountered an indigenous clerical estate with diffuse but in
stitutionally entrenched religio-administrative authority, and with definite politi
cal vested interests.

Let us first turn to the religious plane. It is a well-known fact that pre-Safavid 
Iran was predominantly Sunni. It is also comihon knowledge that the fifteenth 
century was a period marked by the flourishing of a number of millenarian move
ments, the last of which gave birth to the Safavid empire. However, what is not 
so commonly realized is that beyond the recognition of the twelve Imams, 
fifteenth-century Shicite extremism had little in common with Twelver Shicism or 
the doctrine of the Imam! sect. Furthermore, though Imam! scholarship devel
oped freely— notably in Hilla— contrary to expectation, there is no evidence of 
missionary activity on the spread of Imam! Shicism in Iran in the period preced
ing the establishment of the Safavid empire.1 According to the earliest chronicle
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of his rule, when, despite the trepidation of his entourage, Shah Ismacil pro
claimed Twelver Shicism the state religion in Tabriz in 1501/907, that city, like 
the rest of Iran, was predominantly Sunni. It was only after much searching that 
a book containing the basic tenets of Imam! Shicism, the QawcPid al-Islam by 
Ibn al-Mutahhar al-Hilli, was found in the library of a qadi, and was made the 
basis of the new religion.2 Not even in Kashan, referred to by the sources as the 
dar al-mvPminln (realm of the faithful; a designation reserved for the old centers 
of Imam! Shicism), was a competent Shicite jurist to be found for over a decade.3

Scarcia-Amoretti aptly uses the phrase “religiously promiscuous ambiance” to 
refer to the late fifteenth century. As she points out, for example, the staunch 
Sunni opponent of the Shicite Safavids, Ruzbihan KhunjI, wrote a poem in praise 
of the twelve Shicite Imams, and held the martyred Imam Husayn in greatest 
respect and admiration.4 In this atmosphere of relative religious eclecticism, de
votional attachment to CA1I in particular, and to the house of the Prophet (his 
daughter Fatima and the twelve Imams) in general, was widespread among the 
population. Because of the persistence of the trend set in motion by the caliph al- 
Nasir, CA1I was often considered the model of the fa ta7 or futuwwa: the moral 
quality most highly valued by urban associations and guilds. It was natural for 
guilds, in view of their characteristic attachment to the house of the Prophet, to 
adopt CA1I, or another Shicite Imam, as their “patron saint” alongside the proph
ets and other figures in sacred history.5

The cult of the shrines of the putative descendants of CA1I (sing, imam-zadeh) 
is also a feature of popular religion to be encountered in this period. A mosque in 
the Shicite center of Qum known as Panjeh cAli (Hand/Five Fingers o f cAll) con
tains as inscription, dated 1480/886, that is indicative of the eclectic devotional 
religiosity of the period. The mosque is said to have been built for Imam-zadeh 
Harith, son of Imam Musa al-Kazim, who has gone into occultation: “Through 
the blessing [barakat] of the occultation of the infallible [macsum] prince [i.e., 
the imam-zadeh] it will not be destroyed until the end of time.” 6

The widespread pro-cAlI and pro-house of the Prophet sentiments of the popu
lation facilitated the propagation of Shicism after Ismael’s conquest of Iran. De
spite some resistance, especially in eastern Iran and Fars,7 the formal profession 
of Shicism spread speedily. However, the conversion achieved by Safavid propa
gandists does not seem to have involved anything beyond publicly cursing (layn) 
the first three rightly guided caliphs, and exalting CA1I and his descendants.8 A 
number of passages in Ross Anonymous clearly* show the superficiality of the 
sudden conversion to Shicism. For instance, we are told that in  1509/915, the 
inhabitants of Sarakhs (in Khurasan) uttered the “slogan of the ImamI religion” 
(shPar-e madhhab-e imamiyya), and were immune from depredation by Ism ail’s 
army.9 There are indications that even some of sadrs (see chapter 5 for the de
scription of this office) did not possess adequate knowledge of Twelver Shiism. 
Thus in the year 1514/920, Amir Shihab al-Dln Laleh, of the Laleh-I Sunni
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branch of the Kubraviyya in Azarbaijan, was appointed sadr but was soon re
moved from office and replaced by Mir Jamal al-DIn Shlrangl Astarabadi, “in 
whose Shicism,” as author of Takmilut al-Akhbdr tells us revealingly, “there was 
no doubt.” 10

Shah IsmaTl invited Shaykh cAli al-Karaki al-cAmili (d. 1534/940) to his em
pire to propagate Twelver Shicism. Al-Karaki settled in the Arab Iraq and paid 
intermittent visits to the court of IsmaTl.11 He continued to supervise the conver
sion of Iran to Shicism under Tahmasp.12 The importation of the Twelver Shicite 
theologians and jurists, notably from Jabal cAmil, continued throughout the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries. In addition to the sustained activities of the 
Shicite theologians, the prolonged task of the conversion of Iran to Twelver 
Shicism required the persistent adherence of the Safavid state to a vigorous reli
gious policy, which is examined in chapter 4. This religious policy, which was 
judged politically expedient and pursued for “reasons of the state,” constitutes 
the single most momentous series of “religiously relevant” political acts of the 
Safavid rulers. It represents the direct impingement of political action upon the 
religious sphere with the consequence of replacement of Sunnism by Shicism and 
the transformation of the latter from a sectarian into a national religion.

In chapter 5, we shall move to the domain of social and political organization. 
In the sixteenth and the most part of the seventeenth century, the structural rela
tionship between the religious and the political institutions in Shicite Iran did not 
differ appreciably from the “caesaropapist” pattern to be found in the Sunni Ot
toman Empire. Until the last decades of the seventeenth century, the religious 
and judiciary institutions remained under the firm control of a distinct status 
group of “clerical notables.” This group consisted of a landed nobility with 
strong local roots claiming descent from the Prophet. Its members were incorpo
rated into the Safavid state as administrators with a number of judiciary and 
quasi-religious functions. In order to establish their exclusive hierocratic au
thority as religious professionals, the incoming Shicite doctors and the native stu
dents they subsequently trained had to contend with the rivalry of this powerful 
estate of indigenous clerical notables. The struggle for hierocratic domination 
was prolonged, and the eventual victory of the religious professionals did not 
come until the end of the seventeenth century.

In chapter 6, we shall examine the transformation of sectarian Shicism into an 
established orthodoxy and its otherworldly reorientation. Chapter 7 then consid
ers the political implications of the otherworldly soteriology of orthodox Shicism 
alongside the implications of the inner-worldly soteriology of gnostic Shicism—  
Shicism as represented mainly by the opponents of the hierocracy, namely, the 
clerical notables.

Chapter 8 completes the analysis of the Safavid normative order by examining 
the respective contributions of the Shicite religion and the ethos of patrimonial- 
ism. World-rejecting tendencies in the Shicism of the period are analyzed in
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chapter 9. In contradistinction to the preceding treatment of the interlinkage be
tween the religious and the political spheres, the mode of world rejection in 
Shicite religiosity can be shown to contribute to the disjunction of these spheres. 
Chapters 3 and 9, flanking part 2, represent the extreme ends of the spectrum 
covering the relationship between religion and politics: the former depicts a 
self-contained political normative order independent of religion, the latter a self- 
contained religious normative order inducing pious detachment from the political 
sphere. i

i
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CHAPTER FO U R

Safavid Religious Policies and the 
Establishment of Twelver Shicism in Iran,

1501-1629

On Friday, the exalted king went to the congregational mosque of Tabriz and 
ordered its preacher, who was one of the Shicite dignitaries, to mount the 
pulpit. The king himself proceeded to the front of the pulpit, unsheathed the 
sword of the Lord of Time, may peace be upon him, and stood there like the 
shining sun.1

Thus, on a Friday in the fall of 1501/907, IsmaTl the Safavid declared Shicism 
the state religion of his empire in the conquered Aqquyunlu capital, Tabriz. 
IsmaclTs decision to convert Iran to Twelver Shicism was reaffirmed by his 
successor, Tahmasp. This conversion required the persistent adherence of the 
Safavid state t6 a ruthless religious policy carried out on four fronts. The policy 
consisted in the eradication of millenarian extremism, persecution of popular 
Sufism, suppression of Sunnism, and, finally, the propagation of Twelver Shicism. 
The spread of the Shicite doctrine among the population of Iran did not decisively 
change the religious outlook of the country until after the virtual completion of 
the first thrbe processes under cAbbas the Great (1587-1629). The conversion 
of Iran to Shicism— this most important of the religiously relevant political acts 
of the Safavid rulers— was, for the most part, carried out for “reasons of state” 
and aimed at stamping out actual or potential centers of poWer. Only from the 
lapt quarter of the Seventeenth century onwards did the Shicite hierocracy, born 
as a result of Safavid religipus policy, instigate the state to carry out religious 
persecutions to"purge the Safavid dominions of heterodoxy in the form of “high” 
Sufism and Sunnism.
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4.1 The Suppression of Milienarian Extremism 
among the Qizilbash

Under IsmaTl I (1501-24), the anthropolatric extremism of the Qizilbash 
continued unabated. The missionary activity of the Safavid order of which he 
was the supreme head (murshid-e kdmil: the perfect guide), and which was con
ducted through a network of his khalifas (deputies) in Anatolia, remained of cru
cial importance. It culminated in the serious pro-Safavid rebellion of Baba Shah 
Qull in Qaraman against the Ottomans in 1511/917,2 and eventually provoked 
the Ottoman Sultan Selim’s massive decimation of the Qizilbash in Anatolia. 
IsmaTl continued to use the khalifas not only to mobilize his worshipful Turkman 
supporters in Anatolia and Azerbaijan, but also, on occasions, to lead the Qizil
bash military forces in campaigns in Iran.3 The prominence of the khalifas under 
IsmaTl indicates the thorough permeation of the military pillar of his state with 
extremist religion in the form of milienarian savior worship.

Nevertheless, once the conquest of Iran was completed, milienarian extrem
ism tended to lose its political utility and became more of a liability than an asset. 
In any event, the Italian merchant who saw IsmaTl in Tabriz tells us: “But I have 
heard that Ismael is not pleased with being called a god or a prophet.” 4 In fact, 
IsmaTl put to death several of his disorderly fanatical devotees who came to Iran 
after Baba Shah Qull’s rebellion on charges of highway robbery and murder.5 But 
it was above all through the broadening of the social support for his regime— that 
is, through the incorporation of the Persian notables into the patrimonial bureau
cracy of his empire6— that IsmaTl paved the way for his successors’ suppression 
of Qizilbash extremism.

1 Despite the continued missionary activity of the khalifas in Anatolia and the 
arrival of Turkman adherents to the foot of the new shah’s throne,7 Tahmasp 
(1524-76), whom they continued to venerate as God,8 took firm steps to sup
press extremism. Later copies of Shah IsmaTl’s divan omit verses where he pro
claims himself to be the Mahdi or his precursor. Shah Tahmasp ordered the 
bloody suppression of the presumably extremist Turkman tribe of Sarulu on ac
count of their “ irreligion” (ilhad) (1531-32/938), and put down the heresy of a 
group of Sufis who proclaimed him the Mahdi (1554-55).9 Finally, in 1565- 
66/973, the members of another irreligious (murtadd) Turkman clan were put to 
death or imprisoned in the fortress of Alamut.10

With the adherence of the devout Tahmasp to the Imam! doctrine and his aban
donment of Sufi practices, the religio-ritualistic functions of the order must have 
devolved increasingly on the khalifas of the Turkman tribes and especially on 
their4 leader, the khalifat al-khulafa*. It is therefore not surprising that, after 
Tahmasp’s death and the succession of his son IsmaTLII, whom the Qizilbash 
were not so wont to invest with divine charisma, the khalifat-al-khulafa? should 
appear to an Italian diplomat (an admittedly casual observer) as the chief hiero
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phant (“persona principale della fede”) .11 The loyalty of the Qizilbash to the 
khalifat al-khulafa?, Husayn Qull Khan, made IsmacIl II (1576-77) highly ap
prehensive.42 After a series of clashes, IsmaTl blinded the khalifat al-khulafa?, 
and massacred a large number of his Sufis in Qazvln.13

During the unstable reign of Sultan Muhammad Khudabandeh (1577-87) and 
the first years o f cAbbas the Great (1587-1629), which were marked by inter
necine Qizilbash tribal warfare, appeals were repeatedly made on the shah’s be
half to the sufigari (Sufi probity) of the Turkman (usually coupled with ikhlas 
and iHiqad) as meaning sincere loyalty and unquestioning obedience to the king 
as the supreme spiritual leader (murshid).14 But after consolidating his rule,» 
c Abbas carried out a series of momentous centralizing reforms which included 
the introduction of a new slave corps of (largely Georgian) royal ghulams. The 
composition of the military forces of his empire was thus drastically altered. This 
enabled cAbbafc I to “secularize” his military organization by dispensing with the 
anthropolatic spirit of extremism; the Qizilbash military forces were reorganized 
as qurchis (pretorians). To assure their loyalty, appeals came to be made to shah- 
sevani or shahi-sevani (the quality of those who love the king, with highly secu
lar connotations) instead of the quasi-religious sufigari.'5

In 1614-15/1023-24 cAbbas ordered the*massacre of the Sufis of Qarajadagh 
— also known as the “old Sufis of Lahljan,” a designation denoting their priority 
over other Sufis as the oldest adherents of the Safavid order. They were accused 
of collaboration* with the Ottomans, and of failing to place “acquiescence to the 
will of the murshid before all worldly interests.” 16 As for the rest of the hard core 
of practicing Turkman Sufis, who were distinguished by still wearing the tradi
tional headgear (taj), c Abbas had already been ruthlessly exploiting their blind 
loyalty to the supreme leader, not only in using them as guards and gatekeepers 
for his palace, but also in giving them even baser types of employment as jailers, 
executioners, and hangmen.17 Some of them were even induced to make a profes
sion out of one of the more gruesome elements of their central Asiatic heritage, 
and formed a small special group of cannibalistic executioners whose function 
was the “live-eating” (zindeh-khwari) of the disgraced by c Abbas’s order.18

As often happens with traditional relics, and not unlike the shamans and the 
lamas of the Il-Khanids after their conversion to Islam, the khalifat al-khulafa?, 
and a number of religiously anomalous ceremonies associated with his office,19 
survived to the very end of the dynasty; and the khalifa is mentioned in the 
Tadhkirat al-Muluk among the high functionaries of the Safavid court. Neverthe
less, the sharp decline in the status and occupational position of the Qizilbash 
and of the Sufis continued. In 1660, Du Mans would find the title of Grand Sophi, 
attributed to the Safavid monarch by Europeans, truly puzzling, and surmised 
that the shah would consider it an insult. He points out that the Sufis, still wear
ing their traditional headgear (taj), are regarded as the riffraff (bisar vapa) and, 
besides being the royal guards, carry out the most menial functions— such as
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sweeping— in the royal buildings.20 Some three decades later, another Christian 
missionary, Sanson, confirms Du Mans’s account.21 The “society” of the Sufis is 
now said to “serve for nothing else but Porters, Bailiffs, and Common Execu
tioners of Justice.”

The above account of the suppression of extremism and the decline of the 
Qizilbash element in Safavid polity confirms Aubin’s conclusion that there was a 
“parallel development between the elimination of the characteristically Safavid 
element and the consolidation'of Twelver Shicism in Iran.” 22

4.2 Jh e  Suppression of Sufism

In the words of the author of Rawdat al-Jinan va Jannat al-Janan Ismael I 
“crushed all the silsilas [Sufi orders]; the graves of their ancestors were de
stroyed, not to mention what befelTtheir successors.” 23 He “made despondent 
and eradicated most of the sifsilas [orders] of sayyids and shaykhs.” 24 One such 
was the order of Abu Ishaq Kazirfinl in Fars. In 1503/909, only some two years 
after the conquest of Tabriz, the order was extirpated after the massapre of 4,000 
persons and the desecration of the tombs of Sufi shaykhs in that region.25.Out of 
political expediency, IsmacILdidLcompromise with some of the Sufi shaykhs—  
notably those 6f the NiTnatullahl order, but there can be no doubt about his re
lentless hostility toward the rival Sufi orders, a policy continued by his successors.

While the JSafavid order became highly militarized in the last quarter of the 
fifteenth century, other important orders continued their religious activities in the 
mystical tradition. Of these, the Naqshbandl, the Khalvatl, the NiTnatullahl or
ders^ and the two branches of the Kubraviyya, the Dhahabiyya and the Nur- 
bakhshiyya, are the most important. Sooner or later each of these was to undergo 
a sharp decline; and by the end of the Safavid era, they had all disappeared 
from the Iranian scene, except for the Kubravl branches— Nurbakhshiyya and 
Dhahabiyya— which, though greatly enfeebled, persisted. What follows is a 
brief but, I hope, fairly comprehensive account of this decline.

4 2 .1  The Naqshbandiyya

Not surprisingly, the Naqshbandls, who trace their spiritual descent through 
Abu Bakr (the first of the rightly guided caliphs, ritualistically cursed by IsmaTl’s 
followers), were the first order to be ferociously suppressed. The Naqshbandls 
were particularly strong in eastern Iran and Herat,26 but also important in Azer
baijan.27 There is also evidence of Naqshbandl presence in Isfahan and Qazvin. 
After IsmaTl’s conquest of Herat in 1510, the tombs of the-famous Naqshbandl 
mystics, Kashghari and Jam!, were desecrated. The Naqshbandl shaykh, Maw- 
lana CA1I Kurdl (d. 1519), who had been particularly active in Qazvin, was also 
killed.28 Though we hear of one individual, the sayyid Amir cAbd al-Ghaffar (d.
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1521/927), who was favored by IsmaTl despite his Naqshbandi affiliation,29 
there can be little doubt that the Naqshbandiyya were effectively extirpated in 
western and central Iran. The vehemence of the hostility toward the Naqshbandls 
is reflected in a polemical exchange that took place in late sixteenth century. 
The Sunni polemicist accuses the ShiTte jurists not only of general hostility to 
Sufism, but also, more specifically, of considering the shedding of the blood of a 
Naqshbandi incumbent.30 This accusation is affirmed and defended by his Shicite 
opponent.31 The consulted sources of Tahmasp’s (1524-16) reign contain no 
mention of the Naqshbandls.

4 2 2  The Khalvatiyya

Like the Naqshbandiyya, the Khalvatls were Sunni, and like the former, they 
were important in eastern Iran32 and in Azerbaijan. Dede cUmar RawshanI (d. 
1486/891 or 892) and his brother Mawlana ‘Ala3 al-DIn, shaykhs of the Khalvatl 
order, were highly respected by the Aqquyunlu rulers under whose protection 
their order flourished. Dede TJmar’s zawiya (convent) in Tabriz was frequently 
visited by Sultan Yacqub (d. 1490). Already by the last decades of the fifteenth 
century 'Ala3 al-DIn had left Tabriz for Istanbul where the Sufi sultan Bayazld 
(1481-1512) was to shower favors upon the Khalvatls. Dede 'Umar’s disci
ple, Ibrahim Gulshanl (d. 1534/940), succeeded him after his death. In the 
Safavids’ eyes, Gulshanl was particularly suspect because of his close ties with 
the Aqquyunlu dynasty, and left Tabriz after IsmaTl’s conquest and “declaration 
of Shi'ism,” proceeding first to Diyarbakr, then to Jerusalem, and finally to 
Cairo, where he built his famous convent around 1520/926. The Khalvatl order 
flourished in Egypt and the Ottoman capital. It appears to have become extinct in 
Safavid Iran after its adherents left for these much more congenial Ottoman 
domains.33

Before proceeding to consider the orders that survived longer, mention should 
be made of the IsmaTlIs, who, by the time of IsmaTl I appear in Sufi garb.

4 2 .3  The IsmaHliyya

Shah Jahir (d. 1545 or 49/952 or 56) was the Imam of the Muhammad-Shahl 
branch of IsmaTlism. According to the historian Firishteh, as the Khwandiyya 
sayyids, the Imams of the IsmaTlIs were respected Persian notables engaged in 
the spiritual guidance of the populace as Sufi shaykhs in the region close to 
Qazvin. Shah Tahir was forced to give up his position as a Sufi shaykh, and after 
remaining in IsmaTl’s court for some time, was appointed to a professorship in 
Kashan in 1510-11/916, where many of his followers appeared to have fol
lowed him. This made Isma'Il apprehensive, and he issued an order for the exe
cution of Shah Tahir* Informed about this menace ahead of time by another Per
sian notable, Shah Husayn IsfahanI, who was IsmaTl’s chancellor at the time,
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Shah Tahir fled to India in 1520/926, and settled in the Deccan.34 After Ismaffi’s 
death, he sent his son Haydar to the court of Shah Tahmasp.35 He seems to have 
intended to return to Iran himself.36 Evidently, however, his son Haydar received 
no encouragement from Tahmasp either personally or regarding his father’s in
tention. He returned to India after Shah Tahir’s death to succeed him as the 
sbaykh of his Sufi order (safiib-e sajjadeh) in India,37 and as the Imam of the 
Muhammad-Shahi Nizaris.

Another branch of Nizari IsmacIlism, the Qasim-Shahl branch, whose Imams 
resided in Anjudan near Kashan, survived somewhat longer, that is, to the end of 
Tahmasp’s reign. In 1574-75/982, Tahmasp massacred the IsmaTlI community 
in Anjudan and imprisoned their thirty-sixth Imam, Murad,38 who was subse
quently executed under ShahcAbbas.

4.2.4 The Dhahabiyya
9 t

The order branched off from the Kubraviyya when Shaykh HajI Muhammad 
KhabushanI refused to follow Sayyid Muhammad Nurbakhsh, and founded his 
own order. The Rawdat al-Jinan mentions twenty-eight of his khalifas, and as
serts that some of them or their successors were still active at the time of the 
writing (ca. 1582/990), but it is clear from his tone that their activities— which 
are not mentioned in detail— could not have been all that lively. Perhaps the most 
important of Khabushani’s khalifas was the author’s great-grandfather, Amir 
Sayyid Ahmad Laleh (d. 1507/912), who settled in Azerbaijan where he ac
quired considerable following. The Lalehls continued to profess Sunnism. Shah 
Ismacfl appears to have spared this order, and even appointed Sayyid Ahmad’s 
son, Amir Shihab al-Dln Laleh (d. 1540/947) to the office of the safir for a very 
brief period. Though the author does not supply us with any specific details, the 
sharp decline in the activities of DhahabT Sufis under the leadership (jf the Laleh 
family can be inferred from the fact that no list of khalifas and disciples are men
tioned for Amir Shihab al-DIn and the subsequent generation. Furthermore, 
Shihab al-DIn’s brother, Amir Khalllullah is reported to have died in Isfahan in 
1548-49/955, indicating (forcible) displacement from the seat of the Laleh! or
der. We may also note that the author himself was writing the book after many 
years of exile.39

Nevertheless, some of Khabushani’s thirty-seven khalifas must have remained 
active, as Karbala3! asserts, and the DhahabI order subsisted. One of their shaykhs, 
Shaykh Muhammad CA1I Mu’adhdhin Khurasan!, even acquired some promi
nence amongst the literati of the reign of cAbbas the Great.40 Under cAbbas II, 
Muhammad TaqI MajlisI the Elder (d. 1660/1070) subscribed to the DhahabI tra
dition. We also hear of the renowned Shaykh Ganj-CA1I TabrizI, a disciple of Hajj 
Mir Muhammad Laleh of Tabriz.41 The DhahabI order has survived in Fars to this 
day, but despite its (temporary) vitality under the eminent shaykh Qutb al-DIn 
Sayyid Muhammad Shiraz! (d. 1757 or 1771/1170 or 1185),42 its decline as an
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organized supralocal order was not reversed. Already in 1832 the author of Bustan 
al-Siyaha would deplore the absence of an illuminated spiritual master among 
them for generations.43

4.2.5 The Nurbakhshiyya

In 1500, the Shicite order founded by Nurbakhsh was continuing to flourish 
under his son, Shah Qasim (d. 1511/917), the Fayd-bakhsh. IsmaTl showed no 
hostility to the aged and highly respected shaykh, and even assigned to him 
a prosperous estate near Rey.44 However, his son, Shah Baha5 al-DIn, joined 
Ismacfl’s entourage after the death of,his Timurid patron, Sultan Husayn Bay- 
qara\ but within two or three years “was, according to the dictates of Fate, interTi 
rogated; and died.” 45 The eminent Nurbakhsh! shaykh of Shiraz, Shams al-DIn 
Muhammad Lahlj! (d. 1515/921), appointed khalifa by the founder himself, and 
the author of a very influential commentary on Gulshan-e Raz, appears to have 
narrowly escaped liquidation by a subtly sycophantic reply to Ismacil’s peevish 
questions about his reason for wearing black clothes.46 Another Nurbakhsh! 
shaykh'in Shushtar also tenuously managed to survive Ismac!l’s conquest of 
southwestern Iran.47

The death of IsmaTl and the ascension of his ten-year-old son Tahmasp in 
1524 temporarily halted the decline of the Nurbakhshiyya. Amir Qavam al-D!n, 
the great-great-grandson of Nurbakhsh, consolidated his power in the region 
near Rey.48 But in 1537/944 he was summoned to Tahmasp’s camp near Tehran 
to answer for his “astonishing pride,” 49 for overstepping the boundaries of 
dervishhood, and for behaving “in the manner of exalted kings.” 50 In the pres
ence of Tahmasp, a certain Qad! Muhammad asked him whether he was a king or 
a dervish. Qavam al-D!n replied he was a dervish. The Qad! then asked him: 
“What is the reason for fortress building, and for gathering arms and armors?” 51 
Failing to produce a satisfactory answer, Qavam al-DIn was imprisoned, his 
beard having been burnt on the spot, and put to death.52 The fate of the subse
quent generations of Nurbakhsh! sayyids is obscure. Sometime during Tahmasp’s 
reign an eminent Nurbakhsh! sayyid, Shah cAbd al-cAH moved from Bam to 
Yazd to become a qadi.53 Much later, in the 1650s and 1660s, members of his 
family reappear as local notables in the city of Yazd.54 With regard to Shushtar 
and southwestern Iran, the emigration of Qadi Nurullah Shushtari (d. 1610/1019) 
to India can be taken as indicative of the decline of the order’s activities.55

According to the spiritual genealogy of the order given in TaraHq al-Haqartq, 
the leadership of the Nurbakhsh! mystical tradition passed out of the founder’s 
family (even Baha5 al-Din and Qavam al-Din’s names are struck from the list of 
spiritual leaders).56 It would therefore be safe to take the elimination of Qavam 
al-Din by Tahmasp in 1530-31/937 to mean the liquidation of the Nurbakhshiyya 
as an organized supralocal order. The mystical tradition, however, survived. 
Two highly interesting names appear in the chain of the Nurbakhsh! spiritual
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geneaology: Baha3 al-DIn cAmilI (d. 1621/1030)57 and Mulla Muhsin Fayd (d. 
1680/1091). Baha5 al-DIn cAmilI was the most eminent of the culama» of the 
reign of c Abbas I; Mulla Muhsin Fayd, of the reign of cAbbas II.58 Both were 
greatly respected and highly favored by these monarch respectively. Here, as is 
often the case with the chains of Sufi shaykhs forming silsilas, spiritual filiation 
does not denote any organizational continuity of an order as congregation. In 
fact, there is no evidence of the emergence of a reorganized NurbakhshI order in 
the eclectic “high” Sufism of the mid-seventeenth century.59 But the NurbakhshI 
mystical tradition was kept alive, and we hear of the writings of an important 
exponent of this tradition, cAbd al-Rahlm Damavand!, ca. 1747/1160, some two 
decades after the overthrow of the Safavid dynasty.60

4 2 .6  The Nicmatulldhiyya

Long before the advent of IsmacIl I, India had proved a congenial region for 
the expansion of the Nicmatullahl order, founded by Shah Nicmatullah Vail (d. 
1431/834), whose successors as the shaykhs of the order had moved to the 
Deccan in the mid-fifteenth/ninth century. The order remained very active in 
Kirman, Bam, Yazd, Shiraz, and part of Khurasan throughout the fifteenth cen
tury; some of Nicmatullah’s numerous great-grandsons settled in Yazd, which be
came the order’s Iranian center.61 After the advent of IsmaTl, the order declared 
itself to be Shicite,62 and made a lasting alliance with the Safavids. A descendant 
of Shah Nicmatullah, Mir Nizam al-DIn cAbd al-Baql (d. 1514/920), who was the 
murshid of the order in Yazd, was appointed sadr by IsmacIl I in 1511 -1 2 /9 1 7 ,63 
and subsequently became his plenipotentiary deputy with the title vakll-e nafs-e 
humayun “ cAbd al-Baql’s family tied themselves to the Safavids through a num
ber of marriages and rose to great prominence among the Safavid elite.65 Of 
these, the most notable is Mlrmlran Yazd! (d. 1591/999), who emerges as Qpe of 
the most influential and wealthiest of the provincial notables in the second half 
of the sixteenth century.66

The order does not seem to have fared so well in the seventeenth century. Dur
ing the first troubled years of cAbbas I’s reign, the aged Mlrmlran suffered con
siderable indignity at the hands of one of cAbbas’s generals, Ya'qub Khan, witti^ 
whom, however Mlrmlran’s son, Shah Khalllullah, allied himself temporarily. 
But Ya'qub Khan rebelled in Fars, and was suppressed by 'Abbas, whp then vis
ited Yazd and was entertained lavishly by Shah Khalllullah in 1591/999.67 This 
visit marks the height of Ni'matullahl prominence in Safavid national politics. 
Shah Khalllullah entertained Shah 'Abbas in his capacity as the political head of 
the Ni'matullahl family, while his brother, Shah Ni'matullahIV, received him as 
the spiritual representative of the head of the order.68 After this year, there seems 
to be only one other reference to the activities of the Ni'matujlahiyya as a Sufi 
order. Shah Khalllullah moved to Isfahan and remained the most eminent sayyid 
of the realm. B u tcAbbas I set out to curb his power as soon as he felt secure
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enough, and in 1593/1001, Khalllullah is reported to have become resentful 
when c Abbas showered favors upon the rival sayyid, MIrza Muhammad Amin of 
Isfahan. Though c Abbas is said to have “pulled him out of sulking” ( “u ra az 
kuft birun avard”) on one public occasion,69 Khalllullah received no, further ap
pointments, and must be presumed to have continued to sulk to his death in 
1607-8/1016. His sons sank into obscurity. Khalflullah’s younger brother, Shah 
Suleyman MIrza (d. after 1640-41 /1050), who also lived in Isfahan (very prob
ably forcibly), appears to have controlled some of the religious endowments tra
ditionally entrusted to his family and is the last important spiritual leader of the 
order in Iran.70 While his sons were allowed to return to Yazd (presumably when 
they no longer represented a threat) by Shah $afl (1629-42), there are no indica
tions of their Sufi activity. The offices of kalantar (alderman) and of naqlb 
(leader of the sayyids) of Yazd remained in the hands of Shah Suleyman MIrza *s 
descendants, at least down to 1671-72/1082, but in contrast to references to 
Shah Suleyman MIrza’s spiritual guidance (irshad) and gnosis (Hrfdri), the au
thor of Jamic Mufidi repeatedly mentions his descendants* zeal in the consolida
tion of the foundations of sacred law (taqviyat-e arkdn-e sharp at, tashyid-e 
qavaHd-e shaP), and their conscientiousness in looking after the interests of the 
sayyids and the culam&.11

The Persian Nicmatullahls representing the mystical tradition are mentioned 
in genteel intellectual occupations in India, whither they migrated. One Mir 
Hashim Shah, son of the calligrapher Mir ‘Abdullah (1662-23/1073-1738/ 
1151) was to become the founder of the Hashin>ShahI branch of the order in 
Delhi.72 The Nicmatullahl Sufis did not return to Iran until the very end of the 
eighteenth century.

In the sixteenth century, the Nicmatullahls were very probably the most highly 
organized of the Sufi orders, a fact that goes a long way toward explaining why 
their alliance with the Safavids lasted for over a century. Their tekke in Tabriz (in 
northwestern Iran, far from their center) is one of the two or three supralocal 
ones (as distinct from the local convents, usually associated with families of 
sayyids with landholdings in the area) mentioned by Karbala5!.73 They had tekkes 
in many other cities too. Circumstantial evidence suggests th a tcAbbas I turned 
these tekkes increasingly over to the youth and recreational organizations of the 
city quarters where they were located. Fights .between the city quarters were of 
course an old phenomenon. In Tabriz, where both the Nicmatull£hls and the Hay- 
daris had tekkes, such conflicts appear to have clustered around these respective 
tekkes in the latter part of Tahmasp’s reign.74 There probably was some tendency 
for the pattern to repeat itself in other cities. Be that as it may, ‘Abbas is known 
to have encouraged and manipulated faction fights, and specifically, as early as 
1594-95/1003, in Qazvin, he is reported to have watched a fight between the 
Nicmatls (Ni‘matullahls) and the Haydaris.75 With.the eclipse of the Ni‘matulla- 
hiyya as a Sufi order, their tekkes were increasingly taken over as the headquar
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ters of neighborhood organizations, and were used especially for the Muharram 
ceremonies of flagellant processions. Interfactional conflicts occurring during 
the Muharram processions, starting from and returning to these tekkes, repre
sented an extremely serious problem for the maintenance of law and order in 
cities in the late Safavid period, one that remained unsolved until the fall of the 
dynasty and beyond.76

Thus, once the cultural activity of the Nicmatullahiyya— the perpetuation of 
its mystical tradition— had definitely shifted to India as a result o fcAbbas’s reli
gious policy, its organizational base was taken over by the city-quarter com
munes and harnessed to a particularly destructive form of communal sport— fac
tion fights— fused with the Muharram ceremonies mourning the martyrdom of 
the third Shicite Imam, Husayn.

4.2.7 QalandariyyalMaldmatiyya and the Sufism 
o f the Ascetic Virtuosi

The ecstatic and antinomian Sufism of the hirsute Qalandars (roaming der
vishes) and the quasi-eremitical Sufism of the ascetic virtuosi are polar opposites 
from the viewpoint of religious discipline. But what they have in common is the 
strong capacity for survival under persecution because of the absence of con
gregational organization and the emphasis on the individualistic mode of activity.

In addition to individual dervishes, KarbalaT also mentions the tekke of the 
Haydaris belonging to the Qalandariyya in Tabriz.77 Throughout the Safavid era, 
sporadic references to Qalandars attest to their presence on the religious scene. 
On a number of occasions, especially in periods of political instability and col
lapse of central power, we meet them as leaders of local uprisings.78

Under the events of the year 1616/1025, Iskandar MunshI cites a rubacT from 
Baba Sultan Qalandar-e QumI, who is said to be one of the “tekke-holding 
dervishes.” 79 In the accounts given of the city of Isfahan of the mid-seventeenth 
century by European travelers, shaggy, ill-clad dervishes hanging out in the 
streets and around coffee houses appear as an element of the social scene. 
Olearius (1637) mentions a “certain type of ecclesiastics who are called abdal 
for whom the king has built a tekke” .80 Du Mans (1660) describfes the dervishes, 
the duca-gus (those who pray for the alms-giver’s health and salvation) and the 
Qalandars together;81 and Sanson (1695) talks of the “Derviches or Abdals,” 
who preach austerely on street corners and in coffee houses, tell stories, and are 
not highly regarded.82

We have so far concentrated on organized popular Sufism, and have omitted to 
consider the ascetic Sufi virtuosi. What emerges clearly from the Rawdat al- 
Jinan, a book of unusual documentary interest, is the great importance of vir
tuoso Sufism, even in the pre-Safavid period. Roughly speaking, as many Sufi 
virtuosi and intellectuals as members of identified orders, with a'definite rank or 
relationship within them, are mentioned. More importantly, even in cases where
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order affiliations are mentioned, the center of attention is usually the Sufi vir
tuosi— i.e., individual mystics, their spiritual attainment, their absorption of di
vinity (jadhaba), intuition of revelations (mukashafa), and ascetic, contempla
tive, or visionary qualities. Their affiliations to orders and the frequenting of 
specific masters appear only of secondary importance. The Sufi virtuosi could be 
accommodated by a variety of social niches, ranging from supranational orders 
to local orders dominated by land-owning notables (sayyids) a single khaniqah 
(convent), crafts, and finally voluntary support by admiring laymen.83

Therefore, the demise of the Sufi orders did not put an end to virtuoso Sufism. 
Among the persons mentioned in the Rawdat al-Jinan, virtually all of the fifteen 
or twenty easily identifiable sixteenth-century Sufis who died during Tahmasp’s 
reign or later (after 1524/930) are either dispossessed sayyids of former local 
orders, or fall into the virtuoso and literati categories.84 Ascetic virtuosi and 
mystic literati figure prominently among the Sufi masters of the period. Shaykh 
Khidr, for instance, was an eminent Sufi to whom c Abbas I wrote a respectful 
letter. The famous philosopher Mir Findiriskl (d. 1640-41/1050) was another 
Sufi who traveled to India to study asceticism and became a recluse for seven 
years.85 Among the mystic literati, we may name the royal scribe Aqa Abu’l-Fath 
Isfahan! (d. 1611-12/1020) and his grandson Khwaja CA1I Akbar.86 In the latter 
part of the seventeenth century, too, the ascetic virtuosi continued to remain 
among the important representatives of Sufism. Jamic Mufidl devotes a chapter 
to brief biographies of some six prominent contemporary ascetic and hermitic 
Sufis of the city of Yazd.87 The chapter of Qisas al-Khdqani on the eminent men 
of c Abbas IFs reign includes a section on the ascetic Sufis that contains bibli
ographical entries on nineteen nationally renowned ascetic virtuosi.88

As has already been pointed out, the bearers of the ascetic and contemplative 
Sufism share one characteristic with the Qalandars: the absence of any congrega
tional organization. In fact, they are much more radically individualistic, and 
their eremitical individualism and uncomprising rejection of the world makes 
them quite tolerable to political powers who perceive no threat from their direc
tion. Despite the demise of the orders, the Sufi virtuosi survived, acting as the 
transmitters of the mystical tradition, which, after nearly a century and a half of 
latency, bloomed in the mid-seventeenth century, briefly but with dazzling bril
liance and in a highly intellectual form.

4.3 The Persecution of Sunnism under Tahmasp and 
c Abbas I

It is hardly surprising that Sunnism was eradicated only gradually. Many Per
sian clerical notables who were not willing to give up their formal profession of 
Sunnism under the early Safavids migrated from Iran.89 Under Shah Tahmasp, 
Sunnism persisted in no less central a city than Qazvin, where those members of
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the Sunni community who had never cursed the rightly guided caliphs were 
awarded remuneration from the royal treasury by Tahniasp’s pro-Sunni son 
Ismacfl II.90 In a qaslda in criticism of the people of Qazvin, the poet Mawlana 
Hayratl claims to have “found Sunnism among the dignified and the notables” 
(of Qazvin).91 Dickson adduces enough evidence to suggest that Qadi Jahan, one 
of the most eminent of Qazyin’s notables, who held the grand vizierate under 
Tahmasp twice (1524-26 and 1535-50) was a crypto-Sunni.92 Thus there is 
strong evidence for the persistence of 9rypto-Sunnism among the Persian clerical 
notables throughout the sixteenth century. This partial retention of the Sunni out
look interestingly manifests itself in the case of those who migrated to India. It 
was said of Emperor Akbar’s tutor, cAbd al-Latlf, that “while in Persia, from 
which country he was a refugee, he was accused of being a Sunni, and in India of 
being a Shica.” 93 There are also indications of political opposition of the Persian 
notables to Safavid rule. It is also clear that the Safavid rulers on their part re
acted ruthlessly whenever they suspected such opposition.94 The historian MIr 
Yahya (author of Lubb al-Tawdrikh), who belonged to Xhe* notable family of the 
Sayfl sayyids of Qazvin, was executed by the order of Tahmasp in 1555/962 
after being denounced as a Sunni and imprisoned two years earlier.95 Another 
Sunni notable, MIr cImad of Qazvin, the calligrapher, was killed on the way to a 
public bath at the instigation of c Abbas I.96

Ismacfl II attempted to reestablish Sunnism during his brief reign (1576-77)97 
but was forced to give up the project in the face of Qizilbash opposition.98 The 
failure of IsmaTl II’s religious policy of course attests to the preponderant 
strength of Shicism in Iran by the third quarter of the sixteenth century. But what 
is even more instructive, ap$rt from the very fact that such a policy could be 
undertaken with some expectation of success, is the assessment of this policy by 
the contemporary of near-contempQrary historians. The aim of the policy is 
stated as the winning-over of the Sunni elements by making possible their peace
ful coexistence and cooperation with the Shicites. Though they may have con
sidered its execution imprudent or miscalculated, neither the Sunni historian 
BidllsI99 nor the Shicite historians Qadi Ahmad Quip! and Jskandar MunshI con
sidered this policy intrinsically unrealistic. '^Furthermore, it i$ noteworthy that 
Ismacfl II could enlist the active support of -some of, the Persian notables— for 
instance MIr Makhdum Shiraz! and Shah cInayatullah Isfahan!, formerly the qadi 
mucaskar (army judge), whom he appointed sadr— and presumably rely on the 
tacit sympathy of many more.101

The reign of c Abbas the Great, decisive for the establishment of Shicism, also 
witnessed instances of persecution of the Sunnis. At the beginning of his reign, 
Sunnism was still fairly strong in eastern Iran. Thus, after the Uzbek conquest of 
Herat in 1588, “many taziks— Persians, non-Turks— despite the congruence of 
their religion [with that of the Sunni Uzbeks] were also killed with the Qizilbash 
dignitaries.” 102 cAbbas’s astrologer and historian reports the violent persecution
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of the Sunnis of Surkheh in northwestern Iran in 1599. The confirmation of a 
farman by c Abbas I, by his successor Shah §afl in 1630/1039 shows that the 
persecution of 1599 resulted in the spread of Shicism in the area surrounding 
Surkheh (Simnan) though not so much in Surkheh itself.103 In 1608/1017,cAbbas 
executed the alderman (kadkhuda) of Hamadan (in western Iran), who was 
also the leader (rcPTs) of the Sunni community, for ill-treating the Shicites of 
that town.104

c Abbas I made a point of excluding the Sunnis from occasional tax exemptions 
he would grant his other subjects. This is shown b y cAbbas’s Farmans preserved 
in the congregational mosques of Simnan, Damavand (dated 1615/1024), and 
Ardistan.105

12'1



CH APTER FIVE

The “Clerical Notables” 
and the Final Emergence 

of a Shicite Hierocracy in Iran

(A new finding of great importance emerges from the research presented here: 
in the Safavid period the term culama\  together with the more specific religious 
titles and designations, refers to two distinct social groups: an “estate” of clerical 
notables, who were Sunnis prior to the conquest of Iran by Ismael I but formally 
professed Shicism and entered the service of the Safavids as judges and clerical 
administrators, and a group of religious professionals consisting of the Shicite 
doctors.)The two groups were very distinct during the first half of the sixteenth 
century because of their different geographical backgrounds and social ties. The 
fusion of these two groups reached its highest point in the first decades of the 
seventeenth century. Thereafter, the two groups became increasingly differenti
ated. The Safavid era begins with the hegemony of a homogeneous mandarin
like clerical estate, with a fairly broad cultural outlook, engaged in a number of 
judiciary, quasi-political, and quasi-religious functions, and ends with the uneasy 
coexistence of this estate with a markedly different: a group of religious profes
sionals, with a narrowly dogmatic and juristic outlook, forming the nascent 
Shicite hierocracy. With the increasing predominance of this latter professional 
group, the religious institution in Shicite Iran begins its evolution from a position 
of embeddedness in political organization— that is, the state— toward differ
entiation and eventual autonomy.

In an important article, Aubin has traced the incorporation of a crucial status 
group, which may be referred to as an “estate” of the clerical notables, into the 
Safavid state under IsmacIl I.^The local power of the Persian clerical notable 
families rested on their large landholding (often accompanied by the administra
tion or supervision of endowments and charitable and religious activities associ
ated with local shrines), and, very often, on their charisma of lineage as well- 
established sayyids or descendants of the Prophet) This status group formed the
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recruitment basis of pre-Safavid administration, especially religious and judici
ary institutions: the offices of the sadr (in charge of the administration of reli
gious endowments and the distribution of their revenue) and the qadiships. As 
Aubin demonstrates, the Persian clerical notables were speedily incorporated 
into Ismael’s Turkman empire of conquest in the course of its consolidation. The 
obituary notices of the Safavid chronicles confirm not only the continued social 
eminence of the sayyids and other established clerical families under Tahmasp 
and c Abbas I and throughout the seventeenth century, but also their continued 
dominance over the educational, judiciary, and the religious institutions of the 
Safavid state.2

What is of interest here is the characteristics of the Persian notables as a cleri
cal estate, their relationship to the intellectual, religious, and legal institutions, 
and the reception they granted to the immigrant Shicite theologians from the 
Arab lands and their students.

5.1 The Institutional Bases and Culture of the 
“Clerical Notables”

The Safavids inherited from the Timurids and the Aqquyunlu the typical Is
lamic cluster of intellectual institutions consisting of the qadiships, the mosques, 
the madrasas (colleges), and the religious endowments (<awqaf). The state con
trolled these institutions through the office of the sadr, an office with no exact 
equivalent in the Ottoman or cAbbasid polities. The Timurid decrees recorded in 
the Sharaf-nameh of Morvarid (d. 1516/922) show two important facts about the 
office of the sadr. As regards the social position of its occupants, we can note 
that the office tended to remain within the same families of notables, a fact in
dicating a strong hereditary tendency in the appropriation of the office.3 'With 
regard to the extensive jurisdiction of the office, its twofold functions can be seen 
to consist in (1) the supervision and administration of the religious endowments 
and distribution of their revenue to the students and clerics and to charitable un
dertakings; and (2) the supervision of the administration of the sacred law as the 
chief judiciary authority of the state.4

Because of its financial control over most religious endowments and many re
ligious activities, the office of the sadr was the most important “religious” office 
of the realm. In the militarized conquest-oriented state of IsmaTl I, the sadr, as a 
rule, simultaneously held the rank of an amir (general).5 IsmaTl’s defeat by the 
Ottomans at the battle of Chaldiran in 1514/920 marked the end of his military 
expansionism. Shortly after Chaldiran, with the appointment of Mir Jamal aj- 
Din Shlrangl, who remained in office until his death in 1525/931, the office of 
the sadr became clearly differentiated from Safavid military organization, and 
exclusively concerned with (financial) religious and judiciary affairs.6 The Safavid 
sadrs thus assumed the functions of the Timurid sadrs as the foremost clerical
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administrator of the realm,7 with certain judiciary responsibilities which became 
more extensive in the seventeenth century.8 As we shall see presently, the heredi
tary tendency in the appropriation of the office also set in at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century, and soon became very pronounced.

Under the Safavids, the administration of the religious endowments became 
centralized, and conducted under the supervision of one, or on occasion, two 
sadrs, who appointed deputies, with or without the title of ncPib al-sadara, to 
the regions. It is not clear from the sources whether the sadr controlled the ap
pointment of the local qadis in the sixteenth century, but in the seventeenth cen
tury their centralized control over the religious institutions included the preroga
tive of appointment of qadis.

However, the centralized control of the ?adr did not extend over the most 
richly endowed shrines— notably those in Mashhad and ArdabTl— whose ad
ministrators (sing, mutavalll) were appointed directly by the shah. The admin
istratorship (tawliyat) of the independent endowments of these shrines was 
firmly retained by the clerical notables, who were also often entrusted with other 
purely administrative functions.9

The primacy of this administrative (over the religious) aspect of the office of 
sadr is shown by the fact that both its geographical division under Tahmasp and 
earlier, and much more clearly, its division into sadr-e khasseh (sadr of the royal 
domains) and the sadr-e mamalik (sadr of the [fiscally autonomous] provinces) 
in the seventeenth century,10 followed a strictly administrative logic. Further
more, it is instructive that Hazln’s detailed picture of the religious and intellec
tual circles in the early decades of the eighteenth century makes no references to 
the sadr.11 It is significant th a tcAbbas II (1642-66) appointed his sadr, MIrza 
Mahdl, to grand vizierate, presaging the post-Safavid transformation of sadarat. 
Under the Qajars (1785-1925), the term sadr lost all religious connotations, and 
as Sadr-e Aczam (Grand $adr) came to designate the highest administrative office 
of the state: that of the prime minister. But neither in the sixteenth century nor 
at any other time did the sadr act as the authoritative custodian of the Shicite 
doctrine.

The shaykh al-Islam of a'city was its chief religious dignitary, and the qadi its 
religious judge. They were appointed by the state. The qadis, and certainly the 
shaykh al-Islams, were scholars, and were likely to have students and hold 
academic classes in their residence or elsewhere. In addition, there were the 
madrasas under the direction of their respective professors (sing, mudarris). 
Chardin puts the number of the madrasas of Isfahan in the 1660s at fifty-seven. 
Each of these had dormitories and maintained a number of students indefinitely 
on the income drawn from its endowments, and subventions from the sadr.n Fi
nally, there were the mosques with appointed prayer leaders (sing, plsh-namaz). 
We know that in the seventeenth century an administrator (mutavalll) with dis
tinctly secular/financial functions was appointed for each endowed mosque, in
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addition to the plsh-namaz as the director of its religious activities.13 A qadi was 
usually also a professor, and it was possible for a qadi to hold the office of 
plsh-namaz simultaneously.14

Given the royal appointment of the shaykh til-Islams and the important qadis 
and the underlying centralized financial control of the sadr, this complex of fi
nancial, legal, educational, and religious institutions had the potential of being 
unified into a “religious institution” incorporated into the Safavid state, as were 
its counterparts in the Ottoman Empire.15 But it was not. Why?

The answer must be sought, at least in part, in the resistance of the Persian 
“clerical estate” to the reception of the incoming Arab doctors and their stu
dents, who enjoyed the patronage of the Safavid shahs in exchange for the propa
gation of Shicism. As we shall see presently in detail, the first great immigrant 
Shicite theologian, Shaykh al-Karald (d. 1534/940), failed to capture the perma
nent control of the complex of religious-legal-intellectual institutions for the 
Shicite hierocracy. A Shicite doctor trained by him did hold the office of the sadr 
for twenty years but exclusive control of the office reverted to the clerical nota
bles. The holders of the office of the sadr, over the subsequent 150 years, were 
drawn without exception from the clerical estate.

The office(s) of the sadr remained within the hands of a small number of nota
ble families, with marked hereditary tendencies, even before the reign of Shah 
§afi (1629-42). From then onwards— that is, during the last century of Safavid 
rule— sadarat became confined, with the possible exception of a single sadr, to 
three eminent families who were closely related to the Safavids.16 Meanwhile, 
the tenure of the office became very long, usually for life. Shah Sultan-Husayn 
(1694-1722) had a single sadr who was his maternal uncle (see table 5.1).17

Turning now to the other important offices, we note an important trend that 
adversely affected the institutional domination of the clerical estate. It consisted 
of a  marked decline in the prominence of the qadis in the polity, especially with 
the establishment of a powerful centralized government by cAbbas the Great. 
This decline is reflected in table 5.2.

The lowered status honor of the qadis indicated by the low figure for the reign 
of c Abbas is paralleled by a drastic decline in the importance of the office of qadi 
mucaskar— the army judge (which, however, continued to exist until the end of 
the Safavid era). The decline in the importance of the qadis was not reversed in 
the seventeenth century.

To complete our picture with regard to the seventeenth century, we must add 
another important category of the clerical estate: the sayyidsy who, either be
cause of the lack of vacant post or for other reasons, did not engage in any ad
ministrative functions, but whose (undefined) functions were religious. Though 
they must have possessed some religious learning, this learning was secondary to 
the basis of their status honor, which rested primarily on their charisma of 
lineage as the descendants of the Prophet and the Imams. According to Du Mans,
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TABLE 5.1 Composition of the $adrs under the Important Safavid Monarchs*

Total

Immigrant 
$adrs 

or their 
descendants

Clerical
notables of whom Other

Fathers,
sons,

or relatives 
of other 

Sadrs

Sufis Jurists
Adm.

Clerics

Ismael I 6 — 5 1 —
(1501-24) 2 — 3

Tahmasp 11 1 10 — 5 b
(1524-76) 1 2 7

‘Abbas I 8 — 8 — 4 C
(1587-1629) — 2 6

Safi 2 — 2 — 2 d
(1629-42) — — 2

and
‘Abbas II

(1647-66)
Suleyman 3 — 3 — 2*

(1666-94) — — 3
Sultan-IJusayn 1 — 1 — l f

(1694-1722) — — 1

a. Based on T. Akh., Ross Anon., Kh. T., Ah. T., T. A. Ab., and V. S. A ., additional information regarding the intellectual outlook drawn from R. Ad.
b. Of these, three were the members of the family of Naqib Isfahan!, and two of the notable sayyids of Shushtar. Between them, the two families held the office of the 

sadr, either indepenently or as joint sadrs for over forty years (T. Akh.: years 938, 964, 965, 970-71, 975; Kh. T .: 145a-46, 183a-84, 107).
c. All the four belonged to the ShahristanI sayyids of Isfahan, who from the second generation onwards became the closely related kin of Shah ‘Abbas through 

marriage (T. A. Ab., 2:1089).
d. Mlrza Hablbullah and his son Muza Mahd!, descendants of al-Karakl. Although al-Karakl’s great-grandson through his daughter, Mlrza IJabibullah, appointed $adr 

by $afi in 1631/1041 (Z.T. A. A b .: 91), and the latter’s son Mlrza Mahdl, who succeeded him in 1654/1064 (Ab. N .: 143) were descendants of the mujtahid, there is every 
indication that they had by then been assimilated to the clerical estate as the inheritors of the vast landed estates in central Iran accumulated by their fathers. In fact, not only 
do they not appear as jurists, they also assumed the title of Mlrza while serving the Safavids as high-ranking clerical administrators.

e. Mlrza Abu $alib and Mlrza Abu Talib from the notable family of the Radavl sayyids of Mashhad.
f. Mlrza Sayyid Muhammad Baqir IJusayni. His son and another close relative of his were appointed $adrs by Tahmasp II (Modarresi Tabataba’i, pp. 22-23).
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TABLE 5.2 Qa<JIs as Percentage of the Prominent Clerical Dignitaries

Period % , (Absolute numbers)

IsmaTl I 32
(1501-24) \  38 )

Tahmasp 18
(1524-76) \  113 )

Qizilbash interregnum 24 ( . L )
(1576-87) ( 2 l )

‘Abbas I 9 ( J _ \
(1587-1629) \ 4 6 )

Sources: H. S. (written in 1520s/930s), 4 :603-18 , is used for the reign of IsmaTl I; Shaykh al- 
Karakl’s name is not mentioned on those pages but was added. Kh. T. and T. A. Ab.f 1:143-58, are 
drawn on for Tahmasp’s period. Kh. T. (written in 1594-95/1003), especially the obituary notices at 
the closing section of each year, is used for the interregunum. Kh. T., Nq. A., but mainly T. A. Ab. 
are used for ‘Abbas i ’s period.

The absolute numbers are given in brackets are of course not comparable as the sources are differ
ent. (The relatively large number of persons for Tahmasp’s reign is due to the fact that T. A. Ab.’s 
compact picture of the dignitaries of Tahmasp’s reign [1:143-58] is drawn with a hindsight different 
from the viewpoint of the earlier Kh. T.)

they collected the religious taxes (zakdt), and, more significantly, khums.19 In 
addition, they received regular stipends from the awqaf through the sadrs  de
partment, in exchange for praying for the perpetuity of the dynasty (duca-giPT).i9 
Chardin tells us that the Husaynl sayyids of Isfahan, belonging to the ancient 
nobility of the kingdom, even arrogate ijtihad to themselves, and often accept 
penitence (tawbeh) as do the mujtahids.20

The incorporation of the estate of clerical notables into the judiciary and ad
ministrative offices of IsmaTl’s regime was, as we have seen, accompanied by 
the violent elimination of those notables who opposed the regime and by the mi
gration of those who were not willing to give up their formal profession of 
Sunnism. Despite the probable insincerity in their initial outward profession of 
Shicism and the persistence of Sunni proclivities among them,21 there can be no 
doubt that the vast majority of the clerical notables did in fact become Twelver 
Shicites by the seventeenth century. However, what is of crucial importance is 
that this change in doctrinal profession affected their cultural outlook very little, 
if at all. Comparing the descriptions of the intellectual interests and competence 
of the members of the clerical estate given in Habib al-Siyar (1520s) and Jamic 
Mufidi (1670s), one is struck by the constancy in their cultural outlook.22 Perhaps 
it*can be said that rhetoric figures somewhat more prominently in the former 
source, and religious sciences, mathematics, and calligraphy in the latter, but; in 
both cases the same broad range and catholicity of intellectual interests and train
ing is evident. Philosophy, the religious sciences, grammar and logic, calligra
phy, mathematics, astronomy, rhetoric, composition and literary style, and, less
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Arab lands

TABLE 5-3 Origins of the Prominent ShFitecUlamd* of the Safavid Period*

Date of death Iran Total
Jabal
cAmil

Arab
Iraq Bahrain Other Total

I. 907-79 5 8 13
1501-72 5 1 1 1

n . 980-1050 16 13 29
1573-1640 9 3 1 —

m . 1051-1100 18 10 28
1641-89 5 — 5b —

IV. 1101-51c 15 12 27
1689-1738 / 2 2 8 —

Total 97

a. As reported in the Shicite bibliographical compendia, of which R. J. and Q. U. are used as the basis of the tabula
tion. Six brief entries o f  minor BabranIcultima3 from Q. U. (pp. 188-89) were excluded. So were thirteen undatable 
entries in R. J. (of whom six resided in Iran and seven abroad). Had these two sets of persons been included, they would 
quite probably have given an even stronger representation of the dominant trends shown in this and the following table.

b. Two persons from Huwayza are included in the Bahrain entry because of the great cultural-linguistic similarity of 
the two areas.

c. The terminal year 1151 was chosen instead of 1150 to assure the inclusion of one single important person, the last 
M u lla-bdsh l o f Sultan-Husayn.
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frequently, history and the composition of puzzles (fann-e mu‘amma)9 appear as 
the main subjects of study.23 Though we may infer from our sources that a few did 
naturally specialize in the religious sciences,24 there can be no doubt that the 
broad and eclectic cultural outlook continued to be typically characteristic of the 
clerical mandarins under the Safavids.

5.2 The Geographical Background and Culture of 
the Imam! Hierocracy

The cultural outlook of the Imam! culamal* of the Arab lands was markedly 
different from that of the Persian clerical estate. They had had no comparable 
ties with any state and therefore lacked a similarly broad legal, administrative, 
financial, and political base, having for centuries acted as private jurists and reli
gious advisors to the Shicite minorities in the Arab Iraq, Syria, or in the isolated 
Bahrain. Consonantly with their more narrowly professionalized function as ad
visors to the Shicite communities in matters of dogma, ritual, and sacred law, the 
cultural outlook of the Shicite culama* was strictly religious.25 Though philoso
phy (usually in conjunction with rational theology [kalam]), Arabic grammar, (as 
a tool of religious jurisprudence), and, to a much lesser extent mathematics were 
included in the syllabus of learning, the overwhelming preponderance of strictly 
religious interests is clearly reflected in the publications of the Shicite culama> of 
the Safavid period as reported in Shicite biographical encyclopedias,26 and in the 
Safavid chronicles.27

The geographical factor is of crucial importance in understanding the cultural 
orientation of the Shicite hierocracy. To show the importance of the centers of 
Shicite learning in the Arab lands, it seems useful to begin with a preliminary 
consideration of the origins of the prominent Shfrte culama\

Table 5.3 is primarily useful in indicating a shift from the clear predominance 
of Jabal cAmil over the other Arab regions in the first 140 years of our period to 
an equally clear predominance of Bahrain in the last fifty. But it does not reflect 
the extent of influence of the Shicite traditions of the Arab lands because it does 
not show the movement of the Shicite ‘ulama* of Iran to the centers of learning 
abroad. The extent of this cultural influence is better reflected in table 5.4 which 
shows the main residence of the important Shicite culama\

The combination of the total number of ‘ulama* resident abroad, and the num
ber of first-generation immigrant doctors in Iran for each period (the figures in 
boldface in table 5.4) give us a good index of the degree of preponderance of the 
influence of the Arab centers of ShHsm.28 The figures in boldface demonstrate 
that the marked cultural preponderance of these centers continued despite the 
emergence of a great center of learning in Isfahan under c Abbas the Great. This 
continued cultural dominance is explained by the considerable immigration of 
Shicite ‘ulama* from Jabal cAmil to Isfahan.29 But the students of the immigrant
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Main residence

TABLE 5.4 Geographical Distribution of the Prominent Shicite cUlamay of the Safavid Period*

Iran Abroad

of whom of whom

Date of death Total
from
Iran

1st gen. 
immigr. Total

Jabal
cAmil Mecca

Arab
Iraq Bahrain Other TotalJ

I. 907-79 6 8 14 (13)
1501-72 4 2 3 — 2 1 2

H. 980-1050 19 11 30 (29)
1573-1640 12 7 3 3 3 1 1

IB. 1051-1100 18 12 30 (28)
1641-89 16 2 2 3 3 3 b 1

IV. 1101 —51c 18 10 28 (27)
1689-1738 14 4 — — 2 8 —

Total 102 (97)

a. Sources: Those used for table 5.3 (R. J. and Q. U.).
b. Observations made under table 5.3 apply equally to this table.
c. Sde the observation on the terminal year under table 5.3.
d. A total of five cases of double entry have had to be made. The figures in parentheses in the totals column show the absolute number of persons involved.
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doctors representing this influx were predominantly drawn from the Iranian pop
ulation. They remained active in Iran (sixteen of them rose to prominence during 
the subsequent period as compared to a total of fourteen scholars who were either 
residents abroad or Arab immigrants). The vitality of Isfahan continued into the 
last decades of the seventeenth and the first decades of the eighteenth century, 
while its closer proximity to Bahrain, in addition to the flourishing trade in the 
Persian Gulf, brought a pool of Shicite scholars in Bahrain into the network of 
erudite religious communication. However, it should be emphasized that even in 
the latter part of the seventeenth and the first quarter of the eighteenth century, a 
substantial proportion of the community of Shicite religious scholars resided in 
the Arab lands. Thus the common cultural outlook of the Shicite zulama? did not 
stem from common bases in the Safavid polity— as did that of the clerical nota
bles— but from the identity of their cultural functions as the teachers of, and ad
visors in, religious jurisprudence, ritual, and dogma. Unlike the estate of clerical 
notables, the former constituted a sodality of religious professionals.

Most of the immigrant Shicite culam<P found an (exalted) institutional niche in 
Safavid society in the more narrowly religious offices of shaykh al-Islam of the 
important cities, and the pish-namaz of the royal household, and of the most 
important mosques. Instances of an eminent theologian’s being appointed qadi 
(not even of the most important cities) have rarely been noticed. Instead, those 
religious scholars who chose to accept the royal patronage were invariably ap
pointed shaykh al-Islam30 or (less frequently) pish-namaz.3I The number of im
migrant doctors was not large enough to exclude the Persian clerical notables 
from the majority of such offices. The appointees to pish-namazi, through the 
nature of the office, tended to be strictly religious professionals.32 It seems proba
ble that under the influence of the eminent Shicite doctors, the appointments to 
“shaykh al-Islamates” also tended to go increasingly to religious professionals, 
though contrary instances are not lacking.33 In short, we can say that the Shicite 
religious professionals came to absorb the offices of pish-namazi and “shaykh 
al-Islamate” , and to assimilate the outlook of their holders, who thus came to 
constitute a decentralized and heteronomous Shicite hierocracy in Iran. In addi
tion, this hierocracy contained members who held no office. A man of learning 
who had acquired fame and risen to the exalted rank of mujtahid could continue 
to teach and lead a pious life in total independence from the state, and was re
vered all the more if he chose to do so.

As mujtahids, shaykh al-Islams, scholars, and pish-namaz of the most impor
tant mosques, the members of the Shicite hierocracy became increasingly con
spicuous in Safavid society (see table 5.5).

As the term culama> (the learned, scholars) indicates, teaching is and always 
has been a primary function of the Shicite doctors. As has been pointed out, even 
those appointed to the office of shaykh al-Islam would usually continue to hold 
their classes. Because of its amorphousness and flexibility (the students could
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TABLE 5.5 Members of the Shfite Hierocracy34 
Dignitaries35

as Percentage of the Prominent Clerical

Period % (Absolute numbers)

IsmaTl I 5 / j _ \
(1501-24) l  38 /

Tahmasp 12
(1524-76) 1 113 )

Qizilbash interregnum 19
( — )(1576-87) l  21 j

cAbbas I 20 / _ L \
(1587-1629) \ 46 )

Sources: Those used for table 5.4.

take lessons in different subjects from any professor within the geographical vi
cinity and often moved to other cities to join the classes of eminent professors), 
the educational system proper also absorbed its share of the immigrant culam(P 
as professors (sing, mudarris) of the “ transmitted sciences” and Shicite juris
prudence. Given the declaration of the ImamI doctrine and jurisprudence as the 
official and only valid religious tradition, the immigrant Shicite culama> had 
no difficulty in capturing the teaching of the “transmitted” religious sciences 
(manqul)— as distinct from “rational” theology and philosophy (macqiil)— and 
are repeatedly mentioned as the professors of manqul. However, even within the 
intellectual institutions, they could not oust the professors of the rational sci
ences; and their attempt to take over the judiciary and financial branches of the 
complex of “religious” institutions met with both the firm resistance of the cleri
cal estate and encountered internal obstacles; consequently it came to naught. It 
is to this undiscovered struggle that we should now turn.

5.3 The Struggle for Hierocratic Domination

5.3.1 Tahmasp’s Royal Patronage and the First 
Steps toward the Institution o f a Distinct 
ShiHte Hierocracy in the Sixteenth Century

Though there is no inherent logic in the pattern of change reflected in tables 
5.2 and 5.5, a comparison between the two suggests that, roughly speaking, the 
clerical estate’s overall loss of institutional power because of the decline of qadi- 
ship corresponded to the Shicite hierocracy’s gain in prestige and control over the 
“shaykh al-Islamates” . In other words, the configuration of the complex of 
religious-legal-educational institutions changed: a fairly well-differentiated hier
ocracy of religious professionals was structurally accommodated within it while 
the salience of the legal components of the complex ,was reduced. What underlay 
this change was a tangled struggle for domination between the two groups. The
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nature and course of the struggle are difficult to detect and chart because one of 
the two parties involved, the party of religious professionals, was itself undergo
ing a major internal transformation determined by two contrary factors: the trend 
toward professionalization on the one hand, and, on the other, a major change in 
composition owing to the recruitment of its younger members from the opposing 
camp, namely, the clerical estate. The detection and charting of these trends can 
therefore be done only with historical hindsight, as the actors involved were 
themselves at times only dimly conscious of the full repercussions of their action 
and the ultimate goal they were striving toward.

Glassen has noted the hostility with which the prominent members of the Per
sian clerical estate encountered the eminent doctor Shaykhc All al-Karaki and his 
party at the time of his arrival in Iran.36 This hostility persisted throughout the 
sixteenth century, thus militating against a smooth mutual assimilation between 
the slowly immigrating Shicite doctors and the Persian clerical notables. In fact, 
the clerical notables bitterly resented both the intrusion of the ShHte religious 
professionals under the protection and patronage of the ruler, and their preemp
tion of the term culama>— the learned. One clerical notable and historian of 
Tahmasp’s reign, QadI Ahmad Ghaffari (d. 1567-8/975), even dared to state 
bluntly:

But in his [Shah Tahmasp’s] eyes, they were turning the ignorant—juhala*
— into the learned—fudala?— and were attributing the station of the ignorant 
to the learned. Therefore most of his domains became devoid of men of 
excellence and knowledge, and filled with men of ignorance; and only a few 
men of [true] learning are to be found in the entire realm of Iran.37

However, Tahmasp’s determined support assured the survival of the Shicite 
hierocracy and paved the way for its eventual triumph. Soon after the rise of 
Ismacfl the Safavid, al-Karaki moved from his native Jabal cAmil in Syria to the 
closeby Arab Iraq, and is reported to have visited IsmaTl in Isfahan as early as 
1504-5/910.38 He repeated his visits to IsmaTl and saw him in his camps in 
Harat and just before the battle of Chaldiran. He finally moved to central Iran 
toward the end of IsmaTl’s reign.39 But his definitive chance to act as the supreme 
member of the Shicite hierocracy came after the death of IsmaTl I, who after all, 
was himself the incarnation of God.

IsmaTl’s son, the young Tahmasp, was a devout Twelver ShHte who, unlike 
his father and forefathers, had no pretense to divine incarnation. He greatly re
spected al-Karaki, who is often referred to as the “Propagator of the [Shicite] 
Religion” (muravvij-e madhhab). In 1532-33/939, a year before al-Karaki’s 
death, in order to put an end to an acrimonious fight between two major factions 
of the ShHte culama?, Tahmasp issued a far man which can be regarded ,as the 
milestone marking both the creation of a ShHte hierocracy in Iran and the defini
tive transition from extremism to Twelver ShHsm. The farman designated 
al-Karaki the ncPib (vicegerent/deputy) of the Imam, thus devolving the su-
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preme religious authority upon him as the most qualified or the “seal of the 
mujtahids” (khatam al-mujtahidin) and as the guardian of the heritage of the 
Seal of the Prophets (Muhammad).40

Al-Karakl’s self-designation as the deputy of the Imam, however, preceded 
this explicit royal recognition, having begun with his ambitious political project 
as the foremost Imam! jurist. In 1510/916, in a tract on taxation of agricultural 
land (kharaj), he explicitly put forward his views as the deputy of the Imam dur
ing his occultation.41 The reader should recall the positive world-embracing atti
tude of al-Murtada, who, under the bright political conditions of the Buyid pe
riod, moved away from the inner-worldly withdrawal entailed by the pious 
posture of the traditionalists, and attempted to enjoin world-embracing political 
attitudes, and to encourage ethically responsible activity within the existing po
litical framework. With the creation of the first Shicite empire in history by Is- 
macIl, al-Karak! had an even greater incentive than al-Murtada to overcome the 
ideal of pious antipathy to earthly power.^He took up the unprecedented chal
lenge of bringing the Safavid political order within the ambit of the Shicite reli
gious norms, and of securing an important institutional base for its custodians. 
To assure the involvement of the culama' in political organization, he not only 
emphatically ruled in favor of the permissibility of receiving salaries from “ty
rannical rulers,” paid out of land taxes, but also envisioned some supervision 
over the distribution of these taxes by the deputy of the Imam.42 To enhance the 
world-embracing social aspect of Shicism in the controversial issue of the Friday 
prayer during the occultation of the Imam, he ruled that it was incumbent, thus 
assuring the weekly gathering of the believers, and, incidentally, securing for the 
Shicite culamai5 positions as prayer leaders (sing, plsh-namaz) of the mosques.43 
Numerous treatises were written on this question, for and against the permissi
bility of the Friday congregational prayer during the occultation, but al-Karakl’s 
affirmative, world-embracing view eventually prevailed over the negative, world- 
rejecting view. The social commitment of Shicism was considerably enhanced by 
the institution of congregational prayer to be led by the culama5 on behalf of the 
Hidden Imam.

Having taken the consistent ideological position described above, al-Karakl 
embarked upon the conquest of the religious institutions for the Shicite hieroc- 
racy, beginning with the most important: the office of the sadr. In 1527-28/934, 
for the first (and last) time, an immigrant Imam! doctor, Mir Nicmatullah Hill! (d. 
1534/940), a student of al-Karaki*s, himself “claiming ijtihad,” was appointed 
the joint-sadr, sharing the office with a clerical notable, M ir Qavam al-DIn Hu- 
saynl, the naqlb of Isfahan. Mir Qavam died in the following year, and Amir 
Ghiyath al-DIn Mansur (d. 1542/949), a distinguished scholar and the scion of a 
renowned family of clerical notables from Shiraz, succeeded him as the joint- 
sadr. The Shicite hierocracy and the Persian clerical estate clashed'in the persons 
of Shaykh al-Karakl, the mujtahid, and Ghiyath al-DIn Mansur, the scholar- 
administrator.44
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Al-KarakI and Ghiyath al-DIn Mansur were worlds apart in their intellectual 
outlooks. The writings of the “Seal of the Mujtahids” were exclusively religious 
and jurisprudential.43 By contrast, Ghiyath al-DIn Mansur, one of whose various 
titles was “Seal of the Philosophers” (khatam al-hukama), had numerous pub
lications in the “rational sciences” (philosophy and philosophical theology) in 
the tradition of his father, who had conducted an animated philosophical debate 
with the famous philosopher Jalal al-DIn Davvanl.46 According to Takmilat 
al-Akhbar, he surpassed the other scholars (culam(P) in philosophy, astronomy, 
mathematics, and medicine, but “had no accomplishment in religious jurispru
dence” ( “u ra az fiqh bakhshl nabud”).47 Controversy raged between the two 
men, and the pious young shah exercised his decisive political authority in favor 
of the “deputy of the Imam.” In connection with the events of the year 1529- 
30/936, Tahmasp writes in his autobiography:

At this time learned controversy arose between the Mujtahid of the Age 
[mujtahid al-zamani], Shaykh CA1I cAbd al-cAH [al-Karakl], and Mir Ghiyath 
al-DIn Mansur, the sadr. Even though the mujtahid of the age was trium
phant, they [sic] did not acknowledge his ijtihady and" were bent on hostility. 
We took note of the side of Truth, and affirmed him in ijtihad

In the above passage, the emphasized “they” must refer to the hostile clerical 
notables whose hostility shows the crucial importance of the royal patronage for 
al-Karakl’s success Two years later, in 1531-32/938, the Mujtahid of the Age 
secured the dismissal of Ghiyath al-DIn Mansur, the sadr and the “Seal of the 
Philosophers.” Mir Mucizz al-DIn Muhammad Isfahan!, a clerical notable, but 
this time also a strict jurist and a student and protege of al-Karakl, was appointed 
sadr.49 Finally, the farman of 1532-33/938 established al-Karakl as the deputy 
of the Imam and as such the supreme religious authority of the realm. The influ
ence of al-Karakl lingered on after his death in 1534/940. After the dismissal 
of Mir Mucizz al-DIn in 1536/942, Mir Asadullah Shushtari, a student of al- 
Karakl's who had also been highly recommended by him to Shah Tahmasp,50 was 
appointed sadr and held the office for over twenty years.51 But al-Karakl’s suc
cess in establishing the Shicite doctors’ control over the office of the sadr was 
temporary, and the monopolistic control of the office reverted to the clerical no
tables after the death of Shushtari (see table 5.1).

Al-Karakl’s attempt to unify all religious institutions within the framework of 
the state also encountered considerable opposition from within the Shicite clerical 
community. It came under vehement attack by the eminent doctor, Ibrahim 
al-Qatlfi, who upheld the ideal of pious antipathy to earthly powers and rejection 
of all worldly domination. For reasons of expositional convenience, the system
atic treatment of the world-rejecting mode reflected in al-Qatffl’s attitude is de
layed until chapter 9. Here I am simply stating the fact that he staunchly opposed 
the incorporation of the culamd> into the Safavid political organization. He un
compromisingly rejected any association with the ruler as proof of interest in
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worldly gains and of lack of piety, adducing a strongly worded hadith attributed 
to the Prophet: “When you see a reader of the Qur'an seeking shelter with 
the ruler, know that he is a thief.” 52 Al-QatTfi wrote a treatise on the “imper
missibility” of the Friday prayer during the great occultation,53 and ruled on the 
“reprehensibility” of receiving gifts from the ruler and on the “impermissibility” 
of accepting land assignments (subject to the land tax, kharaj) from him, while 
enjoining the avoidance of all transactions with him insofar as possible. In short, 
he opposed al-Karakl on every major ideological point, as well as attacking him 
personally for his “love of the world (hubb al-dunya) as demonstrated in his vast 
amassed landed fortune.54

Mir Nicmatullah Hill! (d. 1534/940), though he had been a student of al- 
Karakl’s and had almost certainly been appointed sadr through his support, took 
the side of al-Qatifi in the controversy, and made an attempt to organize a clerical 
party against the Mujtahid of the Age, an attempt that cost him his office and 
brought about his banishment.55 The involvement of Qatlfi in the political in
trigue against al-Karak! gives us reason to doubt the sincerity of his motives in 
opposing the latter’s world-embracing extension of Shicite ethics. It is important 
to bear in mind that al-Karakl and al-Qatifi represented two different Arab cen
ters to Shicism, one in Syria, the other in Qatlf and the Bahrain area. As the chief 
rival of al-Karakl, al-Qatifi resented IsmaclTs choice of the former as spokesman 
for Shicism. IsmaTl’s considerable donations to al-Karakl for the maintenance of 
his students and madrasas56 must have aroused the jealousy of Qatlfi and the 
scholars from his region who felt deprived of such favors. Through Mir Nicma- 
tullah Hilli, they unsuccessfully sought to offer their services to the Safavid ruler 
and thus replace al-Karakl and his party of predominantly cAmilI scholars. It is 
also important to note that in this instance of intense rivalry between the Shicite 
doctors of different regions for royal favor, the party whose ambitions for mate
rial advantage and political power were frustrated found it expedient to make 
effective, albeit hypocritical, appeal to the ideal of pious aloofness of the men of 
religion from earthly domination. Although the evidence suggests that Qapfi’s 
denunciation of the evils of association with the earthly powers was insincere, 
the denunciation nevertheless had a lasting effect in-limiting the extension of the 
normative ambit of the sacred law into important areas of social, economic, and 
political life. The episode thus illustrates the utility of our distinction between the 
motives for upholding a normative ideal and the “validity” or efficacy of that 
ideal, and proves that the latter might obtain even when the ideal is upheld insin
cerely and from the motive of self-interest.

Furthermore, there were instances of genuine pious antipathy to involvement 
with earthly powers. More sincerely than al-Qatifi, and more consistently than 
in the case of Mir Nicmatullah, the sadr who was himself deeply involved in the 
state, a few of the prominentculama3 upheld the attitude of pious antipathy to 
political involvements and shunned any association with the earthly ruler. These 
could be put under no authoritative or organizational pressure to acknowl
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edge the claims of al-Karakl, and of his equally political grandson, Mir Sayyid 
liusayn after him, to be the “Mujtahid of the Age.” As the most eminent member 
of this group in the second half of the sixteenth century, we may mention the 
mujtahid Mulla Ahmad Ardablll, the Muqaddas (d. 1585/993) who shunned all 
political associations and who wrote a treatise on land taxation (khardj) uphold
ing al-Qatlfl’s point of view.57

The designation of the deputy of the Imam, accompanying that of the “Seal of 
the Mujtahids” (khatam al-mujtahidm) in Tahmasp’s farman was primarily sig
nificant in formally putting an end to the complete fusion of political and reli
gious leadership; that is, as the ruler’s acknowledgment of a differentiated su
preme religious authority. But the term “deputy of the Imam” did not come into 
formal usage. Instead, the designation “Mujtahid of the Age” was used to confer 
the supreme hierocratic authority. After al-Karakl, it was bestowed upon his 
not-too-politically-active son, Shaykh cAbd al-cAlI (d. 1584-85/992-93)58 and 
after the latter upon al-Karakl’s grandson through his daughter, Mir Sayyid 
Husayn al-Karakl (d. 1592-93/1001),59 who was very active politically. How
ever, the bestowal of the title of Mujtahid of the Age did not amount to a formal 
appointment, and its recognition was not binding according to the Imam! doc
trine of ijtihad. As other members of the Shicite hierocracy came increasingly to 
claim and/or be accredited with the rank of mujtahid, it became possible for 
religious authorities to exist independent of the state. From the beginning of the 
seventeenth century onwards, the “shaykh al-Islamate” of Isfahan emerged as 
the highest office of the state reserved for the hierocracy.60 But the primacy of the 
position of Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan— fully reflected in ceremonial occasions 
such as the coronations of the kings from 1629 onwards61— was tacit and not 
formal. It was only with the creation of the office of Mulla-bashi for Muhammad 
Baqir KhatunabadI in 1712/1124 that formal institutionalized recognition was 
granted to an eminent doctor as the head of the Shicite hierocracy.62

To recapitulate briefly, the Shicite hierocracy failed to capture the religio- 
administrative office of the sadr because of the vested interest of the cleric- 
administrators who continued to hold that office. Despite the favorable disposi
tion of supreme political power in the person of Shah Tahmasp, the charisma and 
authority of the “deputy of the Hidden Imam” did not become fused with the 
authority of the “most learned mujtahid” and did not find institutional embodi
ment in a supreme hierocratic office. This failure was also due, in no small part, 
to the deep intrahierocracy division, resting on the difference in the local geo
graphical background of the Shicite culamay and availing itself of two antithetical 
attitudes, the one world-embracing, the other world-rejecting.

5.3.2 Principles o f Differentiated Hierocratic 
Authority

The failure to control the religio-legal-administrative institutions of the Safavid 
caesaropapist state did not, however, adversely affect the religious authority of
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the Shicite doctors but rather promoted its clearer differentiation from political 
domination.

From a strictly doctrinal viewpoint, the office of the cwtond’ is “secular” in 
very much the same way as the office of the Lutheran ministers is secular.63 In 
both cases the absolute transcendence of God obviates the personal charisma of 
any priestly functionary. As with Lutheranism centuries later, in Islam divine 
charisma is reified in the Word, and there is no room for any priestly distribution 
of grace. It can be argued that the same is true of Shicite Islam after the occupa
tion of the last divinely inspired Imam. If this strict doctrinal aspect were the 
only relevant consideration, the very applicability of the term “hierocracy” to 
the Shicite culama> would be somewhat questionable. However, it is not. In the 
eyes of the Shicites, something of a charismatic quality had always inhered in the 
persons of the great theologians by virtue of the great favors bestowed upon them 
by the Hidden Imam.64 Numerous “charismatic” or minor miraculous deeds 
(,karamat), not the least of which consisted of attenuated forms of contact with 
the Hidden Imam in dreams, visions, and during the Hajj ceremonies in Mecca,65 
came to be attributed to the culama?. With the transition from the rationalism of 
the sectarian phase to the orthodoxy of the later Safavid period, great emphasis 
came to be put on the charismatic quality of th eculama \  They were said to be the 
means of clinging to the infallible Imams as the “Ark of Salvation” ; their pen was 
superior to the blood of the martyrs; they were doors to heaven, and insulting 
them would bring the wrath of God upon the offender.66 The pages of the Qisas 
al-^Ulama? are replete with the lengthy accounts of the karamat attributed to the 
eminent Shicite divines.67 In addition, the culamd> arrogated to themselves the 
function of Shafaca or intercession in the hereafter.68 Consulting the Qur'an upon 
demand of the laymen to determine whether or not an act should be undertaken 
(istikhara) figured prominently among their functions.69 This attribution of su
pernatural charisma to the Shicite culama? enhanced their professional status as 
advisors on correct ritualistic practice, and gave their authority a distinctly 
“hierocratic” aspect. With the increasingly universal acceptance of the “incum
bency” of the Friday prayer during the occupation of the Imam, the function of 
leading the Friday prayer— and by extension all the daily prayers— added an
other dimension to the hierocratic aspect of the culama>’s office.

With these introductory considerations in mind, let us turn to the principles on 
which hierocratic domination rested in the Safavid period. The most influential 
sixteenth-century commentary on the Qur’an is the Zubdat al-Bayan, written by 
Mulla Ahmad ArdabflT, the Muqaddas. It? “political ethic” dealing with au
thority contains a novel element of tremendous importance. In the chapter on 
“Enjoining the Good and Forbidding the Evil,” we can read: “And the ‘imita
tion* [taqlid] of the Mujtahid is good and permissible or rather incumbent with 
the existence of proof upon the ijtihad of the Mujtahid” 70

Here, as in the two major near-contemporary works on the “principles of ju
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risprudence”— Baha3 al-DIn cAmilT’s Zubdat al-Usul1' and Hasan ibn Zayn 
al-Dln’s Macdlim al-Usiil72— we find the conjunction of the notions of taqlld 
(imitation) and ijtihad (competence to determine the application of legal norms), 
both of which were, significantly, firmly rejected by the early Imamls.

Kulaynl is firm in his rejection of taqlld, as it leads the believer astray.73 
Al-Mufid similarly rejects taqlld outright.74 His disciple al-Murtada, however, 
breaks with the traditional view, and justifies the permissibility and desirability 
of taqlld in the sense of the recourse of the layman to the jurist (mufti) to seek 
advice. Though at one point he even uses the term wujub (incumbency) of the 
recourse of the layman to the jurist on grounds that the layman does not himself 
possess the necessary knowledge of the detailed ethical commandments with re
gard to (new) occurrences (hawadith), his aim is clearly to establish the per
missibility (Jawaz) of taqlld. Al-Murtada's argument on the permissibility of 
taqlld as the recourse of the questioning layman (mustafti) to the jurist (mufti) is 
coupled with his much stronger assertion that once such recourse to the jurist has 
been made, it is incumbent upon the layman to follow the jurist’s ruling or 
fatwa.75 The layman should seek advice from the most learned jurist, but should 
there be a number of qualified jurists equal in learning and piety, he can choose 
among them.76 In the above manner, al-Murtada takes the first step in the en
hancement of the juristic authority of the culamiP. However, it should be pointed 
out that his justification of taqlld is cautious and qualified. Not only does he re
ject taqlld in th e /‘principles” of religion or “fundamentals of faith” (on which 
point he has been followed by the Shicite culama3 to this date), he also rejects the 
permissibility of taqlld.for whomever is able to possess the (necessary) knowl
edge (Him) himself,77 and has a telling explanation as to why taqlld is permis
sible for the layman: “And if the taqlld of the calim is permissible for the ques
tioning layman [mustafti] it is because the latter does not possess the [necessary] 
knowledge, and not because of what the former possesses of knowledge.” 78

Some three centuries later,79 Ibn Mutahhar al-Hilll, the cAllama, was to follow 
al-Murtada’s argument closely. He justifies taqlld on account of its practical ne
cessity, as laymen do not have the necessary time to devote to acquiring the 
expert knowledge necessary for determining the ethically and ritually correct be
havior in conjunction with new occurrences, and to attempt to do so would pre
vent them from earning their livelihood. He reaffirms the permissibility of taqlld 
in furuc (the derivatives), and rules that it is incumbent upon the layman if he is 
unable to acquire the necessary juristic competence himself.80 Like al-Murtada, 
the cAllama is more concerned with establishing the permissibility of taqlld than 
in making an emphatic assertion of its incumbency as an ethical obligation.

The acceptance of ijtihad by the Imamls came much later. Although the 
Muhaqqiq had acknowledged that the Shicite jurists had been practicing ijtihad, 
the first major theologian to accept ijtihad explicitly was the cAllama al-Hilli. 
Ijtihad had been rejected by al-Mufid and even by al-Murtada, albeit with some
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qualification.81 In fact, the cAllama himself seems to have accepted the ijtihad 
with something of a dramatic suddenness.82 It is no accident that the later works 
on jurisprudence often begin with al-Hilll’s definition of ijtihad as the exertion of 
capacity on the part of the jurist for the acquisition of “probable opinion” (zanri) 
as to the commandment of the divine law.83 Al-Hilll’s acceptance of ijtihad con
stitutes a crucial step in the enhancement of the juristic authority of the culamd>; 
other steps, however, remained to be taken. It is true that the correlation of 
ijtihad and taqlid does in fact occur in the cAllama’s writings, but he still deals 
with the juristic authority of the culama? under the heading: “On the Mufti [jur
ist] and the MustaftI [questioning layman].” 84 More importantly, he relates 
ijtihad to competence with respect to specific problems and fields, and does not 
restrict it to ijtihad muflaq: the general competence of the person of the mujtahid 
in all fields of sacred law.83

This last crucial step was taken in the Safavid period by Ardabill the Muqaddas 
and his contemporaries. Al-Karakl, the “Mujtahid of the Age,” ruled em
phatically against the permissibility of following a dead mujtahid,86 thus assuring 
the continued transitiveness of juristic authority and precluding its exclusive 
attribution to the eminent jurists of the past as in Sunnism. Though the dis
agreements that existed on this point continued for some time,87 al-Karakl’s opin
ion eventually prevailed. The juristic authority of the (living) CulamcP came to 
be treated in the works on the principles of jurisprudence under a heading for
mally conjoining the notions of ijtihad and taqlid. Of these, by far the most im
portant are Zubdat al-Usul and Macalim al-Din. In the former, Shaykh-e Baha’i 
(d. 1620-21 /1030) defines ijtihad as “the competence through which one is 
able to deduce the derivative legal [shar*l\ commandment from the fundamen
tal,” 88 and is content to establish the permissibility of taqlid as “acting according 
to the saying of another without reason[ing],” and is strictly concerned with es
tablishing its permissibility (Jawaz9 idhn9 ibaha).*9 As regards ijtihad, the 
Shaykh-e BahaT follows al-Hilll in considering the division of ijtihad according 
to problems and fields (tajazza) permissible. Zayn al-DIn iy)tes the divergence of 
opinion on this question, argues against specialized competence ( ijtihad muta- 
jazzi)9 and stresses the importance of general competence ( ijtihad muflaq) as 
necessary for the valid deduction of all derivative commandments.90

It is clear from these discussions, as well as from Ardabill’s, that our theolo
gians are still very much in the process of laying the foundations of hierocratic 
authority in the face of a strong contrary Shicite tradition, whose lingering influ
ence forces them to be cautious in justifying their break with it. Nevertheless, the 
decisive conjunction of ijtihad and taqlid, and the emergence of the notion of 
ijtihad mutlaq, lodging hierocratic authority clearly in the person of the mujta
hid, were both significant in their own right and indicative of the direction of the 
subsequent developments. Furthermore, it is of crucial importance that, without 
waiting for the resolution of various minute problems connected with reconciling
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the doctrine of ijtihad and taqlld with the Shicite traditional heritage, the Muqad- 
das proceeded with its incorporation into ShiHte ethics by subsuming it under the 
ethical duties of “enjoining the good and forbidding the evil.” As we have seen, 
he presented obedience to the hierocratic authority of the mujtahid in matters 
relating to the sacred law as an ethical obligation. Furthermore, the Muqaddas 
affirmed the layman’s duty to act according to the ruling of the mujtahid, once 
such ruling was issued, and asserted the incumbency of “following” (taqlld) the 
“most learned” of the jurists.91

A second, less important development in legal theory should also be consid
ered. It is much vaguer and less important as a Shicite norm of authority for the 
Safavid period, but one that proved ripe for further development in the nine
teenth and twentieth centuries.

The vested interest of the Shicite jurists of the sectarian period in the continued 
suppression of all mahdistic claims forced them to consider some of the specific 
functions of the Imam in abeyance (saqit) during the occultation. This was in 
part necessary to curb mahdism, as the possibility of direct representation of the 
Hidden Imam through a bab or a safir was not categorically ruled out. It is there
fore not surprising that very little attention was paid to the notion of niyaba 
(vicegerency) of the Hidden Imam. In the great legal compendiums of the late 
twelfth/early thirteenth century, those of al-Muhaqqiq al-Hilll, we find refer
ences to “gerency [on behalf] of imamate [wala* al-imama]” 92 or to the authority 
of him “for whom there is a commandment [hukm] regarding the right to vice
gerency” 93 only in highly specific contexts such as the rules for the collection of 
alms and their distribution, the disposal of the property of the heirless after their 
death, and the like. But there is no general discussion of “vicegerency” as the 
foundation of clerical authority.

With the increasing social involvement of Shicism resulting from its “estab-  ̂
lishment,” there was an urge to legitimate hierocratic authority with reference to 
the authority of the Hidden Imam, and to extend it to some of the functions of the 
Imam that were earlier declared to be in abeyance. One such function was the 
leading of the congregational prayer. As we have seen in the treatise written for 
implementation by the Sarbidar ruler, the first martyr recognized the jurist as a 
kind of deputy of the Imam who could lead the congregational prayer on his be
half. It is in connection with congregational prayer that al-Karakl goes further 
than the first martyr,.and puts forward the concepts of “general vicegerency” 
(niyaba camma) of the Shicite jurists on behalf of the Hidden Imam. In arguing 
that congregational prayer might and ought to be performed during the occulta
tion, al-Karakl maintains that no specific deputy is necessary for the purpose be
cause there exist the jurists whom the Imams “have appointed deputy in a gen
eral manner [cala wajh alburnum]” upon the words of al-Sadiq in the tradition 
related by cUmar ibn Han?ala.94 This is the earliest instance when the tradition of 
Ibn Hanzala, very similar to the one by Abu Khadlja which was cited previ
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ously,95 is rather timidly drawn upon to adumbrate the notion of “general vice- 
gerency.” Although, as was pointed out, al-Karakl is more categorical in claim
ing vicegerency of the Imam in his treatise on the land tax, it is unlikely that he 
intended the notions to extend beyond judging and leadership of the congrega
tional prayer. As Calder points out, al-Karakl does not apply the concept to other 
spheres such as religious taxes, implementation of hudud, and holy war in his 
comprehensive legal work, Jamic al-Maqasid.96

A somewhat more extensive concept of general vicegerency is to be found in 
the legal works of CA1I ibn Zayn al-DIn, the second martyr (d. 1557/965).97 Al
though the second martyr makes use of the concept in connection with religious 
taxes in addition to judging and the congregational prayer, there is no general 
discussion of the concept, nor indeed any employment of the phrase niydba 
camma. Nevertheless, by repeated juxtaposition of specific and general vice
gerency, the second martyr establishes a parallelism between the deputies of the 
Imams in their lifetimes and the Shicite jurists during the occultations.

Thus the scope of the authority vicariously exercised on behalf of the Hidden 
Imam in the religio-legal sphere came to be vaguely delineated. The well- 
informed Sunni notable, Mir Makhdum (d. 1587/995), delimits this scope, to 
the exclusion of jihad (holy war): “The mujtahid is the vicegerent [nd*ib] of the 
Imam, as regards [legal] commandments, criminal punishments and acts of wor
ship.” Elsewhere, his function of eliciting commandments (ahkam) is said to in
clude “resolution of hostilities, ruling on litigations, administration of criminal 
justice.” 98 Mir Makhdum’s account is corroborated by his Shicite opponent, QadI 
Nurullah Shushtari.99 It is interesting to note that Mir Makhdum defines the naHb 
camm (general vicegerent) as “he who has reached the stage of ijtihad [compe
tence to determine juristic norms],” 100 and restricts it to the single most learned 
(aclam) of the mujtahids. His Shicite opponent, though emphasizing that there 
are learned men in the important cities of Iran competent to practice ijtihad, is 
careful not to describe them as the vicegerents of the Imam. Furthermore, we 
know from other Safavid sources that in Iran, only Shaykh al-Karakl, and after 
him his grandson Shaykh Husayn, were officially recognized as the “Mujtahid of 
the Age” (mujtahid al-zamari).

In his tract justifying the congregational prayer, al-Karakl’s grandson-in-law, 
Mir Damad (d. 1631-32/1041), endorses the-position taken by al-Karakl, and 
puts forward the strongest recorded claim for hierocratic authority prior to the 
twentieth century.101 He remarks in passing that the “Just Ruler is the Infallible 
Imam, or he who is appointed by Him (Blessing of God be upon Him), or he who 
deserves to act as a deputy for Him (may Peace of God be upon Him) gener
ally.” 102 Mir Damad does not elaborate. Elsewhere, however, he argues in favor 
of ijtihad muflaq (absolute) and against specialization in legal competence.103 
The intention is clearly to restrict supreme religious authority as much as possi
ble, to one or at most a few jurists.
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In the second half of the seventeenth century, Chardin confirms that the ac
claimed mujtahids are very few, and at times there may be none alive. Chardin 
knew only one such doctor.104

In the sixteenth century, Mir Makhdum could maliciously remark that a gen
eral vicegerent was as likely to be absent as the Hidden Imam, thus causing the 
abeyance of the sacred law.105 This objection indicates that general vicegerency 
had not yet been clarified to mean the collective responsibility of the mujtahids, 
and tended to be associated with the person of the “ mujtahid of the age.” In the 
seventeenth century, we find a more general claim put forward for the entire 
body of jurists on the basis of an ordinance purportedly issued by the Hidden 
Imam: “And concerning the events which occur, refer to the transmitters of our 
Traditions: they are my proof unto you, as I am the Proof of God unto you.” 106 
The culama> are therefore said to be the proof (hujjat) of the proof of God [i.e., 
the Hidden Imam] to all the Shicites, to all the “followers” (muqallidan).107

However, the logic of “rationalization” of the concept of general vicegerency 
was not rigorously worked out during the Safavid period. The late sixteenth cen
tury, controversy between Mir Makhdum and QadI Nurullah shows that some of 
the attributes of imamate tended to be transferred to the mujtahid as his “dep
uty,” in spite of the logical inconsistencies arising as a result of this transfer. 
Some Shicites said that the existence of the mujtahid was due to grace of God 
(/« ;/).108 Nearly a century later, Chardin similarly points out that some men 
of religion consider that the vicegerent of the Imam should be a “mouchtehed 
massoum” (mujtahid macsum).109 Here we see the Imams’ attribute of Hsma (in
fallibility, sinlessness) transferred to the mujtahid. Now these incongruencies ex
actly parallel those regarding political domination, and whose removal was im
peded by the dynastic interest of the Safavids (see section 7.2.3). It seems that as 
long as the Safavids resisted the rationalization of a convenient anomaly of the 
extremist heritage regarding political authority, the hierocracy was not likely to 
insist .too much on the logical consistency in the rationalization of this anomaly at 
their expense— i.e., regarding hierocratic authority solely. As shall be explained 
at some length, the resolution of the contradictions between doctrine of occulta- 
tion and the normative order governing political and hierocratic domination 
came only when both sides had to relinquish the anomalous tenet they had inher
ited from the period of extremism.

Despite these unresolved problems in the Safavid period, the Shicite sacred 
law which, thanks to the repetition of the doctrine of imamate as a theological 
substitute for political theory, made no reference to temporal domination, came 
to contain provisions relating to and legitimating hierocratic authority. To en
hance their domination over the masses, the members of the Shicite hierocracy 
did not rely solely on jurisprudence and legal theory. In line with the other
worldly Shicism they were popularizing among the masses (see chapter 6), they 
also claimed special heavenly privileges and divine favors:
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It is necessary to know that the culama? and the jurists are the heirs to the 
Prophets, and upon the death of each and every one of them the angels weep. 
[They are] the permanence of the earth and gates of heaven and the death of 
each is the cause of weakness in Islam and faith, because they are citadels of 
Islam, and the angels spread their wings on their ways and pray for forgive
ness for them.110

5.3.3 The Struggle between the Notable (Sayyid) 
and the Jurist in the Seventeenth Century

I have compared the clerical notables who joined the Safavid state from the 
time of IsmaTl I onwards with the Chinese mandarins in their outlook. However, 
the mandarins who dominated the patrimonial bureaucracy of China were spared 
the competition of an autonomous hierocracy as the pontifical caesaropapist 
domination of the emperor was spared the competition of prophecy.111 Not so 
with the clerical notables in Shicite Iran.

With the emergence of Isfahan as the foremost metropolitan center of Shicite 
learning in the seventeenth century, for the first time in history the majority of 
Shicite religious doctors consisted of Iranians (see table 5.4, rows 3 and 4), many 
of whom were in fact descendants of the clerical notables. What were the conse
quences of this shift in the ethnic-cultural composition of the Shicite culama > re
sulting from the infusion of the recruits from the clerical estate for the outlook of 
hierocracy, and for its institutional entrenchment?

At first, we witness a period of mutual assimilation. As we have seen, toward 
the end of his life, al-KarakT’s influence began to permeate the clerical estate, 
and two important clerical notables who were students of his were appointed 
sadrs. However, the reverse trend also took place, modifying the outlook of the 
hierocracy under the impact of the influence of the clerical estate. This reverse 
tendency is nowhere more clearly discernible than in the family of al-Karaki 
himself. He had a number of students among the Persian clerical notables, to 
some of whom he also married his daughters. Not counting those descendants of 
his who became merged with the clerical-administrative estate and held the office 
of the sadr for some three decades, two of his descendants through his daughters 
attained the rank of the mujtahid: Mir Sayyid Husayn in the late sixteenth cen
tury, and Mir Muhammad Baqir, Mir Damad (d. 1631-32/1041), who con
ducted the coronation of Shah Safi in 1629 as the Shaykh al-lslam of Isfahan. 
Another important figure in this period, Baha3 al-DIn cAmilI, more commonly 
referred to as the Shaykh-e Baha3!, was a friend and contemporary of Mir 
Damad. Although he came to Iran as a young boy with his learned father from 
Jabal cAmil, Shaykh-e Baha3I’s education, notably in Qazvin, followed the typi
cal eclectic Persian pattern.112 Shaykh-e Baha3! and Mir Damad are the towering 
intellectual figures in Shicism of their time. Through them the culture of the Per
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sian clerical estate as the bearers of the philosophical tradition made its maxi
mum impact on the outlook of the hierocracy.

As I have had occasion to remark, Shaykh-e Baha3! was prone to mysticism. In 
addition to being an authority in religious jurisprudence, he was also an accom
plished mathematician.113 His eminent friend Mir Damad was a student of the 
“rational sciences,” and drew directly on the philosophical heritage of DavvanI, 
and of al-Karakl’s opponent, Ghiyath al-DIn Mansur, and the latter’s student, 
Fakhr al-DIn SamakI (another outstanding representative of the “catholic” intel
lectual outlook of the Persian clerical estate).114 Drawing on this philosophical 
tradition, Mir Damad founded the school of gnostic philosophy (Hrfan), the 
school of Isfahan. But as we shall see presently, the impact of the culture of the 
mandarins of the clerical estate, i.e., the philosophical tradition, on the outlook 
of the Shicite hierocracy did not prove lasting. In the subsequent generations, one 
was not to find mujtahids who, like Baha3! and Mir Damad, were also gnostic 
philosophers.

The Revival o f Akhbari Traditionalism. It was not until the seventeenth century 
that the Persian clerical estate countered the Shicite doctors’ bid for hierocratic 
domination with a radically different interpretation of Shicism and a counter
ideology of their own. We may speculate about the causes of this delayed re
action. It seems entirely plausible that as neo-Shicites they lacked the self- 
confidence necessary to challenge the authority of their religious teachers. It is 
also plausible to suppose that they did not perceive any serious threat emanating 
from the Shicite doctors. Be that as it may, once the intellectual representatives of 
the clerical estate set forth to create their distinct variant of Shicism, they re
discovered the rich heritage of the pietistic traditionalism of Qum and reconciled 
it with gnostic philosophy. In reviving Akhbari traditionalism, they discarded the 
legalistic exoteric rationalism of the mujtahids in favor of a gnostic rationalism 
that advocated innerworldly salvation through the hermeneutic comprehension of 
the sacred texts.

Early in the seventeenth century, Mulla Muhammad Amin AstarabadI (d. 
1626-27/1036), encouraged by his teacher MIrza Muhammad ibn CA1I As
tarabadI (d. 1619/1028), who was, like his pupil, resident in Mecca, set out to 
revive the traditionalism of ninth-century Qum, and in his FawaHd al-Madaniyya 
fulminated against the innovations of the three famous Buyid theologians, al- 
Mufld, al-Murtada, and al-TusI, and of the cAllama al-IJilll. AstarabadI attacked 
the mujtahids for applying reason in jurisprudence like the Sunnis, and sought to 
reestablish sound traditionalism through exclusive reliance on the statements of 
the Imams. Al-IJurr al-cAmilI (d. 1708-9), the Shaykh al-Islam of Mashhad, 
adhered to Astarabadl’s traditionalism and, in his WasaHl al-ShFa, collected tra
ditions attributed to*the Imams that were not found in the four “canonical” books 
but that he considered reliable.
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The Akhbari school flourished in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It 
is significant that both its founder, Mulla Muhammad Amin Astarabadl, and his 
master belonged to the Persian “clerical estate.” Akhbari traditionalism was en
dorsed by the two eminent representatives of gnostic Shicism— MajlisI the Elder 
and Mulla Muhsin Fayd. Therefore, it should be emphasized that, though with 
the adhesion of al-Hurr al-€Amilf, it gained popularity among the Arab Shicite 
culam(P, and especially in Bahrain, Akhbari traditionalism first met with the op
position of the mujtahids of Jabal cAmil, one of whom wrote the FawaHd al- 
Makkiyya in refutation of Astarabadl’s Faw&id al-Madaniyya.ns

Two very important aspects of Akhbari traditionalism served the vested inter
ests of clerical notables in their effort to meet the challenge of the Shicite hieroc- 
racy for exclusive hierocratic domination. It explicitly challenged the hierocratic 
authority of the mujtahids, and, by implication-, it greatly enhanced the charisma 
of lineage of the ruling dynasty and of the sayyids who formed the clerical 
estate.

The Akhbaris firmly rejected ijtihad, thus wreaking havoc with the newly laid 
foundations of hierocratic authority. For them

Ijtihad, leading to mere zann [probable opinion, as opposed to certainty] 
and taqlid, i.e., following the opinions of a mujtahids are forbidden. Every 
believer must rather follow the akhbar of the Imams for whose proper under
standing no more than a knowledge of Arabic and the specific terminology 
of the Imams is needed. If an apparent conflict between two traditions cannot 
be resolved by the methods prescribed by the Imams, tawaqquf, abstention 
from a decision is obligatory.116

It is interesting to note that Mulla Muhsin Fay4, in his treatise devoted to the 
refutation of ijtihad, the Saflnat al-Najat ( “Ark of Salvation”), adduces the “au
thority verse” of the Qur’an to condemn all recourse to mujtahids. As obedience 
is due to God, the Prophet, the Imams, and none else, the norms of the sacred 
law can be directly obtained from the traditions (akhbar) of the infallible Imams.117 
Thus Akhbari traditionalism posed a serious and directehallenge to the principle 
of legitimacy of hierocratic authority in jurisprudence and consequently hindered 
the consolidation of a differentiated hierocracy of religious professionals.

Akhbari traditionalism bore the imprint of the outlook of the clerical estate, 
which tended to prefer philosophy and hermeneutics and devotional mysticism, 
centering around the figures of the Imams, to the syllogistic hairsplitting of the 
jurists. Furthermore, as we shall see presently, it implied an essentially stratified 
model of the religious community, separatihg the happy few, the intellectual vir
tuosi capable of innerworldly salvation through gnosis, and the mass of ordinary 
believers whose lot was the devotional piety to the figures of the Imams and the 
observance of their explicitly transmitted instructions. The devotionalism advo
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cated by the proponents of traditionalism made it attractive to ordinary believers, 
and it grew into a movement of very considerable importance.

The devotional attachment to the Imams also enhanced the hegemony of the 
sayyids of the clerical estate by strengthening their charisma of lineage, which 
can safely be assumed to have been on the wane since the suppression of extrem
ism 118 and the advent of Shicite culama5 as the professional specialists in religion. 
A statement in a historical romance, the cAlam-dra-ye Shah Ism&ll, written in 
1675-76/1086 and therefore bearing the broad cultural impact of Akhbari tradi
tionalism, neatly illustrates the enhancement of the charisma of lineage, hand in 
hand with the implicit attenuation of legitimacy of juristic authority of the mujta- 
hids. The author reports how Ismael I desecrated the tomb of Abu Hanlfa, ex
humed and burned his bones, and buried a dog instead of him. To justify this 
deed, the author finds it sufficient to state that Abu Hanlfa— the founder of one 
of the four schools of jurisprudence, and, as such, the prototype of a learned 
jurist— “was not a sayyid, and was not a descendant of an Imam (imam-zadeh). 
He did not have nobility; nor did he possess lineage.” 119 The fadaHl al-Sadat, 
written in 1691-92/1103 by a descendant of Mir Damad, is a treatise on the supe
riority of the sayyids and the necessity of loving them. The excellence of the cleri
cal notables is established on the basis of a number of verses from the Qur'an and 
a number of traditions, followed by stories and commentaries. The author first 
expounds the special position and privileges of the house of the Prophet, and then 
extends these to.the entirety of the sayyids. The Hashimites are said to be supe
rior to the non-Hashimites. Hostility toward the offspring of the Prophet is said to 
bring punishment in the next world, and to be one of the signs of bastardy.120

Thus the important political consequence of Akhbari traditionalism was the 
enhancement of the charisma of the (purported) descendants of the Imams. In 
Weberian terms, the social honor conferred by prophetic descent became a most 
important basis of domination by the estate of clerical notables.121

The Anticlerical Policies o f Safi andcAbbas II and the Revival o f Sufism in the 
Mid-Seventeenth Century. c Abbas the Great, whose religious policy accounts for 
the eclipse of the Nicmatullahiyya, the last of the organized Sufi orders, tolerated 
the individualistic and apolitical Sufism of the literati and of the mystic virtuosi. 
These, of course, did often preserve their spiritual affiliation to the Sufi tradi
tions. However, these links no longer corresponded to membership of organized 
congregations, but rather denoted the variety of mystical traditions brought by 
individual mystics to a common and remarkably eclectic forum. In this manner, 
Shaykh Muhammad CA1I Mu’adhdhin Khurasan!, who dedicated a book to Shah 
cAbbas, represented the Dhahab! traditions,122 and one of cAbbas’s secretaries in 
the bureau of royal domains (kha?seh), Aqa Abu’l-Fath Isfahan!, appears as a 
shaykh of the Dhu’l-NunI tradition.123

There is strong evidence that the Shicite culamd> were disgruntled by the lack
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of support from Shah §afl (1629-42) and his sadr. They deplored the fact that 
Safi had abandoned the good example of his fathers in propagating Shicism, 
ceased association with the doctors of religion, and had become lax and tolerant 
toward Sunnism.124 It is also in the reign of Safi that we witness the beginning of 
a brilliant philosophical renaissance, heavily influenced by the currents in the 
intellectualized mysticism of the literati and the ascetic shaykhs, which produced 
the tradition of Hrfdn or gnostic philosophy. The reign o f cAbbas II (1642-66) 
marks the apogee of “high” Sufism and of gnostic philosophy.

A key figure in the rise of Hrfdn was Sayyid Husayn, Sultan al-culama3. He had 
intermittently held the office of vizier under c Abbas I and Safi. cAbbas II ap
pointed him grand vizier in 1645/1055. Sultan al-culama3 (d. 1654/1064) was an 
outstanding student of the mystically inclined Baha3 al-Din cAmilI,125 and as such 
belonged to the circle of Persian culamdi3 who sought to unify Shicite religious 
lore and gnostic philosophy. His appointment to the grand vizierate was resisted 
by Mlrza QadI, the Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, whom c Abbas II dismissed.126 
The dismissal of Mlrza QadI signified the onset of the decline of the influence of 
the dogmatic culamd>. The unmistakable predominance of the philosophically 
oriented proponents of Hrfdn over the dogmatic religious scholars under c Abbas 
II can be inferred from the biographies of the twenty-five eminent scholars of his 
reign in a contemporary chronicle.127 This circle enjoyed the patronage of Sultan 
al-culam a\ and after his death, that of the monarch, cAbbas II. It included 
Muhammad TaqI MajlisI the Elder (d. 1659-60/1070), Mulla cAbd al-Razzaq 
Lahljl (d.? 1661-62/1072), Mulla Muhsin Fayd (d. 1679-80/1090), Muham
mad Baqir Sabzavari (d. 1679/1090)— a student of Sultan al-culama3 and a close 
friend of MajlisI the Elder— and Sabzavan's student and brother-in-law Aqa 
Husayn Khwansari (d. 1689/1099), referred to in one source as the qibla-ye 
curafa3 (Mecca of the gnostics).128 cAbbas II appointed Muhammad Baqir Sabza
vari the Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan, and commissioned MajlisI the Elder to write 
a commentary in Persian on Ibn Babuya’s Man la-Yahduruhu’l-Faqih which bore 
the resoundingly royalist title of Lavamic Sdhibqaram. Above all, c Abbas II lav
ished royal favors on Mulla Muhsin Fayd, for whom he ordered his physician, 
SaTd QumI— himself another member of the gnostic philosophers— to build a 
Sufi tekke in Isfahan in 1658/1068.129 The Sufi virtuosi were also respected and 
favored by cAbbas II, whom his official historian at one point calls Shah-e 
darvlsh-dust (the dervish-loving Shah). In 1660/1070, he visited the recluse Sufi 
and philosopher Mulla Rajab-CA1I TabrizI, and the mystic Darvlsh Muhammad 
Salih LunbanI, for whom he built a tekke on a choice cite requisitioned for the 
purpose. In 1663/1073 he paid another visit to the convent-of Darvlsh Muham
mad Salih.130

cAbbas II’s hostility toward the Shicite jurists was stronger and more sys
tematically a part of his policy of autocratic royal centralization. The royal 
slaves (sing, ghulam) had been the predominant element in Safavid military or
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ganization since the time of cAbbas I. c Abbas II used the elite slave corps to 
strengthen centralized control over the administrative apparatus, appointing 
twenty-three or possibly twenty-five ghulams as provincial governors (out of the 
total of thirty-seven gubernatorial positions).131 Consistently with this policy, 
c Abbas would not tolerate an independent hierocratic center of power within his 
state, and displayed open hostility toward Shicite religious dignitaries.132

The microscopic picture of the society of the city of Yazd in the second and 
third quarters of the seventeenth century found in Jamic Mufidi allows us to ap
preciate the incidence of Sufism among the ascetics133 and among the literati.134 
Consonantly with the outlook of its bearers, Sufism in this period consisted of an 
intellectualized eclectic blending of various mystical traditions. These merged 
together into a unified form of “high” Sufism which bore the imprint of its 
bearers: the ascetic virtuosi and the literati, the most prominent among whom 
were a group of philosophically oriented culama>. As one would expect, the lat
ter group sought to unify Sufism and Shicism. For instance, Majlis! the Elder, 
having professed spiritual allegiance to the Dhahab! tradition, cites Haydar 
Amull’s dictum regarding the identity of Shicism and Sufism, and Ibn Abl 
Jumhur al-AhsaT’s statement that there is no difference between the mosque and 
the khaniqah, and finally invokes the authority of his renowned teacher Shaykh 
Baha3 al-DIn cAmilI to defend Sufism and mystical gnosis against the “formal 
science” (Hlm-e rasml) of the dogmatic culamd*.l3S

The Clash o f Cultural Outlooks and Norms o f Authority. As the preceding 
pages indicate, the impact of the Persian intellectual tradition upon the cultural 
outlook of the Shicite hierocracy did not consist in gradual mutual assimilation 
and uniform osmotic permeation. Rather, it produced a sharp rift. The synthesis 
represented by Shaykh-e BahaT and Mir Damad did not prove lasting, and the 
two hostile divisions persisted until the final extinction and expurgation of the 
proponents of the philosophical tradition from the ranks of the Shicite hierocracy. 
In the seventeenth century, the clash of the two irreconcilable outlooks first be
came conspicuous with the hostility of the strict religious professionals and ju
rists to the great philosopher Mulla Sadra Shiraz! (d. 1640/1050). Already be
fore the death of his master, Mir Damad, Mulla Sadra came under the fierce 
attack of some of the members of the Shicite hierocracy for his heretical— be
cause gnostic/philosophical— views.136 He was excommunicated and countered 
by a vehement attack on the literalist or “official” (rasmi) culamd> in the only 
one of his treatises written in Persian.

Mulla $adra’s conception of Him (knowledge) ultimately as pure existence, 
informed as it was by a fundamental premise of his philosophical system, the 
identity of the intellect and the intelligible,137 diverged radically from the dog
matic notion of Him as the religious and jurisprudential sciences taught and stud
ied by the literalist culama?. As regards religion specifically, he considered 
the object of studying the revealed and transmitted texts— the Qur3an and the
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hadith— to arrive at their inner meaning through hermeneutic interpretation, 
and not through the pedestrian syllogistic logic of the literalist theologians and 
jurists.138 This objective could be undertaken only after the acquisition of insight 
through the “science of the self” (Hlm-e nafs), of which the orthodox “official” 
(rasmi) culama? are devoid.139 But above all, the head-on collision with orthodox 
dogmatism comes with Mulla §adra’s much highlighted conception of macad 
(resurrection; return to origin; afterlife), which is intimately connected with the 
“knowledge of the (real) self” (macrifat-e nafs).140 Mulla $adra sets his inner- 
worldly notion of macad as the intellect’s (mystical) cognition of origin and desti
nation— beginning and end141— against the dogmatic conception of macad as 
otherworldly physical resurrection, which constituted one of the five pillars or 
principles of the Shicite creed. A generation later QadI Sa'Id QumI devoted his 
Kilid-e Bihisht ( “The Key of Paradise”) to a systematic exposition of mabda? 
(origin) and macad (destination, end, salvation) within the framework of the phi
losophy of the school of Isfahan, totally bypassing the Shicite dogma.142

As an anecdote reporting a conversation between Mir Damad and Mulla Sadra 
indicates,143 not all the members of the philosophical group were as blunt and 
unbending in stating their views. In fact, Mulla cAbd al-Razzaq Lahljl, one of 
Mulla Sadra’s most eminent students, took a much more conciliating attitude; his 
Gawhar-e Murad is a systematic statement of the principles of the Shicite creed 
within a philosophical framework comprising the “knowledge of the self” and 
the “knowledge of God” or “psychology” and theology.144 Substantively, how
ever, with Lahljl, as Madelung points out, we reach the culmination of the devel
opment in which rational theology (kalam) is entirely replaced by philosophy, 
and the doctrines of the philosophers are invariably preferred to those of the 
theologians.145

In his short polemical tract R a f al-Fitna, Mulla Muhsin Fayd, having stated 
“I am the follower [muqallid] of the Qur5an and the Prophet,” distinguishes be
tween two sciences: the exoteric science of cilm-e zahir, consisting of the science 
of the sacred law and of the path (tarlqat), and the esoteric science (cilm-e 
batin)y consisting of the science of truth. The latter is the true science, and is also 
interpreted as hikmat9 from which the “knowledge of origin and destination” can 
be obtained. Fayd then attacks the jurists whose objective is said to be the attain
ment of fame and worldly dominion over the masses, and who are “in real
ity ignoramuses but in the eyes of the ignorants and the masses, the learned 
\*ulama>\r146

In a perceptive passage written some twenty years after Mulla Sadra’s death, 
Du Mans mentions two antagonistic groups of clerics: the fuqahcP (jurists) and 
the zulama>. It is significant that Du Mans reserves the term culama? for the 
gnostic/philosophical group, a fact reflecting their predominance under cAbbas 
II (more exactly, in 1660). The fuqaha3 are presented as literalist explainers of 
ceremonies, rituals, and obligations and the expounders of a paradise with hurls,
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while the ‘ulama? are those who say the Qur’an has seven layers of veils (haft 
pardeh), and who lay their emphasis on generalities (kulliyyat): “ ils veulent 
partout des demonstrations g6ometriques pour 1’unite d’un Dieu. . . .” The 
culama? consider the fuqaha? “bipedal animals” (heyvan-e do-pa)\ the fuqaha> 
consider the culama? “heretics” (mulhid).147

A decade later we find revealing evidence concerning the directly political di
mension of the struggle. The clash between hierocratic authority, deriving from 
religious learning, and the charismatic domination of the clerical notables, rest
ing on holy descent, is brought to light:

The learned scholar wants to be confirmed at the head of the gathering as the 
leader, and the sayyid [clerical notable] claims to be more eager than all for 
the attainment of that position. The scholar would submit that the chain of 
filiation to the House of Prophecy and Imamate lacked solidity without asso
ciation with knowledge and practice, and that the Lord of the Sacred Law 
would not include descent without merit in the circle of validity. . . . The 
sayyid would proffer that the comprehension of truth by means of ijtihad is 
possible for everyone but belonging to the fruitful tree of Imamate and Ca
liphate is never possible for a creature through effort and endeavor.

Having thus described a typical scene of confrontation between a Shicite jurist 
and a clerical notable in the early 1670s, the author severely criticizes MajlisI the 
Younger for taking the side of the ‘ulama? and being hostile to the sayyids, for 
whom love and friendship is an incumbent religious duty.148 His own view as a 
spokesman for the clerical notables is stated clearly:

I believe that the sayyids are offspring of the masters [khwdjeh-zadehgan], 
and others are offsprings of slaves [bandeh-zadehgdn] and if a notable 
[khwajeh-zadeh] be, hypothetically speaking, bereft of religious sciences,
[even then] how could the son of a slave with utmost learning boast of equal
ity with him? This is a bounty from God. . . .  If the sayyid is adorned by the 
ornament of science . . .  his superiority is a matter of consensus [ijmdc], and 
no one can dispute it.149

5.3 A  The Final Onslaught and Triumph o f the
Hierocracy under the Leadership o f MajlisI

Suleyman (1666-94) disowned c Abbas ITs secularism and showed an interest 
in religious affairs.150 He maintained reasonable relations with the proponents of 
the philosophical outlook for the most part of his reign, favoring Aqa Husayn 
Khwansari (d. 1688/1099) and entrusting him with various assignments.151 
Khwansari’s son, Aqa Jamal (d. 1710/1125), also acquired great fame, and his 
student, Shaykh Jacfar Kamareh-I (d. 1703/1105), became the Shaykh al-Islam 
of Isfahan under Shah Sultan-Husayn.152 These two men were perhaps the last 
important representatives of the gnostic/philosophical outlook within the Shicite f  
hierocracy not to suffer persecution.
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However, Suleyman did imprison the gnostic philosopher QadI SaTd QumI for 
a period in the fortress of Alamut.153 Furthermore, his relationship with the dog
matic party was very good. He allowed himself to be courted by them and is 
known to have invited Shicite doctors to take up residence in Isfahan.154 He in
vited a relative of MajlisI, Mawlana MIrza Shlrvanl (d. 1687-88/1099), from 
Najaf to Isfahan and purchased a house for him.155 Above all, Suleyman sup
ported Muhammad Baqir MajlisI. In fact, under Suleyman, the dogmatic party 
was already gaining the upper hand, even though its decisive triumph came only 
with the succession of Shah Sultan-Husayn in 1694.

Briefly, Du Mans’s fuqaha? can be characterized as dogmatic reactionaries 
who violently opposed mysticism and who firmly rejected philosophy as the “in
novation” (bidca , a highly pejorative term) of the Greek infidels. Intellectually, 
they advocated retrenchment into strictly religious learning. Their attack on the 
gnostic philosophers in the hierocracy had already begun under c Abbas II. Mulla 
Muhammad Tahir QumI, the Shaykh al-lslam of Qum, who lived to be 100, was 
“extremely bigoted against the Sufis and against whomever did not take part in 
the Friday prayer.” He attacked Muhammad TaqI MajlisI and Mulla Khalil 
Qazvlnl, both of whom were favored by. Abbas II.156 His intolerant attacks re
doubled under Suleyman. Under Suleyman, dogmatic reaction found a number 
of powerful adherents who gathered under the leadership of Muhammad Baqir 
MajlisI (d. 1699/1 111), the son of the eminent representative of gnostic Shicism 
who dramatically changed his allegiance to the opposing camp and wrested the 
“Shaykh al-Islamate” of Isfahan out of the philosophical party’s hands for him
self. The dramatic volte-face by MajlisI the Younger signified that the imprint of 
the doctors of the hierocracy upon the mind of the Persian recruits from the cleri
cal estate was to prevail. And it was to prevail with a vengeance.

Having changed sides, MajlisI was too well aware of his opponents’ most 
valuable moral asset, and too intelligent to leave them in possession of their en
tire ideological armory. He realized that there were two distinct components to 
the outlook of the clerical notables and their intellectual spokesmen: Akhbari tra
ditionalism, which resonated strongly with popular devotion to the figures of the 
Imams; and high Sufism and gnostic philosophy, which were inevitably elitist 
and could only appeal to the literate. MajlisI set out to detach these two compo
nents, to absorb the popular Akhbari-inspired devotional component, and to iso
late the gnostic mystical/philosophical outlook and single it out for fatal attack. 
With the spread of Akhbari traditionalism, the twelve Imams as historical figures 
and their lives and sayings had come to the foreground of religious discussion 
and practice. Legends had grown around the figures of the Imams who had be
come objects of intense devotional attachment. MajlisI, who, as we know, was 
ready to exploit all religious trends, could be expected to attempt to wrest this 
one from the possession of his opponents. He in fact indicated his sympathy for 
and capitalized on this Akhbari-inspired popular sentiment, and devoted many
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books to the lives of the Prophet, his daughter, Fatima, and the Imams: the 
“Fourteen Immaculates.” 157

Other members of the dogmatic party adopted the same strategy. Mulla 
Muhammad Tahir QumI, for instance, confirmed his adherence to traditionalism 
while detaching it from both Sufi mysticism and gnostic philosophy, and giving it 
a new antirational bias. To attack the philosophical and Sufi orientation of 
gnostic Shicism, Mulla Muhammad Tahir also found it convenient to attack ra
tionalism in jurisprudence158 and to consider commentaries on the Qur’an so im
pious as to earn their authors a place in the fire of hell. This was so because 
“repeated Traditions have expounded that the commentators on the Book of God 
are the House of the Prophet, Peace be upon Them, and that their followers are 
the saved.” 159

Like so much else associated with Majlisl’s achievement, this development 
had far-reaching consequences. It meant that Akhbari traditionalism could be 
largely purged of its seventeenth-century association with gnostic philosophy, 
and appropriated by orthodox Shicism. It is true that such association could be 
revived, as it was by Shaykh Ahmad AhsaT in the early nineteenth century. But it 
is equally true that the fruits of Akhbari traditionalism in the form of collections 
of hadlth was fully appropriated by orthodox Shicism. As we shall see, when 
Akhbarism was “overcome” by the Usull movement in the closing decades of the 
eighteenth century, the collections of traditions such as Fayd’s Waff, al-Hurr al- 
cAmil!’s WasaHl, and Majlisi’s own Bihar served as invaluable and indispensable 
sources upon which the value-rational ingenuity of the Ustill jurists in creation of 
new legal norms could be exercised. In fact, it does not seem to be an exaggeration 
to say that the accumulation of traditions in this period was a precondition for the 
revival of jurisprudence, which aimed both at the harmonization of the traditions 
as normative stereotypes and the deduction of further positive (wadcT) norms.

Returning to the immediate historical context and strategy of Majlis! and 
QumI, it is hardly surprising that the dogmatic reactionaries in their camp invari
ably accused their opponents of heresy and of Sufism. It was in these terms that 
Shaykh CA1I b. Muhammad al-cAmili, (d. 1691-92/1103), an immigrant to 
Isfahan, attacked Fayd and Sabzavari. Al-Hurr al-cAImilI, the Shaykh al-Islam of 
Mashhad, another immigrant doctor, used his specialty to adduce 1,000 tradi
tions against the Sufis. Mulla Ahmad Turn, an *alim from Khurasan, joined the 
struggle on the side of the dogmatists, and Nicmatullah Jaza’iri of Shushtar 
(d. 1700/1112) wrote a posthumous attack on Shaykh-e BahaT for his associa
tion with the “heretics, Sufis and lovers— [cushshaq\ , i.e., those believed in the 
Sufi doctrine of divine love.” 160 Above all, Majlis! the Younger, having made 
some qualified statements justifying the Sufis,161 finally took pains to explain his 
father’s proneness to Sufism as insincere and tactical, and embarked on a whole
sale attack on the mystical tradition.162 It should be noted that the party of dog
matic reaction could also enlist the support of the Shicite culama’ abroad. Thus
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Shaykh CA1I b. Muhammad (fl. 1660s and 1670s/ 1070s and 1080s) wrote polem
ics against both Mulla Muhsin Fayd and Mulla Muhammad Baqir Sabzavari.163

It is highly significant that, hand in hand with the accusations of heresy and 
Sufism, went the accusation of faulty formal comportment in different rituals 
and prayers and criticisms for incorrect Arabic pronunciation. In these finicky 
criticisms of the philosophical party for using the incorrect vQwels, “like the 
masses,” and insistence on ritualistically proper, guttural pronunciation in an 
alien language,164 we can see the manifestations of ritualized style of the hieroc- 
racy, which, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, has been captured in 
the stereotype of the hypocritical and obscurantist mulla, notably by the poet 
Qa’anl.165

Though written much later in the nineteenth century, Rida Qull Khan Hidayat’s 
statement on the suppression of Sufism and of Hrfdn is worth quoting for its iden
tification of the salient elements of late Safavid “high” Sufism. After reporting 
the destruction of the convent of Mulla Muhsin Fayd and the massacre of its Sufis 
by the order of Shah Sultan-Husayn, Hidayat remarks:

As the foundation of the livelihood of the Men of the Path came to an end, 
they called the Lords of Asceticism dry-headed, and named the Men of In
vestigation, imitators, the Philosophers, innovators, and the Men of Gnosis 
[curafd>] inventors. They prevented the Men of Reflection from the remem
brance {of God— dhikr] and tore asunder the books of the Sufi silsilas.,66

With the decline of gnostic philosophy taught in the madrasas of Isfahan and 
Shiraz and the devastation of the cities by the Afghan invaders after 1722, 
recluse Sufis remained on the scene as the only surviving bearers of the mystical 
tradition of “high” Sufism.167

Hand in hand with the victory of the dogmatic party over the proponents of 
gnostic Shicism went the institutional consolidation of the Shicite hierocracy. The 
ascendancy of dogmatic religious professionals was signaled by Majlisfs ap
pointment in 1687/1098 as the Shaykh al-Islam of the capital, Isfahan.168 A 
Shicite hierocracy, differentiated from the caesaropapist state though still in un
easy coexistence with the countervailing power of the clerical notables, had 
come into being. The institutional consolidation of this hierocracy over the dec
ade following Majlisi’s death is attested to by the creation of the office of Mulla- 
bashi as its head:

On the last Sunday of the month of Rablc al-Thanl of the year 1124 [June 
15, 1712], the Illustrious Vice-gerency and Exalted Majesty ordered that His 
Excellency the Mujtahid of the Age, Amir Muhammad Baqir, may God pro
tect him from harm, be the leader [raPis] of all the 'u/a/na3, and the religious 
notables, and the dignitaries, and that in the assembly of His Majesty no one 
have priority over the Mujtahid of the Age in seating or standing. That he 
deliver the reports, and that everyone give precedence and priority to that
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most learned of the culam&. In short, that none of the sadrs and the culamd'
and the sayyids have precedence over him in any matter.169

On his tombstone, Mir Muhammad Baqir Khatun-abadI is identified as the 
first rector of the madrasa in Chahar-bagh, the tutor of Shah Sultan-Husayn, and 
the Mulla-bashi. After the death of Mir Muhammad Baqir in 1715/1127, “the 
learned Mulla Muhammad Husayn, son of Mulla Shah-Muhammad of Tabriz, 
was appointed Mulla-bashi” 170

In view of the caesaropapist authority of the ruler, and given the patrimonial 
nature of Safavid government, the designations of Mulla-bashi or chaplain of the 
roy^l household seems to have been the logical title for the position that MajlisI 
had in fact created for himself as the Shaykh al-lslam of Isfahan, which subse
quently became a distinct office— namely, the head of an institutionally differ
entiated but heterocephalous hierocracy.

5.4 Sociological Properties of Gnostic and
Orthodox Shicism as Determinants of the Final 
Consolidation of the ShHte Hierocracy

The dogmatic party had a tremendous advantage over the proponents of gnos
tic Shicism in emphasizing and exploiting the charismatic quality and hierocratic 
aspect of religious authority. The attainment of gnosis is inevitably the preroga
tive of the spiritual elite, and its pursuit is largely an asocial matter. Routine pro
fessional guidance of the masses to attain salvation appears as religiously based 
worldly dominion, and is seen as motivated by worldly ambition, and love of 
power and fame.171 “Know that the Traditions in derogation of the world, of the 
seeking of fame among men, and of sociability with men [al-istlnas bi’l-nas] are 
many and famous,” wrote Mulla $adra in his Breaking o f the Idols o f Igno
rance.112 With its uncompromising intellectualism and indifference to the pedes
trian religious needs and concerns of the masses, gnostic Shicism of the seven
teenth century militated against the formation of a popularly rooted hierocracy, 
and, faced with the rivalry of a clamoring dogmatic party from within the hieroc
racy, was doomed to failure once its supreme political patronage was withdrawn.

The comparison between gnostic Shicism and Lutheranism is instructive in this 
regard: “Luther was completely indifferent towards the organization of the 
church as long as the Word could be spread in purity.” 173 Mulla $adra would go 
further, and consider in political interest on the part of the culama3 in the mainte
nance of hierocratic domination a deflection from and hindrance of the true in
terpretation of the Word and hence salvation through gnosis. He condemns 
hierocratic domination outright as worldly domination and as such indistinct 
from political domination. The legitimation of all hierocratic office is radically 
undermined.
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By contrast, the dogmatic party under the leadership of Muhammad Baqir 
Majlis! could and did make a determined effort to consolidate the hierocratic 
domination over the masses. Majlisfs massive output of religious writings reached 
down to the masses and succeeded in capturing their imagination and enlisting 
their loyalty. For the philosophers’ incomprehensible notion of innerworldly 
macdd , he produced fantastically detailed pictures of paradise and hell and lurid 
accounts of the questioning of the dead in their graves; for their abstract discus
sions of God as “necessary existence” he substituted simplistic and rigidly dog
matic statements of the tenets of the Shfrte creed.

Mulla $adra fulminated against the wandering dervishes, the qalandars, and 
expressed concern that not only the masses (cawamm) but also “men of crafts 
and industry” were leaving their occupations to follow these Sufi mystagogues.174 
But given the pattern of social distribution of knowledge at his time, his gnostic 
philosophy, even in the form popularized by some of his disciples such as cAbd 
al-Razzaq Lahljl, could at best have an impact on some of the more literate 
“men of crafts and industry” and could not hope to compete with the qalandar 
mystagogues and thaumaturgists in enlisting the masses. The group that could do 
this was the dogmatic party of the Shiite hierocracy. It could do so by institu
tionalizing thaumaturgy and miracle working in a slightly sublimated form, by 
“shicitizing” popular rituals, by incorporating a large body of popular supersti
tions, and, finally, by stating the main tenets of the Shicite creed in dogmatic 
terms easily graspable by the illiterate masses.

Along with the dogmatic party’s dissemination of Shicite dogma, sacred his
tory, and devotional blueprints went the ritualistic stereotypification of religious 
functions— inordinate attention to the appropriateness of specific prayers for spe
cific days of the year and for specific occasions, emphasis on the correctness of 
accent and Arabic pronunciation, on the correct number of ritualistic repetitions 
of specific verses of the Qur’an, and the like. Nor did the religious professional 
(mullas) hesitate to dabble in the important popular parareligious practices such 
as charm writing (duca nivlsl), in addition to the less obviously quasi-magical 
and very widespread practice of istikhara (consultation of the Qur’an to deter
mine whether or not to undertake a specific action), which they monopolized.175 
These practices amounted to deliberate obfuscation of the rational content of 
communication between the religious professional and the layman in favor of the 
ritualization of its form, which had tremendous appeal to the religious propen
sities of the illiterate masses. This ritualization, together with the quasi-magical 
functions, greatly enhanced the “hierocratic”— as distinct from the purely juris
tic— aspect of the ‘ulama*'s authority over the mass of Shicite believers.

Gnostic Shicism implied a sharp religious stratification into the spiritual 'elite 
(khawass) and the masses (cawdmm). The gnostic perception of the face of God 
in all beings was a privilege from which the masses were barred.176 Given the 
widespread illiteracy and the skewed distribution of knowledge, any feasible so
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cial arrangement to regulate the relationship between the (true) men of religion 
and the masses would involve a structure of extracognitive or extraspiritual dom
ination, which, as we have seen, Mulla $udra firmly rejected in his vehement 
criticism of the popular Sufi shaykhs and of the worldly culama’ of the surface or 
“huskers” (culama* aUqishr).177 By contrast, religious stratification was far from 
posing an insoluble problem for MajlisI and his party. On the contrary, it was 
used as the basis for the creation of a firm and lasting structure of hierocratic 
domination. Though heartily contemptuous of the masses,178 MajlisI had no scru
ples about stooping to conquer.

Though for strategic reasons he was not unwont to try to distort and preempt 
positively valued terms such as carif (man of gnosis or knowledge) from the phi
losophers’ vocabulary,179 MajlisI attacked the philosophers in his words as well as 
his deeds: philosophy— this irreligious “innovation” of the Greek infidels— im
plied a presumptuous use of human reason when all the necessary and correct 
guidelines were laid down for mankind in the teachings of the Prophet and the 
Imams; it was therefore reprehensible. It goes without saying that mystical no
tions were heretical and Sufism a foul and hellish growth.180

Mulla Muhammad Tahir QumI was even more vehement in his attacks and 
more insistent in coupling the twin anathemas (kufr) of Sufism and philosophy. 
He asserted that the doctrine of the philosophers was “contrary to the religion of 
Islam and the content of the Verses of the Qur’an.” The caliph al-Ma’mun took 
the books of philosophy from the king of the Franks and circulated them among 
the Sunnis. Farabi and Ibn Sina (Avicenna), who cultivated this form of irre- 
ligion, were, furthermore, afflicted with melancholia. QumI continues his ad 
hominem attack against the philosophers by pointing out that Ibn Sina was known 
to be a wine drinker, and Farabi played musical instruments well. The Shicites, 
by contrast, are said to have opposed the irreligious philosophers, and are com
mended for having killed the great mystic Suhrawardl in Aleppo because of his 
attention to philosophy.181

On the constructive side, Majlisl’s efforts included the codification of religious 
and parareligious practices of the Shicite religious professionals. His manual 
Mishkat al-Anwar begins with the correct manners of reading the Qur’an (includ
ing the proper preliminary ablution, the manner of concluding), and moves on to 
prescribe numerous prayers (sing. duca) to cure numerous illnesses, toothaches, 
headaches, and the like, and to prevent earthquakes and natural disasters. He 
ends with the discussion of the appropriate invocations (adhkar) at the end of the 
daily prayers. In Zad al-Macad> he provides religious professionals with a com
pendium of supererogatory prayers prescribed for specific days of the year. Fi
nally, he attempts to capture some territory for the religious professionals from 
the practicioners in the neighboring parareligious fields of astronomy and divina
tion. In Ikhtiyarat, basing his prescriptions on a mixture of considerations drawn 
from astrology, geography, and sacred history, he determines the appropriateness
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of the days of the year for specific activities, the significance of natural and astral 
phenomena, the proper times, places, and conditions of copulation, the hours of 
istikhara, and the days and manner of seeking help from the “men of the invis
ible world” (rijal al-ghayb). It is interesting that in conjunction with this last 
topic, MajlisI has to admit the absence of reference in the traditions gathered by 
the Shicite scholars to the “men of the invisible world,” but opines that they must 
be the souls of the fourteen Immaculates (the Prophet, Fatima, and the twelve 
Imams), and of the prophets Khidr and Ellas, who are identified by the Sufis as 
the “poles” (of the universe; sing. Qutb).1*2 Here we gain the first glimpse into 
Majlisl’s strategy for undermining popular Sufism through the preemptive appro
priation of its notions. We shall see in the following chapter how this strategy is 
followed to appropriate the Sufi shaykhs’ function of divine intercession exclu
sively and in a sublimated fashion for the vividly depicted, even though other
worldly, Imams.

In view of its intrinsic sociological properties, the eventual triumph of Shicite 
orthodoxy is not surprising. With the accession of Shah Sultan-Husayn, in whose 
coronation MajlisI took the leading part, the triumph of the Shicite hierocracy 
became definitive. Secure in his office in the Safavid state and with great influ
ence over the new pious king, Sultan-Husayn, MajlisI immediately embarked on 
a vigorous religious policy which was inaugurated with a strict prohibition of 
wine drinking and banishment of the Sufis of Isfahan, and proceeded with the 
large-scale conversion of the minorities, earning him the title of Din-parvar— 
the nurturer of religion.183 He also vehemently opposed gnostic Shicism and 
firmly demanded doctrinal compliance with his orthodox statements of Shicism. 
Thus Shicite orthodoxy, as initially embodied in his writings, was born.

Majlisl’s writings have enjoyed tremendous popularity through the nineteenth 
century down to the present time, and there is hardly a feature of contemporary 
Shicism that is not either fully depicted or at least presaged in his writings. It 
must be admitted that it is with this hindsight that I have talked of the “triumph” 
of the Shicite hierocracy under the leadership of MajlisI. But to avoid any mis
representation of the course of events, it should be pointed out that at the close of 
the Safavid era, the triumph of the hierocracy does not appear as definitive. It is 
true that MajlisI did institute the persecution of the gnostic philosophers along
side the Sufis— not distinguishing between the two— and that their persecution 
continued after Majlisl’s death, as is epitomized in the tragic banishment of the 
philosopher Muhammad §adiq ArdistanI (d. 1721-22/1134), leading to the 
death of his children, and in the trepidations of many another gnostic philosopher 
in the early decades of the eighteenth century.184 Nevertheless, Hazln’s valuable 
autobiography leaves us in no doubt about the extensiveness of the incidence of 
the gnostic-philosophical outlook among the literati of the first decades of the 
eighteenth century.185

Be that as it may, the gnostic Shicism of the philosophers of the school of Isfa
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han, severely debilitated by MajlisI, was forced after his death to subsist outside 
the Shicite hierocracy, and was thus perhaps doomed to virtual extinction. After 
decades of devastation and civil war in the eighteenth century, from dominating 
the main stream of Shicism in the seventeenth century, gnostic philosophy of the 
school of Isfahan was carried to the nineteenth century as a rivulet, owing its 
continued flow in some measure to the unusual longevity and energy of its sole 
important exponent in Isfahan, Mulla CA1I Nun (d. 1830-31/1246); and, despite 
the brilliance of Mulla Had! Sabzavari (d. 1869-70/1289) in the nineteenth cen
tury, it ceased to be a significant element in the culture of the Shicite Iran in the 
second half of the nineteenth century.

Though not necessarily with the foresight of helping our exposition by the pro
vision of a felicitous contrast, MIrza Muhammad Rida Sahba Qumsheh-I, a con
temporary of Mulla HadI and the foremost bearer of the philosophical tradition 
after his death, and Mulla CA1I KanI, the most prominent member of the Shicite 
hierocracy in Tehran, died on the same day in 1888-98/1306. A day of national 
mourning was declared for the passing away of the mujtahid and thousands took 
part in his funeral procession. But very few were seen taking part in the funeral 
procession of the philosopher, aside from his forlorn student and successor Mlrza 
Abu'l-Hasan Jilveh (d. 1897/1314).186

Let us conclude by contrasting the (partial) failure of al-Karakl’s attempt to 
take over the administrative-religious-legal complex of institutions on the basis 
of a Shicite political ethic in the first decades of the sixteenth century, with Majli- 
si’s success in the consolidation of a Shicite hierocracy of religious professionals 
in the last decades of the seventeenth. Al-Karakl's weapon was the support of the 
monarch at the apex of the body politic. MajlisI, on the other hand, used Shicism 
qua religion and irrespective of the specific content of its political ethic as a 
weapon for the enhancement of differentiated hierocratic domination directly 
upon the masses, without the intermediary of the state as the apparatus of politi
cal domination. It was on the basis of the groundwork laid by MajlisI that a 
Shicite hierocracy, with firm roots among the people and therefore with a power 
base independent of the state, could emerge with the restoration of peace and 
stability under the Qajars (1785-1925). This created the basic preconditions for 
the repeated occurrence of instances of hierocracy-state conflict, which are rare 
in the “caesaropapist” political tradition of Islam.
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CHAPTER SIX

From Sectarian Shicism to Shicism  
as a National Religion

6.1 The Ascendancy of the Shicite Doctors and the 
Containment of Mahdistic Chiliasm

The suppression of millenarian extremism among the Qizilbash by the Safavid 
rulers at the political level has its religious counterpart in the efforts of the Shicite 
doctors to contain mahdistic chiliasm at the doctrinal level by means of religious 
instruction. To assert their authority in the regulation of the religious life of their 
lay congregations, the Shicite culama> had to deal with the mahdistic tenet in
cluded in their doctrinal heritage.

As we have seen, in the tenth/fourth century two separate concepts of imam- 
ate and mahdihood were welded together, and the Hidden Imam emerged as a 
bipartite figure: as the Imam of the Age (Imam-e Zaman) he was said to fulfill the 
function of imamate, while as the Mahdi and the QaHm (redresser) he assumed 
the role of the paraclete. In the late tenth or early eleventh century, al-Mufld put 
the return of the dead (rajca) and the rising (qiyam) of the Mahdi together as the 
prelude to Resurrection (Qiyama).1 The notion of the Mahdi was accepted on the 
basis of the tradition attributed to the Prophet, which predicts the appearance of 
one of his descendants who “will fill the earth with equity and justice as it is 
filled with oppression and tyranny.” 2 Al-TusFs account of the return of the 
Mahdi is nevertheless completely apocalyptic, and sets the apocalyptic tone for 
the subsequent Shicite works on the topic, including those of the Safavid period. 
They tell us of the reign of total chaos and tyranny, the appearance of the Dajjal 
(Antichrist) and of Sufyani, the return of Imam Husayn and of Jesus, and the 
armed rising of the entire believing community under the Mahdi’s banner.3

Furthermore, from the European sources of the late Safavid period, we hear of 
an astonishing practice which must be presumed to have perpetuated some kind
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of apocalyptic mood. Though not as zealously expectant as the Sarbidars, who 
sent the caparisoned horse to the gate of their city to accommodate the expected 
Mahdi every day, the Safavid monarchs kept a bevy of well-groomed horses in 
the richly endowed “stable of the Lord of the Age” (tavileh-ye sahib al-zaman4) 
which were strictly reserved for his use upon parousia9 but which were marched 
through the streets of the cities on ceremonial occasions. Two of the horses are 
reported to have been harnessed all the time, one for the Lord of the Age him
self, the second for Jesus, who would also appear in his company. Chardin men
tions the existence of the stable of the Lord of the Age not only in Isfahan, but 
also in Bandar c Abbas, which allows us to infer that horses must have been main
tained for his possible use in the major cities.5

Despite the retention of apocalyptic tenets and the institution of such practices, 
how can Safavid Shicism be said to have contained the impulse to chiliasm? The 
statement of the Shicite doctrine tended to do so, to some extent, through the 
obviation of the plausibility of the occurrence of the millennium in the present or 
foreseeable future. Already in the eleventh century, al-Tusi had prohibited the 
fixing of a date for the reappearance of the Mahdi.6 In the twelfth century, the 
author of Kitab al-Naqd again ruled out the possibility of cabalistic determina
tion of the time of parousia? Furthermore, the juxtaposition of the parousia to 
otherworldly physical resurrection relegated it into as distant a future as pos
sible. Thus MajlisI gave significance to the reign of the Mahdi at the end of time 
primarily as the earthly prelude to Resurrection and the Day of Judgment.8 Du 
Mans’s account of popular religious beliefs confirms that this association was as 
close in the mind of the Shicites as in their religious writings.9

Nevertheless, the tenet of the return of the Mahdi itself remains potentially 
chiliastic. What was decisive for the containment of the chiliastic impulse was 
not so much the dogma as the attitude of its interpreters: the ascendancy of the 
Shicite hierocracy assured the continued suppression of the chiliastic impulse, 
which, under their hierocratic control over the interpretation of dogma, ritual 
conduct, and prayer, was sublimated into pietistic passive expectancy. Al-Tusi 
cites a tradition from the sixth Imam to establish that the reward for believing in 
the reappearance of the rule of the house of Muhammad is tantamount to martyr
dom in the company of the Mahdi.10 Consonantly with this attitude, subsequent 
Twelver Shicite ethical manuals came to enjoin the virtue of intizar (patient ex
pectation) of the Mahdi, which is interpreted as a sign of faith (Man), and be
comes a stabilized element in the devotional piety of believing Shicites.n

The mahdihood of the Hidden Imam was only one aspect of the doctrine of 
occultation. In the heyday of chiliasm and before the consolidation of the Shicite 
hierocracy— i.e ., the early Safavid period— this aspect predominated, rendering 
the doctrine highly chiliastic. QadI Nurullah Shushtari, in his section on holy 
places, mentions an island— the Jazlra-ye Akhdar— fifteen days away from An
dalusia, on which the Hidden Imam and “his sons and disciples” live, and tells
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us that the deputy of that holy region has ships brought to the island twice a year, 
and distributes their loads among the inhabitants. He appears to have based this 
retrospectively bizarre view on a treatise written by the order of Shah IsmaTl I, 
on the “philosophy and expediency” of occultation. In it, the Imam and his sons 
and disciples are said to be engaged in the teaching and learning of the religious 
lore on the island, while armies stand in preparation outside the island, awaiting 
the Imam’s word for the rising.12

With the ascendancy of the Shicite hierocracy in the late Safavid period, other 
elements of the doctrine of occultation, aiming at containing the potential to chi- 
liastic action under a claimant to mahdihood, tended to come to the foreground. 
Following al-Tus! closely, Majlis! insists that the Hidden Imam was alive and lives 
on earth, and tries to establish that his longevity had precedence among biblical 
figures, and that it is biologically possible. He alleges that the Imam has been 
seen from time to time and dreamt of frequently, has performed many miracles, 
and that he watches over the affairs of his people and takes part, unrecognized, in 
the Hajj ceremony at Mecca.13 Above all, the Shicite community is said to benefit 
from his presence in spite of concealment: in the first section of his treatise on 
imamate, Majlis! enumerates these benefits.14 Nor does Majlis! omit to reiterate 
the message purportedly handed down by the Hidden Imam to disqualify the 
potential claimants to authority delegated from the Lord of the Age: “If they 
claim that they have seen and recognized [him] at that time, they are lying, and 
if, through claims to seeing [him] they claim vicegerency [niyabat]9 they are 
lying.” ,5*

Thus, though the Shicite tenet on the return of the Mahdi remains incurably 
millenarian, the doctrine of occultation, as interpreted by the ascendant hier
ocracy, removes all plausible justifications for the expectations of imminent 
parous ia.

With the establishment of Twelver Shicism under the Safavids, the Shicite hier
ocracy, while allowing for the intermittent appearance of the Imam and espe
cially for visits and favors he vouchsafes upon the prominent cu l a m a and at
tempting to reserve attenuated forms of contact with the Hidden Imam through 
dreams and visions as ther own prerogative,16 staunchly opposed any attempt to 
translate the eschatology into this-worldly millenarianism on the basis of mahd- 
istic and epiphanic claims. Any such attempt would involve a radical break with 
the Shicite orthodoxy of the culamd>, and was bound to be considered by them a 
reversion to extremism and, as such, cardinal heresy.

As regards gnostic Shicism, consonantly with the emphasis on the initiatory 
functions of the Imam (vilayat), the occultation of the Imam of the Age facili
tated an innerworldly transposition of the orthodox otherworldly eschatology 
into an eschatology of the soul through spiritual ascent and perfection. Accord
ing to Corbin,
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the idea of the occultation of the Imam forbids all socialization of the spiri
tual, all materialization of the spiritual hierarchies and forms which would 
identify these with the constituted bodies of the external, visible history; this 
idea is only compatible with the structure of a spiritual sodality, a pure eccle- 
sia spiritualist1
As was pointed out, gnostic Shicism survived the collapse of the Safavid state 

and remained a significant mode of religiosity in the eighteenth century. It is from 
the second half of the eighteenth century that we have a highly significant state
ment by Aqa Muhammad Bldabadi (d. 1783-84/1197 or 1198) on the purely 
spiritual interpretation of the vicegerency of the Hidden Imam. Acording to Bi- 
dabadl, it is the perfect mystical guide who can claim this vicegerency. When 
such a person attains the highest stage of spiritual perfection, that is, when he 
finally

reaches clarity of consciousness after obliteration [of the ego] and obtains 
general persistence [in God] at the same time as annihilation [of the ego], 
and the secret meaning of “Servanthood [cubudiyyat] is an essence whose 
foundation is Divinity [rubiibiyya]” is discovered and made apparent to him, 
in this station [maqam] he has reached the rank of Deputyship [khilafat], as 
is intended by the Exalted God in, “We have appointed a Deputy [khalifa\ 
on earth.” In this rank it is appropriate for him to call people to God, and 
he will be the General and even the Special [khass] Vicegerent of the Proof 
of God upon the Earth [i.e., the Hidden Imam] according to the invisible/ 
transcendental [ghaibt] indication of that personage.

BIbabadI proceeds to state that the attainment of this spiritual rank is condi
tional upon the completion of all the detailed requirements pertaining to each and 
every station of spiritual advancement. Otherwise, the seeker would “remain on 
the first step [and] egotism [ananiyyat] and pharaonism [ fircawniyyat] will bud 
in his soul.” 18

Thus, so long as the gnostic masters could maintain the spiritual discipline of 
the Sufi mystical tradition, pharaonism would be curbed and chiliasm contained.

6.2 The Transformation of the Sectarian Orientation 
of Shfrsm: Orthodox Shfrsm as an Established 
Religion

Max Weber has drawn our attention to the differential function of salvation 
religions for higher and' lower strata: legitimation for the privileged strata and 
compensation for disprivileged groups.19 In becoming the national religion of 
Iran under the Safavids, Shicism had to perform both these functions. It drew on 
the appropriate elements in its tradition to provide legitimation primarily for the 
rulers but also for the politically privileged strata in its glorification of the cha-
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risma of prophetic lineage. This legitimation constituted a theodicy of good for
tune for the Safavid rulers and the clerical notables (sayyids). Shicism also drew 
on its tradition to provide compensation for the disprivileged groups, the bulk of 
the nation under its spiritual custody, in the forms of a theodicy of suffering cen
tered on the tragedy of Husayn’s martyrdom in Karbala and, more importantly, 
of an otherworldly soteriology.

To establish their hierocratic domination over the masses in Iran, the Shicite 
doctors had to take two sets of factors into account: the predispositions and reli
gious demand of the lay masses, and the services required by the rulers in ex
change for which the indispensable royal political support could be secured. Un
der the impact of these two sets of factors, the “established” or orthodox Shicism 
that the doctors of Safavid period sanctioned and propagated came to differ in 
some important respects from the ShHsm of the sectarian phase, a religion of 
urban minorities that had borne the imprint of the outlook of their literate domi
nant strata.

The basic religious predispositions and demands of the masses are marked by 
the congeniality of savior soteriology and the desire for solicitation of supernatu
ral powers for earthly benefits such as good health and fulfillment of wishes. In 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the lay masses’ demand for salvation was 
met by living saviors: the Sufi shaykhs and the claimant to mahdihood. For these 
the Shicite religious professionals had to substitute acceptable otherworldly sav
iors. These same otherworldly saviors could then be solicited and induced to use 
their supernatural powers for the worldly benefit of the believers.

As is usually the case, the pressure emanating from mass religiosity could be 
responded to in a manner consistent with the mutual accommodation of the hier- 
ocracy and the ruler. In Weber’s formulation,

as a rule, a compromise is concluded between the other-worldly and the this 
worldly powers; this is indeed in their mutual interest. The political power 
can offer exceedingly valuable support to the hierocracy as the branchium 
saeculare for the annihilation of the heretics and the exaction of taxes. In 
turn, two qualities of the hierocracy recommend an alliance to the political 
authorities. First of all, as a legitimating power . . . hierocracy is the incom
parable means of domesticating the subjects in things great and little.20

In the following pages, we shall consider all the elements of this rather com
plex transaction. The State’s suppression of Sunnism for the benefit of the hieroc
racy is discussed in chapter 8, and the hierocracy’s legitimation of rulership in 
chapter 7. Here, we shall confine ourselves to the modification undergone by 
Shicism in the transition from the sectarian to the established phase— very roughly 
corresponding to the “Church” phase of Christianity in Troeltsch—under the 
concurrent influence of mass religiosity and political interests of the rulers. 

Sectarian Shicism already possessed a popular theodicy of suffering. We have
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encountered the popular recitals commemorating the martyrdom of Husayn and 
his family in the Buyid and Saljuq periods. During the Mongol period, these 
were elaborated into a powerfully emotive theodicy of suffering in Ibn Tawus’s 
(d. 1259-60/665) al-Luhuf cala Qatli al-Tuhuf. In the subsequent era of reli
gious eclecticism, the second half of the fifteenth century, it was taken up and 
developed by the NaqshbandT philosopher and moralist Mulla Husayn Vaciz-e 
KashifI (d. 1504-5/910). Under the Safavids, this Shicite theodicy of suffering 
became an important element in popular religion. It had its most eloquent ex
pression in the poetry of Muhtasham-e KashanI in the sixteenth century. The af
flictions and martyrdom of the house of the Prophet— the quintessential proto
type of senselessly unjust suffering in this world— is endowed with cosmic 
significance and finds an otherworldly resolution:

When they summoned mankind to the table of sorrow, they first issued the 
summons to the hierocracy of the Prophets.

When it came to the turn of the ‘Friends of God/ Heaven trembled at the 
blow which they smote on the head of the Lion of God [i .e .,cAll].

Then they tore up from Madina and pitched at Karbala those pavilions to 
\vhich even the angels were denied entrance.

Many tall palm-trees from the grove of the ‘Family of the Cloak’ did the 
people of Kufa fell in that plain with the axe of malice.

And the Trusted Spirit [Gabriel] laid his head in shame on his knees, and the 
eye of the sun was darkened at the sight.

That company, whose ranks were broken by the strike of Karbala, at the 
Resurrection in serried ranks will break the ranks of the uprisen.

Then [finally] they raise on a spear-point that Head [i.e., the head of Imam 
Husayn] from whose locks Gabriel washes the dust with the water of 
Salsabll [a river in paradise].21

Three important features of the popular Shicite religiosity of the last quarter of 
the sixteenth century stand out in the critical account given by Mir Makhdum 
Sharifl. The first is the continuation of lacn or sabb— cursing of the three rightly 
guided caliphs— which reflects the new and violent anti-Sunnism characteristic 
of Safavid Shicism. We know that in 1511-12/917 al-Karakl wrote a tract on the 
“incumbency” of lefn.22 According to Mir Makhdum, the cursing of the second 
caliph cUmar was even believed to cure diseases and ward off misfortune. The 
second is the importance of pilgrimage [ziyarat] to the shrines of the Imams and 
imam-zadehs— descendants of Imams— which, according to Mir Makhdum’s in
telligent judgment, reduces man’s desire for hajj— the pilgrimage to Mecca. Fi
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nally, over and above the belief in the potency of the Imams and imam-zadehs to 
intercede on behalf of the pilgrim with God and to grant his wishes, we find a 
strong popular belief in the virtual omnipotence of the First Imam, CA1I, in fulfill
ing the worldly wishes of the believers and in interceding for them with God 
upon the believer’s solicitation. This belief is epitomized in the simple verses of 
the poet Hayratl, quoted by Mir Makhdum:

O Hayratl! Whatever you seek from God 
CA1I the excellent Friend of God will give 
Should God not grant your object of desire 
It His Highness [Majesty] CA1I the Fulfiller will grant.23

A reference in Majalis al-Mifminm to CA1I as “His Highness the Commander [of 
the Faithful] the owner of the Kawthar pond”— a pond whose water the Imam 
will sprinkle on the believing Shicites in the hereafter before their admission to 
paradise— brings o u tcAll’s role of intercessor in the other world.24

In a mid-seventeenth-century work, we are given evidence of a vigorous effort 
by the Shicite hierocracy to extend the cursing of the three rightly guided caliphs 
to Abu Hanlfa, the founder of the rite subscribed to by the Ottomans. The shah is 
enjoined to support the Shicite hierocracy because following Abu Hanlfa is said 
to be tantamount to loyalty to the Ottoman sultan. The work also shows the im
portance of a correlative of lacn> namely tavalla* (befriending [of the Imams]) 
and tabarra? (avoidance [of the enemies]): the author identifies the befriending 
of the friend of God, the Imam, as “loving in God” (hubb fi Allah), and the 
avoidance and enmity of their enemies as “hating in God.” It is stated as the 
belief of the Shicite doctors in the necessity of “imploring and clinging and 
cleaving to the Immaculate House of the Prophet and the righteous Imams, may 
peace be upon them, who are the Ark of salvation. Happiness and salvation in 
the abode of permanence is not possible without this and without avoidance of 
their enemies.” 25

The anti-Sunni sentiment reflected in the vilification of the three rightly guided 
caliphs was subdued in al-Murta<ja’s treatise on the imamate, the Shaft9 but be
came pronounced in the cAllama*s treatise on imamate, the Minhaj al-Karama.26 
This is intelligible in light of al-Hilll’s effort to use the Mongol rulers for the 
propagation of Shicism in the way al-Karald used the Safavid rulers. When Shicism 
finally was established as the state religion in the Safavid period, the anti-Sunni 
polemic and the vilification of the three rightly guided caliphs became particu
larly vehement. In his Persian writings, MajlisI devoted much energy to the de
nunciation of the first three caliphs as the usurpers of cAlI’s right to rule.27 It is 
interesting to note that the “Book of Sedition,” devoted to the vilification of the 
caliphs, was one of the first books of Majlisl’s Bihar al-Anwar to be translated 
from Arabic into Persian by one of his nephews.28
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One certain way to befriend the Imams, to implore them, and to cleave and 
cling to them, was by visiting the shrines of their putative descendants, the imam- 
zadehs, most of which were doubtless formerly the shrines of the Sufi saints. The 
importance of shrines of the real or putative imam-zadehs in popular religios
ity— a feature of popular Sufism taken over by Safavid Shicism— is clearly 
shown in the seventeenth-century European sources.29 These sources also high
light another important characteristic of orthodox Shicism. With his usual per
ceptiveness, Chardin remarks that the Persians have a lively persuasion of an
other life, and speak of death calmly.30 Du Mans mentions, as one of the religious 
feasts, the Night of Transference (shab-e bar at), when angels bring sheets of the 
great books where the names of the living are recorded. On that night, people go 
to cemeteries and take mullas with them to read the Qur’an.31

Among the Shicite doctors who responded to the predispositions of the masses 
and thus won their exclusive religious allegiance in the seventeenth century, 
Mulla Muhammad Tahir QumI and MajlisI the Younger played an important role 
in giving Shicism a markedly otherworldly outlook, which they sought to propa
gate widely in their writings in Persian (Arabic being the language used for com
munication aimed at the more restricted audience of religious scholars).

Mulla Muhammad Tahir QumI wrote a tract entitled The Curing o f the Soul 
(Mu'alijat al-Nafs), in which the life in this world is presented as but a transient 
stage to life in the hereafter (Akhirat), a stage full of distractions perilous to the 
salvation of the soul. The sections of the tract systematically characterize “the 
world” (Dunya) with the aid of a series of pejorative images: an ugly crone, a 
snake, a putrifying dead bride, the hiding place of the ghouls and monsters en
gaged in highway robbery, a hospital, a sharp and life-taking sword, a beautiful 
but treacherous woman, and a luring island that traps the foolish passengers from 
their salvational voyage on the ark of sacred law, thus preventing them from ar
riving at their destination in the other world. In another tract, The Awakening o f 
the Sleepers (tanbih aUraqidin), QumI reminds the believers of the numerous 
benefits of the remembrance of death. He cites numerous traditions “on the in
citement to the remembrance of death and the preparation therefor.” He also pro
vides the reader with various formulas for “conversation with the Lords of the 
Graves.” In a third tract, he writes of the “utility of two palm leaves” buried 
with the dead in reducing the “pressure of the grave,” and explains why the 
Shicites diverge from the Sunnis in pursuing this practice.32 Finally, he defines 
Resurrection (macad) as follows:

the belief in reviving "in the grave and the events of the grave [the question
ing of the dead by Naklr and Munkir] and the belief in the resurrection on 
the Day of Judgment for rendering account, and the speaking of the limbs, 
and the [bridge of] Siraf [leading to paradise], and the intercession [of the 
Imams] and heaven and hell.33



C hapter Six

The more decisive and widespread propagation of the tenets of Twelver Shicism 
among the population of Iran took place under the direction of MajlisI, and went 
hand in hand with the incorporation of many aspects of popular religion. This is 
reflected in Majlisl’s writings, which were much more voluminous and system
atic than Quml’s occasional tracts and came to constitute the lucid and authorita
tive exposition of Shicite orthodoxy. At his hands, the sectarian religiosity of the 
early Imamiyya underwent the definitive change in the direction of otherworldli
ness. I shall try to elucidate this change by contrasting Haqq al-Yaqin, his au
thoritative and comprehensive statement in Persian of the Shicite creed, with 
Kulaynl’s Usui and the cAllama al-Hilll’s concise Bab al-Hadi cAshar, which are 
representative of the Shicism of the sectarian period.

In contrast to Kulayni’s Usulf the “virtue of knowledge” and the contrast be
tween reason (caql) and ignorance (jaht) receive no attention. Faith (Imari) and 
infidelity (kufr) are summarily treated at the end. The section on God and his 
attributes is very brief. (This contrasts even more sharply with the attention the 
topic received in al-Hilll’s statement.) In al-Hilll’s treatise, the philosophical sec
tion on cAdl (the justice of God) is pivotal. It seeks to demonstrate how the will 
of God operates in the universe compatibly with the free will of man, how 
L utf (grace) is incumbent upon God, and how his benevolence would not tolerate 
the prevalence of evil and the adversity of men. It is largely oil this principle that 
the explanation of prophecy, imanlate, and Resurrection rests. Haqq al-Yaqin 
contains no chapter, section, or subsection on justice.34 Instead, the bulk of 
Majlisl’s book is taken up by two topics that had received much less attention 
in the earlier works: the denigration of the three rightly guided caliphs anc  ̂
Resurrection.35

In Majlisl’s writings, eschatology is made the cornerstone of orthodox religi
osity: the end of time, described in lurid detail, is said to precede Resurrection.36 
Physical resurrection is proven, and we are told of the punishment by physical 
fire, entry into the physical paradise, the details of the end of time, the rising of 
Gog and Magog, the disfigurations of things, the proceedings in the other world 
on the Day of Judgment, the crossing of the bridge Sirat (a bridge which is finer 
than a hair, sharper than a sword, and hotter than fire, and has to be crossed to 
reach paradise) and the selection of the saved and the condemned by the Prophet 
and the Imams, and other engaging topics.

As we have seen, our sixteenth-century polemicist Mu* Makhdum had noted 
the substitution of ziyarat for hajj, and correctly emphasized that the two kinds 
of pilgrimage are in an important respect antithetical. While the pilgrimage to 
Mecca (hajj) impressed upon the pilgrim the absolute transcendence of God and 
the universality of the Muslim community, pilgrimage to shrines of the Imams 
only fostered the cult of otherworldly saviors and intercessors. Pilgrimage to 
shrines, which had been recommended by the early ImamI theologians but which 
had been given relatively little importance, became a major feature of Persian
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Shicism. Ziyarat-namehs, or special prayers to be read at different shrines, pro
liferated. Majlis! devoted an entire book in Persian to the topic, the Tuhfat aU 
ZaHr.

On the subject of “the Excellence of Prayer [duca] and Its Utilities,” Majlis! 
writes: “Know that the most excellent of devotional practices [Hbadat] and the 
shortest way of nearness of the creature to the [divine] Fulfiller of Needs is the 
way of prayer, beseeching lamentation [tadrruc\, and supplication [munajat] ” 37 
Supererogatory prayers, suitable for a variety of specific purposes, are rewarded 
by God both in this world— through granting of wishes— and in the other world.38 
Majlisi’s Zad al-Mazad contains numerous examples of the calculus of other
worldly rewards for supererogatory acts of piety such as special prayers and fast
ing appropriate for specific days and months of the year, as well as numerous 
this-worldly benefits of ducas for curing stuttering, various diseases and aches, 
and for avoiding abortion and the like.

The shift of emphasis in the relative importance of hajj and ziyarat (pilgrimages 
to shrines) is best brought out by a comparison of the number of pages devoted to 
these topics in the “Four Books” (written in the tenth/fourth and eleventh/fifth 
centuries) and in Majlisi’s encyclopedic compendium, Bihar al-Anwar (see table 
6.1). In addition, al-Tusi’s more concise al-Nihaya is entered in parentheses.

TABLE 6.1

Pages

H ajj Z iyarat

I. Kulaynl, al-K afi (Furuc)
(early tenth/fourth century)

197 42

II. Ibn Babuya, M an la yahtfuruhu ’l-faqih  
(late tenth/fourth century)

149 39

III. al-TusI, al-Istib$ar 
(eleventh century)

198 —

IV. al-TusI, Tahdhib al-Ahkam  
(eleventh century)

493 118

(al-TusI, al-N ihaya) (67) (—)
MajlisI, Bihar a l-Anwar 

(late seventeenth century)
387 1055

It is extremely interesting to observe that the Shicite theologians of Jabal 
al-cAmil do not seem to have modified the relative salience given to hajj and 
ziyarat in the “Four Books.” One such theologian, the famous al-Hurr al-cAmili, 
the contemporary of Majlis!, did not come to Iran until he was forty. The ratio of 
the number of pages devoted to hajj and ziyarat respectively in his massive 
WasaHl al-ShFa is similar to the ratio found in the “Four Books” (see table 
6.2).39
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TABLE 6.2

U ajj Z iyarat

al-tfurr al-cAmilI, W as&il a l-Shi'a 1402 235
(late seventeenth century)

Once eschatology is made the cornerstone of orthodox religiosity, the interces
sion of the Imams is substituted for that of the Sufi saints40 and the Imams are 
cast primarily into the role of otherworldly saviors and intercessors with God: as 
the author of Himam al-Thawaqib untiringly repeats, the Imams are the “ark of 
salvation” (safina-ye najat) or, as Majlis! states, “Guidance and salvation cannot 
be found except through the Imams, and they are the mediators between God and 
mankind; without knowing them it is impossible for me to avoid the punishment 
of God.” 41 These superhuman saviors, these “Imams of the jinn and of man
kind,” 42 determine who should enter paradise and who should be condemned to 
hell. Their power of intercession can be solicited by visitation to their shrines and 
by special prayers. In the popular mind, the Imams thus became the figures of an 
apolitical and otherworldly soteriology whose miraculous intervention in daily 
life can be solicited by supplication and prayer at their shrines or those of their 
putative descendants.

To conclude, in becoming the national religion of Iran, the preponderantly 
inner-worldly sectarian Shicism was appreciably modified. It became more anti- 
Sunni, and above all markedly more otherworldly, with the Imams dominating its 
soteriology as saviors in the hereafter.
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CHAPTER SE V EN

Two Variants o f Shirism 
and Their Respective Political Implications; 

The Political Ethics o f Safavid Shirism

7.1 The Two Types of Shicite Religiosity and Their 
Influence on Political Attitudes

It should be clear from chapter 5 that until the very end of the Safavid era 
when a Shi€ite hierocracy was consolidated and prevailed upon the ruler to take 
severe measures to establish religious uniformity fcnd orthodoxy throughout Iran, 
the religious topography of the country was varied. Two distinct variants of 
Shirism have been adumbrated as the most significant modes of religiosity in the 
Safavid period. As these variants have very different political implications, we 
need to consider them separately.

7.1.1 Orthodox Shiism: Otherworldly 
Soteriology and Fatalistic Political 
Submissiveness

fh e  otherworldly soteriology of orthodox Shicism implied a considerable shift 
of religious attachment from the law of God and from the constitutive tradition of 
the Prophet to the personal figures of the Imams as saviors. As eschatology and 
soteriology became the cornerstones of popular Shicism, and with the Imams as 
the otherworldly saviors of the Shirite soteriology, imamate lost all connbtation of 
political leadership.1 This is true also as regards the Hidden Imam. The chiliasm 
of the mahdistic tenet was sublimated in ritualistic prayer, transposing the Mahdi 
into a preponderantly otherworldly savior. In the difa-ye nudba (prayer of lamen
tation), a supplication addressed to the Hidden Imam, which according to Majlis! 
would assure the believer a place among the companions of the Mahdi if read on 
forty mornings, the supplicant, having ritualistically requested God to expedite 
the return of the Hidden Imam, makes various references to the Kawthar pond,
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whose water assures salvation in the hereafter. Significantly, he ends by beseech
ing God for the water of the'“pond of his [the Hidden Imam’s] forefather [CA1I],” 
that is, the kawthar pond, in the Hidden Imam’s bowl and by his hand.2

The otherworldly soteriology of orthodox Shicism did not foster chiliasm, and 
did not impinge upon politics by posing a this-worldly ideal. On the contrary, it 
implied a serious devaluation of the political sphere, a devaluation, however, 
which in practice made for distraction rather than disobedience. The most impor
tant practical consequence of this devaluation of the political sphere was thus the 
enfeebling of the propensity to religiously regulated political action. It involved a 
devaluation of earthly powers and of temporal rule that was devoid of practical 
consequences. Even the kings paid lip service to the inferiority of the political to 
the religious sphere: Shah c Abbas the Great officially called himself the Dog 
of the Threshold of CA1T (kalb-e astan-e cAli) and the Dog of the Threshold of v/- 
layat (=  imamate [of CA1I]).3 To emphasize the superiority of religion over 
earthly kingship, cAbbas I reportedly walked behind the eminent calim, Mulla 
cAbdullah Turn, while the latter rode ahead of him in Shah Square in Isfahan.4 
Similarly, Sultan-Husayn typically signed a farman issued the year before the 
Afghan invasion as the “Most Humble Dog of the Commander of the Faithful 
[i.e., cAll], Sultan-Husayn.” 5 It is crucial to note, however, that an independent 
organization as the institutional embodiment of religion had not emerged; the ad
mission of the superiority of religion over kingship was therefore not politically 
costly, as the vastly superior otherworldly powers did not make a habit of bridg
ing the hiatus that separated them from this world, and their as-yet-dependent 
representatives could not effectively impinge upon the political sphere by de
tracting from the earthly majesty of the ruler.

In this context, let us refer to a letter supposedly written by Mulla Ahmad 
ArdabllT to cAbbas I. The reference it makes to the “borrowed kingdom” (mulk-e 
cariya) has been cited as evidence that government was considered usurpatory 
even in the heyday of the Safavid empire.61 have argued elsewhere that the au
thenticity of the letter is dubious.7 In all likelihood, Mulla Ahmad did write a 
letter addressing the ruler as “dearest brother,” but the letter was addressed to 
Tahmasp and not to cAbbas I.8

This notwithstanding, the tone of the note and the reference to God’s forgive
ness (in the other world) makes it fairly clear that what is invoked is a contract 
between the ruler’s this^worldly kingdom and the realm of the omnipotent God. 
There certainly is no intimation of the shah’s having usurped the Imam’s king
dom, and a fortiori it is incorrect to suppose any allusion to the shah’s usurpation 
of the kingdom of the culamcP. Tahmasp is said to have willed that the letter from 
the Mulla, in which he was addressed as “dearest brother,” be put in his shroud 
so as to aid him during the inquisition of Naklr and Munkir in his grave.9

As regards the motivation to uphold the prevalent normative order legitimating 
political domination, certain correlates of otherworldliness are of decisive im
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portance. “Know,” Majlis! enjoins the reader, “that reliance on God [tawakkul], 
surrender of the will [to God, tafwid], contentment [rida], and resignation 
[taslim] are the great pillars of faith [iman]” 10 Men inculcated with this cluster 
of attitudes, which the Victorian orientalists came to refer to as fatalism, were 
likely to submit to political domination and accept the existing order and the 
norms it imposed, especially as the Safavids claimed to be the descendants of the 
otherworldly saviors— the Imams. This is borne out by Chardin, who duly re
corded the resignation of the Persians, and reported with bemusement their sin
cere devotion to their kings even though they were considered tyrannical and ar
bitrary.11 Thus, otherworldly soteriology of orthodox Shicism did indeed serve as 
the “opium of the masses.”

7.7.2 Gnostic ShHsm: Innerworldly Soteriology 
and Political Indifferentism

For gnostic Shicism,12 imamate ceases to be the central concept of a theologi
cal system which is a substitute for political theory, and acquires a different and 
fundamentally spiritualized significance. The spiritualization of the notion of 
imamate enhances the differentiation of the religious (spiritual) and the political 
spheres.

QadI SaTd QumI (d. 1691), a representative of gnostic Shicism, insists upon 
the essentially religious significance of the imamate as “spiritual sovereignty.” In 
this light,

there could even be more advantage to the Occultation of the Imam because 
the authority of a spiritual presence is essentially oriented to the transcen
dent world whereas material power only concerns this world. This temporal 
power would only be a supplementary divine grace whose non-necessity is 
evident.™

The physical absence of the Imam from this world and his spiritual presence in 
the inner world attests to the insignificance of the things of this world and of 
temporal rule, which is therefore seen as profane and devoid of relevance to reli
gious (spiritual) concerns. According to QadI SaTd, imamate consists in religious 
caliphate (khilafa diniyya), and spiritual sovereignty (saltanat macnawiyya).14 The 
unambiguously innerworldly connotation of the word macnawiyya leaves us in no 
doubt that QadI SaTd’s position entails not the rejection of temporal sovereignty 
in favor of this-worldly theocracy, but the radical devaluation of earthly sov
ereignty and the spiritual irrelevance of worldly power.

This radical devaluation of earthly sovereignty is brought out much more 
clearly in a brief but important tract by Mulla Muhsin Fayd, the AHneh-ye Shahi 
(“The Mirror for the King”), written for cAbbas II.

Fayd’s “Mirror” is worlds apart from the traditional “mirrors for princes.” 
It sets worldly sovereignty, presented most briefly, in the context of a gnostic/
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philosophical imago mundi. Men are said to be governed by five “Governing 
Faculties” (hukkdm, literally “governors”). These are divided into two pairs of 
corresponding “inner” and “external” faculties, followed by a last one. The first 
pair are the most relevant to spiritual salvation through gnosis; the last faculty is 
the least. The faculties are reason ('zaql) and sacred law {shat*), nature (tabc) and 
habit (cadat)— which may derived either from sacred law or reason— and, fi
nally, custom (curf), defined as man-made law. Sovereignty (saltanat) is valid 
and legitimate only as regards this last governing faculty, custom, and, corre
spondingly, the lowest level of esoteric reality: “Sovereignty is to sacred law as 
the body is to the soul.” However, as Fay4 makes clear later, the sacred law that 
he has in mind is equivalent to the commandments of the Prophet and the Imams 
as the “Lieutenants of Perfect Reason.” It is to be grasped directly with the aid of 
God, the most sovereign of the faculties (ahkam al-hakimin), and without the 
mediation of the jurists, whose practice in fact amounts to the adulteration of 
sacred law by custom. If the king follows the (spirit of) sacred law, he infuses 
soul into the body politic; otherwise it remains under the dominion of the lowest 
of men’s governing faculties, which ought not to be obeyed whenever its dictates 
conflict with those of the superior faculties. But all these considerations receive 
attention only in proportion to their importance in the perspective of a spiritual 
teleology whose goal is gnosis. Having apprehended the significance of the five 
governing faculties, man should proceed with the knowledge of the self through 
the hermeneutic comprehension of sacred law through the employment of reason, 
and through seeking the aid of God— the sovereign faculty— by means of prayer 
and supplication. In this manner, man may transcend exoteric reality and grasp 
the structure of existence through the certain science (Him al-yaqin). Through the 
knowledge of the self (soul)— nafs— man can assure the dominion of reason (the 
highest of the governing faculties) within himself and become consubstantial 
with angels, “as reason and the angels belong to the same order of reality.” 15

Here we have a radical devaluation not only of political domination but also 
of the political sphere in general and of political action. What is implied is an 
attitude not of oppositional political activism, but of radical political indif- 
ferentism. We may therefore speak of gnostic Shicism as fundamentally apoliti
cal. “In Catholicism,” writes Troeltsch, “State belongs to natural existence, 
above which there rises the supernatural stage of Grace, which is completely 
indifferent to the State.” 16 We may say the same is true for gnostic Shicism but 
must add that for the latter the stage of spiritual grace is in principle ever attain
able by effort, and therefore natural exoteric reality is ever radically devalued.

Thus Hrfan has no direct consequences for political action and no direct impact 
on the political order. Indirectly, however, like Lutheran mysticism,17 it under
mines hierocratic authority— lessening the importance of hierocratic action and 
thereby strengthening the hand of the state— and consequently the preponder
ance of state-initiated acts in the overall pattern of societal action.
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As regards to the public observance of religious ethics, the antilegalistic bent 
of gnostic Shicism made it antipathetic toward ethical rigorism and the zealous 
enforcement of morals. In a letter dated 1661-62/1072, Mulla Muhsin Fayd dis
approves of his correspondent’s moralistic zeal in demanding the forcible “for
bidding of the reprehensible,” pointing out that now is the time of cessation 
(hudna), and adding that if the time were ripe for such action, the Lord of Time 
would have been present.18 cAbd al-Razzaq Lahljl would go even further and 
would not hesitate to write poetry on the benefits of wine.19

7.2 The Normative Regulation of the Safavid 
Political Order

7.2.7 The Official Political Ethic

c Abbas I ordered Baha5 al-DIn cAmilI to compile a legal compendium for prac
tical use in his kingdom. The work began under the supervision of cAmilI and 
was completed after his death by one of his students.20 The compilation was pub
lished as the Jamic cAbbasi, and remained the official legal manual throughout 
thq seventeenth century.21 As it was the officially recognized guide for the reli
gious courts of the realm as well as for the cautelary advice given by the religious 
jurists to individual believers, its ethico-legal provisions with their political im
plications may be referred to as the “official” political ethic of the seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries.

The discussion of “enjoining the good” and “forbidding the evil” in Jdmic 
cAbbasi is brief, and does not show any major change from the sectarian phase of 
Shicism. Though these ethical obligations are considered “individually incum
bent” (caynf), the conditions for their incumbency in reality restricts them to 
nonviolent persuasion in cases where no damage to Muslims is likely to ensue. 
Disagreement among authorities on many of the related issues is reported, most 
notably the disagreement as to whether the mujtahid is permitted to enforce the 
punishments explicitly decreed by the Qur’an (hudud) during the occultation of 
the Imam. The brief chapter ends by an affirmation that the argument in favor of 
permissibility is the stronger, and that the mujtahid may enforce these punish
ments provided that they do not involve death or injury.22

The discussion of jihad (holy war), on the other hand, departs from the un- 
enthusiastic interpretations of the sectarian phase, a development reflecting the 
consequences of the establishment of Shicism as the religion of a state engaged in 
warfare against non-Muslims. It discusses the definition of the wars that can be 
considered jihad, and the detailed regulation of the division of booty and appro
priation of the captives. The criterion for when the “peoples of the book” can be 
considered “ infidels” (kuffar-e harbl) is set out with the intention of bringing the 
frequent Safavid wars against the Georgians within the ambit of regulation of the 
sacred law.23
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During the reign of Shah Suleyman, several translations into Persian were 
made of cAH’s instructions to his appointee, Malik, the governor of Egypt, in
cluding one by Muhammad Baqir Majlis! himself.24 These translations of the 
“Covenant [cahd-nameh] of Malik Ashtar,” considered a blueprint for exemplary 
political rule and humane government according to justice and equity, represent 
attempts to incorporate the ethos of Sasanian patrimonialism into Shicite ethics. 
The “Covenant” which, as we have seen, was first attributed to CA1I by Sharif al- 
Rad! in the eleventh/fifth century, enjoins the strict observance of the norms of 
justice upon the delegate. It does contain references to certain specific practices, 
such as a strong condemnation of hoarding, but is substantively very akin to the 
ethos of patrimonialism both in specific matters such as accessibility of the ruler 
to the subjects and in the overwhelming general emphasis on justice.

Majlis! also turns to the ethics of kingly patrimonialism in his other works. In 
a section of the cAyn al-Haydt, “On the Rights of Kings, Obedience to Them, 
Praying for Their Moral Probity [salah], and Not Disputing Their Majesty,” Maj
lis! writes:

Know that the Kings of the Right Religion \din-e haqq] have many rights 
upon their subjects, as they protect them and repel the enemies of Religion 
from them, and [as] their religion, life, property, and honor is secure through 
the protection of the kings. T h e re fo re ,  [the subjects] must pray for the kings 
and recognize their rights.

Furthermore, Majlis! affirms that even if the kings are tyrannical and unjust one 
must obey them and pray for their improvement, because by disobeying them one 
brings afflictions upon oneself, which is forbidden by the ethically incumbent 
taqiyya (dissimulation of faith to assure survival) and by a categorical dictate of 
the Prophet. The Seventh Imam is also cited through “authentic attribution” as 
commanding a group of Shicites to pray to God for the preservation of the king if 
he is just, and for the improvement of his character if he is oppressive and tyran
nical, as their interest is verily in the interest of their king. In addition, Majlis! 
relates the exemplary story of Abraham and the king of the Copts (qibt) [sic] . 
The king coveted Abraham’s wife, Sarah. Abraham did not oppose him violently, 
and did not rebel, but prayed to God. Thrice the king extended his hand toward 
Sarah, and thrice God petrified it in response to Abraham’s prayers. The king 
repented, revered and respected Abraham, and made him a gift of a beautiful 
Coptic slave to serve Sarah: no other than Hagar, the mother of Ishmael.25

Correspondingly, the kings and those commanding authority should observe 
the rights of the subjects and rule them with justice “like -a benign father” in 
order to avoid the decline of the kingdom and to escape punishment in the here
after.26 Finally, Majlis!, very much along the path paved by al-Murtada, also rec
ommends morally responsible association with kings and governors, not only to 
avoid endangering lives and property (as required by the duty of taqiyya) but also
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with more positive aims: to alleviate oppression and further the cause of justice 
and the well-being of the faithful, and to admonish those who yield political 
power to improve their morality.27

Let us be careful in characterizing the precise nature of Majlisl’s addition to 
the “official” political ethic of Shicism. It was the hierocracy’s legitimation of 
kingship as temporal rule, and amounted to granting religious sanction to the 
legitimation of political domination according to the principles of the patrimo
nial theories of kingship. As we shall see in the following chapter, this did not 
endow the office of the king with any religious authority, and therefore did not 
mean a justification of Safavid domination as “caesaropapist.” Majlisi’s adoption 
of the ethos of patrimonialism and his justification of kingship as temporal rule 
were consistent with the Shicite separation of political and religious authority. At 
the same time, it can be presumed to have gained the support of the ruler for the 
nascent hierocracy by impressing upon him the latter’s prospective rule as the 
legitimators of political domination. However, even though he found it expedient 
to turn a blind eye on them, Majlis! stopped short of endorsing the Safavid rulers’ 
“extremist” claims to supreme political and religious authority. That Majlis! re
served religious authority for the Shicite doctor is clearly shown by another pas
sage in cAyn al-Hayat in which the Prophet is reported to have said:

“There are two classes [sinf\ in my community such that if they are righ
teous and worthy my community will also be righteous, and if they are cor
rupt, my community will also be corrupt.” The Companions asked him who 
these two classes were. He replied that they were the fuqahd3 [jurists] and 
the umardP [princes].28

7.2.2 The ShiHte Hierocracy as the Legitimator 
o f Ruler ship

Legitimation may result from writings on political ethics but also needs to be 
effected by ritual. Coronation is the most important ritual of legitimation. In Safa
vid times, it was performed by the foremost religious dignitary of the realm: the 
Mujtahid of the Age, a descendant of al-Karaki, in the sixteenth century, and the 
Shaykh al-Islam of Isfahan in the seventeenth. This function derives not from 
the provisions of the sacred law, but from the nature of the institution of hieroc
racy as the social embodiment of religious charisma. As religion was to guide 
life in general, religious charisma could bestow legitimacy on a variety of non
religious activities. In this capacity, the hierocracy could legitimize secular activi
ties, including rulership, without sacralizing them.

When Shicism ceased to be a sectarian religion and became the established 
religion of the state, the Shicite hierocracy found a new role and function in the 
legitimation of rulership. The occasion par excellence when the hierocracy could 
perform the role of legitimator of kingship was the ceremony of coronation.
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Al-Karakl’s son, Shaykh cAbd al-cAH, and Mir Sayyid CA1I Jabal-cAmilI, spread 
the “rug of sovereignty” for the ascension of Ismael II (1577/985) and Mu
hammad Khuda-Bandeh (1580/988) respectively.29 In the seventeenth century, 
when Isfahan became the permanent capital of the Safavid rulers, the function 
of inaugurating a new monarch was entrusted to the Shaykh al-Islam of the capi
tal. Mir Damad conducted the coronation of Safi, and Majlis! that of Sultan- 
Husayn.30 For superstitious reasons, Suleyman had two coronations, of which 
Chardin supplies us with an extensive account that clearly brings out the legiti- 
matory role of the Shaykh al-Islam and other religious functionaries. During the 
coronation in 1667/1077, of which Chardin was an eyewitness, the Shaykh al- 
Islam crowned Suleyman and girded him with the sword and dagger. The khutba 
(sermon) was then delivered by another religious dignitary, MIrza RafTa. In it, 
the benefaction and prayer of the hierocracy was bestowed upon the king as the 
shadow of God and “illustrious Branch of the Imamic Race,” who is “according 
to the true Law become the Lieutenant of the Monarch of all the Earth, and Law
ful Lord of the World [i.e., the Hidden Imam].” By divine revelation, the sub
jects are said to be

bound to obey Kings, as being the Valie or Sovereign Lieutenants of God, 
Gaanit-chin [janishln], sitting in his place on Earth, and that we ought to 
submit to their Commands, without examining whether they be just or not.
In . . . submitting to their Commands we submit at the same time to the 
Holy Books in all things. . . .3l

Finally, the Shaykh al-Islam bowed three times in front of the king and read a 
prayer (duca) for the longevity of the king and the prosperity of the subjects.32

Here we have the Shaykh al-Islam of the capital ritually carrying out the 
prayer for the preservation of the king, as was to be prescribed in Majlisl’s politi
cal ethic. In a farman issued in 1703/1115, granting a stipend to the sayyids 
descending from Mir cAbd al-Razzaq, Shah Sultan-Husayn typically reminds 
them of their duty in exchange: duca-gu?I—praying (for the everlasting fortune 
of the dynasty).33 Furthermore, we even know that the phrase “May the king, 
from whom all our fortunes flow live forever,” was included in the daily prayers, 
presumably as a supererogatory duca .34 This blessing or legitimating of the king 
as the head of the body politic through prayer, so much in congruence with the 
soteriological character of orthodox Shicism, proved to be a lasting function of 
the hierocracy in Qajar polity.

7.2.5 The Principles o f Safavid Legitimacy and 
Their Partial Lack o f Congruence with 
Twelver ShiHsm

As might be expected, some Shicite jurists and theologians hailed the creation 
of the first Shicite empire in history as the forerunner of the kingdom of the Hid
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den Imam. Many considered obedience to the new Shicite state as incumbent, 
and some did not hesitate to use the term dawlat al-haqq,35 which term al-Mufld 
had reserved for the kingdom to be installed by the Mahdi himself.36 In addition 
to this jubilant but specifically Shicite glorification, much of the political culture 
prevailing at the time of the Safavid conquests was retained and used to strengthen 
the legitimacy of Safavid rule.

As has been pointed out, though cAlid sentiments and ideas had permeated 
many parts of Iran by the late fifteenth century, Iran was still predominantly 
Sunni. Although Ism a^’s claims to legitimate rulership were more extreme than 
those of his contemporaries, it was not unusual for Sunni rulers to claim legiti
macy by styling themselves caliphs and Imams. This was so because in Sunnism, 
unlike Shicism, the de facto depoliticization of the conception of imamate never 
occurred. Thus, in the later fifteenth century, DawanT would call Uzun Hasan 
Imam and caliph; the last important Aqquyunlu monarch, Sultan Yacqub, was 
also referred to as Imam.37 In the first decade of the sixteenth century, very 
probably with the intention of implying that his Uzbek patron was the legitimate 
leader of both Sunnis and Shicites, KhunjI addresses him as imam al-zaman 
(Lord of the Age) and khalifat al-rahman?% Neither IsmaTl’s “exaggerated” 
claims nor the Sunni claims to caliphate and imamate were compatible with the 
systematized Imam! doctrine, for which imamate had become a theological con
cept and temporal rule been divested of a religious or quasi-religious character.

IsmacITs theophanic claims and the unusual and unstable convergence of the 
principal charismas of the warlord and of the holy imam, culminating in his 
claim to incarnate God, have been noted. Such intense personal charisma was in 
need of constant corroboration by external events as signs of divine favor. His 
defeat by the Ottomans in the battles of Qajdivan in 1512 and of Chaldiran in 
1514 must therefore have been interpreted as an indication of the withdrawal of 
such divine favor. In fact, after Chaldiran, IsmaTl avoided direct contact with his 
subjects, and even relegated the appointment of governors to his minister (na?ir-e 
dlvan-e acla).39 However, while the Turkman tribal element, highly prone to ex
tremism, remained prominent in the polity, the veneration of the shah was re
sumed. The veneration of Shah Tahnuisp as the Mahdi by his fanatical tribal 
murids (followers), who had to be suppressed as heretics, has been mentioned. 
We also have the Venetian envoy d’Alessandri’s confirmation (1571) that his sub
jects “worship him not as a king, but as a god, on account of his descent from the 
line o f cAll.” 40

Shah Jahmasp’s piety is evident in his autobiography.41 As we have seen, ortho
dox beliefs led him to confer the title of n&ib al-imam (vicegerent of the Imam) 
upon the Shaykh al-Karakl. By reacting sharply to his own “exaggerated”— and 
therefore blasphemous— elevation to supreme politico-religious leadership, and 
by deferring to the learned doctors in matters of religion and sacred law, he re
nounced all pretensions to religious authority, whose ultimate source was thus
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admitted to rest not in the person of the charismatic leader but in holy scripture, 
and whose legitimate exercise was invested in the learned doctors of the Shicite 
dogma and the sacred law. The pious Tahmasp was thus instrumentaljn carrying 
out an essential step in the process of “rationalization” of the structure of domi
nation away from the heritage of extremism— the fusion of religious and politi
cal authority— in the direction of greater congruence with the Twelver Shicite 
world-view, which implied a high degree of de facto differentiation between 
the religious and the political spheres. But the process was arrested long be
fore reaching its logical conclusion. Tahmasp continued to claim religio-political 
legitimacy as a descendant of the Imams, and retained the requirement of 
sajda (prostration) on the part of his subjects— an act of veneration reserved for 
God in Shicism as in Islam in general. This practice continued into the reign of 
cAbbas I.42

With the military reforms of cAbbas the Great, the Qizilbash tribal forces 
ceased to be the mainstay of the Safavid state. The Sufi principle legitimating the 
rule of the monarch as the Murshid-e Kamil (the perfect spiritual guide) became 
dispensable. The rituals associated with this function were discontinued with the 
decline of the power of the Qizilbash tribes.43 With the early Safavids the prayer 
rug of the Sufi shaykhs’ sajjadeh-ye irshdd had become one of the regalia used in 
coronations. In the coronation of IsmaTl II, this rug is referred to as the qallcheh- 
ye saltanat (rug of sovereignty),44 but it appears to have been totally eliminated 
from the coronation of Suleyman.45 But even at the coronation of his predecessor, 
Shah Safi, when the immediate circumstances required the cooperation of the 
Qizilbash palace guards and assured the inclusion of the rug among the regalia 
for the last time, it is referred to as qallcheh-ye irshdd in one source (rug of Sufi 
guidance)46 and qallcheh-ye cadalat (rug of justice)47 in another. This ceremonial 
juxtaposition of the norms of irshdd and justice, deriving respectively from the 
Sufi and the patrimonial ethos, illustrates the transition from the former to the 
latter norm, which aimed at legitimating Safavid rule in the eyes of the sedentary 
majority, and which was in fact completed by that time.

The legitimation of Safavid rule in the eyes of the,peasantry and the urban 
population of course dates back to the very beginning of Safavid rule. This legiti
mation drew upon two normative sources. The first was nonproblematic, and has 
already been referred to in chapter 3. It consisted of the patrimonial ethos as 
embodied in the theories of kingship. The traditional conception and attributes of 
kingship were retained after the establishment of Shicism under the Safavids. At 
the close of the fifteenth century (1495/900), Vaciz-e KashifI had “applied the 
belief in barakat [charisma] to the person of the king implicitly [attaching] to him 
a spark of divine personality such as was attached, in popular religion preemi
nently to the person of Muhammad.” 48 According to Chardin (in the late seven
teenth century), the Persians “say that the Persons of their Kings are Sacred and 
Sanctified, in a peculiar manner above the rest of Mankind, and bring along with
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them wheresoever they come, Happiness and Benediction.” 49 Thus, as Lambton 
points out, “the theory that the temporal ruler was the Shadow of God upon 
Earth remained the central theme” in the Safavid period.

According to the restatements of this theory, first and foremost, the king is the 
shadow of God on earth,50 and disobeying kings is tantamount to disobeying 
God:51 “disagreeing with kings is disgrace in this and fire in the other world.” 52 
Royalty and religion are intermixed. With some eclecticism, Quranic verses, in
cluding the “authority verse,” are also on occasion adduced to enjoin obedience 
to kings. Conversely, the primary ethical obligation of the king is to rule with 
justice and to eliminate oppression: “sovereignty may last with infidelity, but it 
will not last with tyranny,” and “Verily, God commands justice and charity.” 53 

Consonantly with these norms, the author of Tdrlkh-e cAlam-ara-ye cAbbasi 
presents Shah cAbbas the Great as the paragon of all patrimonial virtues: the 
firmness of his religious beliefs, securing him God’s favors, his justice, his sever
ity and efficiency in statecraft, the security of roads and cities, his accessibility 
and avoidance of pomp, his patrimonial munificence, reflected in occasional tax 
exemptions, and his projects for urban and agricultural development are all 
greatly applauded. What is much more interesting from our point of view is that 
his official historian does not omit to emphasize cAbbas’s direct and unmediated 
blessedness by the “grace of God.” This grace is manifested in ‘Abbas’s spec
tacular military victories, in his surviving lethal dangers, and also in astrological 
indications and astral events. Above all, it is manifested in cAbbas’s miraculous 
deeds and elicitation of divine guidance through istikhara.54

The second normative source was religion, drawn upon in a variety of ways, 
some of which proved problematical in the long run. As one would expect, tradi
tions foretelling the advent of the Safavid reign to establish the true religion—  
Twelver Shicism— were produced, and the meritorious deed of the Safavids who 
spread Twelver Shicism after an eclipse of 900 years were greatly emphasized.55 
Not unlike the post-Reformation kings of Spain and France, who sported the title 
of “Most Catholic Majesty,” the Safavid kings enjoyed the titles of din-pariah 
(protector/refuge of religion) and “Promoter of the Doctrine of the Church of the 
Twelve.” 56

Much less innocuously, another normative religious source was drawn upon: 
the heritage of extremism, or more specifically, the mahdistic tenet. The exploita
tion of the mahdistic tenet to provide legitimation for the caesaropapist politico- 
religious authority of the Safavid monarch was no doubt very effective in the 
short run, but in the long run proved problematic. Among the sources, the Takmi- 
lat al-Akhbar is of great value in showing the precise nature of this legitimation:

The office of the Sovereignty of the world after the Prophet is reserved for 
the Commander of the Faithful [CA1I], and after Him, this exalted office be
longs to the Twelve Imams; and anyone else who interferes in this matter is
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a tyrant. As the Ruler of the Age [sultan-e zamati] [and] the Lord of Com
mand [$ahib-e amr] . . .  is absent, it is right and necessary that a person 
from the exalted dynasty of CA1! and Fatima, who is competent for this task, 
should give currency to the Commandments] of the Imam of the Age among 
God’s worshippers.57

The divergence from the writings of the Imam! doctors on imamate is striking. 
From being a utopian theological substitute for political theory, the doctrine of 
imamate suddenly forms the basis for the sacralization of political authority 
through the charisma of lineage. In sharp contrast to the separation of the reli
gious and the political spheres and the profanation of the latter, here we are wit
nessing an attempt to sacralize rulership through the fusion of religious and 
political domination. This attempt involves maximal politicization of the impli
cations of the concept of imamate, with the emphasis shifting decisively from the 
quality of the Imam as the authoritative teacher in religion to his function of po
litical leadership of the community. The millenarian consequences of this shift of 
emphasis is clear: it focuses attention squarely on the Imam in occultation, the 
Lord of the Age. Thus, beginning with the earliest Safavid chronicle, great em
phasis is put on the precursorship of the Safavid monarchs.581 have already men
tioned the references to Ism a^ as the precursor of the Imam. Similarly, the au
thor of Takmilat al-Akhbar calls Tahmasp the aider of the Lord of the Age and, 
emphasizing his mission of preparing the world for the Imam’s parousia, stresses 
that the end of time has the same numerological value as the year of Tahmasp’s 
ascension, and that the kingship of the end of time is reserved for him.59 The 
same claim is made by other chronicles.60

Although legitimatory writings in this genre continued to be written in the 
seventeenth century, the Shicite hierocracy began to have reservations about this 
approach as it ran counter to hierocratic efforts to contain mahdistic chiliasm. In 
order to ingratiate himself with the new ruler, Suleyman, Majlis! the Younger in 
Rajcat> one of his early works written in 1667-68/1078, had cited a tradition 
from the Sixth Imam foretelling the rise of the Safavids from Gilan as a prelude 
to the kingdom of the Mahdi. Safavid rule was to last for sixty-five more years 
until the date Majlis! had set for the return of the Mahdi on the basis of numer
ology. This kind of legitimation of Safavid reign was challenged by Mir Lawhi, 
who wrote a polemical tract attacking Majlis! after a dream on the birthday of the 
Hidden Imam some two or three years later. Mir Lawhi disputed the interpreta
tion of the tradition in question, and considered the fixing of a date for the return 
of the Mahdi superstitious. He claimed that the legitimacy of the Safavid rulers, 
whose excellence and descent from the Imams puts them above all the rulers of 
the earth, need not be based on such shaky grounds.61

As we have seen, the suppression of chiliasm was both in the vital interest of 
the Shicite hierocracy and politically expedient for the centralizing monarchs, 
and was therefore pursued in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. After
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the subsidence of chiliasm, the formula that there be no gap between the reign of 
a monarch and the appearance of the Imam was expressed as a stylized, ritual
ized wish throughout the Safavid period,62 and beyond it into the Qajar era. But 
the other element in the early legitimation of Safavid domination— their rule on 
behalf of the Hidden Imam and as the descendants of the holy Imams— contin
ued to be greatly emphasized. This emphasis brought forth their charisma of lin
eage as the descendants of the seventh Imam, Musa al-Kazim, which, as Kasravl 
has shown, was in fact forged, but was nevertheless universally accepted.63 In the 
seventeenth century, both the devotional attachment to the Imams fostered by 
Akhbari traditionalism and the cult of the Imams as otherworldly saviors encour
aged by orthodoxy worked in the direction of enhancing the Safavid charisma of 
holy lineage.

Devotional attachment to the Imams enhanced the charisma of lineage of the 
Safavid dynasty and enhanced the propensity on the part of their Shicite subjects 
to accept the legitimation of their rule, as set forth in statements such as the fol
lowing by the historian of the reign of Shah Safi: “The relatedness of the Safavid 
Dynasty to the House of Prophecy and divinely ordained Sovereignty [vildyat\ , 
and to the Dynasty of Prophethood and Imamate is clearer to mankind than the 
shining sun.” 64

No doubt relying on the same popular sentiment, Suleyman begins a farman 
issued in 1684-85/1096 with the phrase “My Noble Forefather, My Glorious 
Great Ancestor.” 65

The charisma of holy lineage very effectively buttressed the legitimation of the 
ruler as the shadow of God on earth in accordance with the ethos of patrimonial- 
ism. At the same time, it legitimated the rulers’ caesaropapist pretensions. This 
additional boon, however, introduced a contradictory element into the Safavid 
normative order. To analyze this contradiction, let us return to our sixteenth- 
century sources. Emphasizing the Safavids’ charisma of lineage, the chroniclers 
sought to reconcile charismatic religio-political domination of the Shicite-Sufi 
extremists with the Imam! doctrine. This attempt bypassed the Imam’s function 
as the supreme authority in religious jurisprudence and dogma, which the Safavid 
monarch was not competent to exercise vicariously, and which Tahmasp came to 
concede to al-Karakl, the Mujtahid of the Age. However, the contradiction be
tween the extremist grounds of legitimacy of political rule and the logic of the 
Imam! doctrine, which these theorists sought unsuccessfully to overcome, did 
not pass unnoticed. It was clearly perceived and emphasized by the Sunni Mir 
Makhdum, who remarked that the Shicites are forced to admit that Tahmasp is 
not one of the twelve Imams, and are also forced to say that he is not a mujtahid; 
“yet they revere him with utmost veneration, believing him to be the Perfect 
Guide, the Pole and the Principle [of the universe].” 66 But the ordinary run of 
men were of course not unduly troubled by such inconsistencies.

Subsequently, in light of these contradictions, the excessive Mahdistic claims
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of Ismael I were modified into the claim that the Safavid shahs were the descen
dants of the Prophet and of CA1I and the vicars of the Hidden Imam, and ruling on 
his behalf. The shahs nevertheless arrogated to themselves the Imam’s attribute 
of Hsmat (sinlessness, infallibility).67 It should be emphasized again that it was 
this principle of Safavid legitimacy that was flatly incompatible both with the 
explicit tenets of Twelver Shicism and with its implicit profanation of political 
power. The inconsistency between the secularization of political rulership, as 
logically entailed by the doctrine of occultation, and the Safavids’ religious le
gitimation of their rule, amounted to the exploitation of the mahdistic tenet of the 
period of extremism as a most valuable normative asset. The might of the Safa
vids and their dynastic interest prevented the resolution of this inconsistency, but 
did not prevent it from constituting a latent source of tension which manifested 
itself from time to time in concrete events. For centuries to come, the constella
tion of political and hierocratic power in the polity did not allow the resolution of 
this contradiction.

The hierocracy of mullas, who certainly needed the support of the rulers to 
consolidate their position vis-a-vis the clerical estate and lacked political power 
and an independent ecclesiastical organization, condoned the Safavid shah’s 
caesaropapist legitimation consisting in their claims to vicegerency of the Hidden 
Imam (without, however, justifying it in their writings on political ethics or juris
prudence). As no organizational apparatus independent of the caesaropapist state 
existed, and faced with a powerful state, the nascent hierocracy could not exploit 
its domination over the masses at the psychological level as a secure basis for 
assertiveness. It compromised with ruling power in condoning its religious pre
tensions and caesaropapist legitimation. In fact, as we have seen, MajlisI was 
even happy to oblige and to grant Safavid rule full legitimacy, drawing largely on 
the political ethic of patrimonialism. However, it cannot be overemphasized that, 
even though sayings of the Prophet and the Imams are adduced to enjoin obedience 
to the temporal ruler, MajlisI endorsed the legitimacy o f kingship as temporal 
and not as religious and political rule. Accepting the principles legitimating the 
religious authority of the Safavid monarchs would have meant the endorsement 
of the heritage of extremism, which was in contradiction with the Shicite doc
trine and could therefore not be granted by its custodians. What MajlisI as the 
head of the hierocracy could and did do was to sanction the principles of legiti
macy of patrimonial temporal rule, which, as such, were compatible with the 
secularity of political rulership as implied by the logic of the Shicite doctrine.

Furthermore, there were occasions on which the Safavid claims to supreme 
religio-political authority were not even condoned but were rejected outright. 
We know from Chardin’s copious account that under cAbbas II, who decidedly 
favored the gnostic philosophers and the mystic virtuosi and from whom the 
dogmatic party could not hope for much, these claims came under the latter’js fire 
of attack:
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How can it be possible, says the men of the church, that these impious 
kings, who are not constrained by the Sacred Law [nd-muqayyad] . . .*[who 
are] wine drinkers, and transported by passion, be the vicar$ of God; and 
that they have communication with heaven to receive the necessary light for 
the conduct of the believers?

Furthermore, claimed the dogmatic party, these kings hardly know how to 
read. How can they dispel the doubts of the believers?68 As is bound to happen in 
ideological confrontations of this kind, the parties could not hesitate to exploit 
their opponents’ principles if it suited them, and the assertion of the religio- 
political nature of supreme political authority was highly suitable for (unprin
cipled) exploitation by the dogmatic party. Commitment to logical rigor and con
sistency on the part of the worldly ambitious among the mujtahids would not get 
in the way of their giving tacit encouragement to the view that they were sinless 
(or infallible), and that their existence was due to the grace that is incumbent 
upon God.69 (In doing so, they were taking a leaf out of the book of the royal 
beneficiaries of the extremist heritage and arrogating to themselves qualities at
tributed to the Imams.) In a similar vein, they would press forward to assert that 
“the supreme throne of the universe belongs only to a mujtahid, . . .  a man of 
sanctity and science. However, as the mujtahid is peaceable, he should have a 
king at his service to exercise his sword in the cause of justice as his minister.” 70 

It should be emphasized that in putting forward their political counter-claims, 
the party of religious professionals was acting in its strategic interest in exploit
ing the flaws of the Safavid principles of legitimacy, which were the vestiges of 
extremism. It was according to these principles, and not on the basis of any 
Shicite doctrine, that they asserted a mujtahid would be better qualified to rule 
than the king. The stance was no doubt profitable to the dogmatic party in their 
political struggle against the secularist c Abbas II, but it could not be said to have 
been taken in accordance with Shicite doctrine. In fact, given the absence of any 
jurisprudential theory of vicegerency, what seemed more consistent with the 
Shicite theological tenet of lutf-—that the grace of God made the existence of 
the Imam necessary for every age— was the assertion made in the same period by 
the royalist Mulla Muhammad Baqir Sabzavari, the Shaykh al-lslam of Isfahan 
and a man of far greater intellectual stature than Mulla Qasim, who agitated 
againstcAbbas II. In the Rawdat al Anwar cAbbasi, Sabzavari states:

No time is devoid of the existence of the Imam, but in certain periods the 
Imam is absent from the eyes of the human beings for some reasons and 
expediencies, but even then the world is prospering thanks to the emanation 
of His existence. . . . Now in this period where the Master of the Age . . . 
is absent, if there be no just and judicious king to administer and rule this 
world, the affairs will end in chaos and disintegration, and life will become 
impossible for everybody. But it is inevitable, and imperative, for people [to
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be ruled by] a king who will rule with justice and follow the practice and
tradition of the Imam,71

In any event, we know that the opinion of the mullas of the dogmatic party 
changed drastically once, under the leadership of MajlisI, they had gained the 
support of the monarch in their fight against the gnostic philosophers within the 
hierocracy. What the party of the dogmatic fuqaha were appealing to when in 
opposition was the extremist-type religiosity and gullibility of the masses, whose 
persistence was detected by Du Mans. According to Du Mans, this doctrinally 
undisciplined propensity could be activated by a mujtahid (we know that in fact it 
could be activated by any mulla or any sayyid) who, by claiming to be the 
janishin-e imam (vicegerent of the Imam) could entice the populace and “gather 
the people behind him like another Orpheus,” a possibility of which political au
thorities were very mindful.72 Another source leaves us in no doubt that MajlisI 
the Elder was the object of extremist adulation by the gullible masses. Mir Lawhl 
disappropvingly reports the rumor circulating among the “common people, 
more benighted than cattle,” that when MajlisI returned from Mecca, Imam Hu- 
sayn and the Hidden Imam were seen holding his stirrups! After Majlisi’s death, 
his coffin was broken to pieces by the populace, and the pieces were worn as 
amulets.73

The anomaly of the Safavid period was not the absence of political pretensions 
on the part of the hierocracy (as is implied by the current views of the political 
implications of Shicism), but the religious pretensions of the Safavid rulers, 
which were a vestige of Shicite extremism. However, even though the structure 
of domination that prevailed in the Safavid period contained a fundamental con
tradiction, it was highly stable. The contradiction remained unresolved because 
of the supremacy of the state, a supremacy that rested not only on overwhelming 
de facto power but also on the solid normative foundation of the patrimonial po
litical ethos, in turn buttressed by the rulers’ charisma of lineage as alleged de
scendants of the Seventh Imam.

It is therefore not surprising that the Safavid dynasty lasted over two centuries, 
and that its unrivaled legitimacy tenaciously persisted even after its overthrow by 
the Afghan invaders. In addition to the numerous contenders who claimed Safa
vid descent during the prolonged aftermath of the Afghan invasion, it should be 
remembered that half a century after the fall of Isfahan, Karim Khan Zand 
(1750-79), who never assumed the title of shah, ruled as vakil al-racayaf and 
would rebuke whomever called him king, reminding them that the king, Ismaffi 
III the Safavid, was in Abadeh (where he lived as a confined figurehead on a 
pension making knives); he would add that he himself was IsmacQ Ill’s steward 
Ckadkhuda).74 We may even go further and speculate that many of the false pre
tenders to Safavid descent through the interregnum were the types of local leader 
who would have claimed mahdihood in a different period.
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The continuity with extremism in the Safavid principles of legitimacy made 
for the intrusion of religion into the structure of political domination. The vir
tually complete separation of the political and religious spheres implied by the 
pattern of the Shicite doctrinal belief system found a very imperfect translation in 
the societal structure of domination. The societal structure of domination re
sisted change in the direction of greater congruence with the normative logic of 
Twelver Shicism because of the contrary prevalence of domination on the basis 
o f charisma o f lineage, both at the apex of the body politic with the ruling dy
nasty and at the intermediate level with the clerical notables who persisted side 
by side with the professionalized hierocracy and whose members put forward an 
antijuristic religious doctrine of their own in the form of Akhbari traditionalism.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Shicism , the Patrimonial Political Ethos, 
and Sociopolitical Action

In the preceding chapters we have reviewed the two independent components 
of the normative order governing action in the political sphere: The ethos of patri- 
monialism and the political ethic of Shicism. It is now time to consider the re
spective bearing of these components on practice, that is, their respective influ
ence on action in the political sphere. We shall begin with an examination of the 
directive influence upon societal action of the Shicite ethos, and of the ethos of 
patrimonialism. (“Religiously relevant” societal action in the form of the reli
gious policy of the Safavid state and instances of “communal action” in the case 
of “politically conditioned” religious movements such as the Nurbakhshiyya and 
the Nicmatullahiyya were dealt with in chapter 4.)

8.1 Shicism, the Patrimonial Ethos, and Societal 
Action

8.1.1 Royal Enactments and Reglementations

The determinative imprint of the norms of the patrimonial ethos on these en
actments and administrative instructions is unmistakable, though incidental ex
hortative references are also made to the Qur’an, such as the verse, “Verily God 
commands justice and charity and forbids tyranny” ; a verse that in fact encapsu
lates the general principles of the patrimonial ethos.1 The ethical content of these 
principles consists in exhortations to the governor to take care of the weak and 
the poor in particular, and to protect the subjects in general. Except for the* spe
cifically religiously oriented enactments to be considered presently, no material 
religious influence is detectable. This is the case even with the enactments of 
Tahmasp, the most pious of the Safavid monarchs. In three farmans inscribed in 
the main mosque of Kashan (1526, 1572, and 1573), which deal with a range of
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general topics, only at one point is the sacred law mentioned, and then in con
junction with justice as the means of extirpating oppression (zulm). For the rest, 
the farmans are overwhelmingly couched in terms drawn from the theories of 
kingship centering around justice and patrimonial charity.2 These same prin
ciples of the patrimonial ethos inform the reglementations of Tahmasp’s code for 
governors, the A?ln-e Shah Tahmasp. Of the sixty-nine articles, only two derive 
from the sacred law (the prohibitions of drinking and music making), while two 
(relating to inheritance of the heirless and the charitable care of the orphans) by
pass the provisions of the sacred law.3

We now come to a group of enactments that are specifically oriented to the 
enforcement of the provisions of the sacred law (religiously conditioned societal 
acts in our terminology). Their incidence depended largely on the piety of the 
person of the king, and they therefore abound during the reign of Tahmasp. After 
his famous repentance in 1534/941,4 Tahmasp issued farmans closing taverns, 
opium houses, gambling houses, and brothels, consciously foregoing the consid
erable taxes (2,000 tumdns) accruing to the royal treasury from these sources.5 In 
another farman inscribed in Kashan in that year, this time couched in terms of 
enjoining the good and forbidding the evil, shaving is also forbidden.6 The gover
nors were from time to time reminded to observe these prohibitions which “have 
by now [1570s] been observed for nearly forty years.” 7 Another pious king, Sul
tan Muhammad Khuda-Bandeh, also repented in 1583/991, manumitting thirty 
or forty slaves,8 and issued a farman forbidding wine drinking and pastimes pro
hibited by the sacred law.9 It should be noted that even in these cases of specific, 
religiously oriented societal action, the enactments also include references to the 
patrimonial ethos and enjoin the care of the subjects.10

Two unusual acts by the pious Tahmasp that are important for the consolida
tion of Shicism in a critical period should be mentioned. In 1555-56/963 he 
made his generals and notables repent collectively," and in 1568-69/976 he or
dered th e culama> and the men of learning to engage in preaching.12 Finally, one 
can mention c Abbas ITs decision to induce voluntary conversion of the Jews by 
means of monetary incentive. In this meritorious religiously oriented societal 
act, 2,000 Jewish households were paid two tumdns each for converting to Islam 
(the treasury also incurred the additional cost of foregoing the income for jizya 
previously levied on the new converts as the “protected people of the book”) .13

8.1 .2 Personal Acts o f Piety by the King and the 
Members o f the Royal Household

As patrimonialism is sociologically characterized by the treatment of the king
dom as an extension of the household of the king,14 we may consider the acts of 
the kings and their immediate siblings as “societal.” Of these acts, a distinct 
group can be considered religiously oriented. This group includes pilgrimage to 
and repair of important shrines and to a lesser extent mosques, creation of reli
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gious endowments, and sponsorship of religious charities. When undertaken by 
the monarchs themselves, these had the important incidental effect of enhancing 
their legitimacy (which they quite possibly took into account). In the case of the 
female members of the royal household, however, the exclusively religious moti
vation of these pious acts is easier to discern.

We are told that Tahmasp paid 80,000 tumans per annum to the holy shrines, 
including five tumans a day to the shrine of Mashhad, to be spent on food and 
beverage for charitable distribution.15 cAbbas I twice undertook pilgrimages to 
Mashhad on foot, and in 1015 munificently endowed the shrine of the Eighth 
Imam in Mashhad with his vast estates, urban property, and much of his jewelry 
and other belongings.16 In 1622-23/1032 he went on pilgrimage to the shrines of 
the Imams in Arabian Iraq.17 Shah §afi, after the conquest of Hilla in 1631/1040, 
visited the shrine of Imam Husayn in Karbala and renovated the dome of the 
shrine of CA1I in Najaf.18

Tahmasp’s favorite sister, Sultamun, who died in 1561-62/969, made her en
tire estate, including her jewelry, into a religious endowment.19 The extant corre
spondence between Tahmasp’s wife and one of his sisters also indicates preoc
cupation with religious and charitable acts and with the repair of mosques.20 Last 
but not least, the pious mother of Shah Sultan-Husayn built the magnificent 
Madrasa-ye Madar-e Shah in Isfahan and endowed it generously.21

8.1.3 Religiously Conditioned and Hierocratic 
Action through the State

This category of societal action aimed at the enforcement either of morals or 
orthodoxy. Under the pious Tahmasp and his pious but ineffectual son Sultan 
Muhammad Khuda-Bandeh, religiously oriented societal action aiming at the en
forcement of the provisions of the sacred law emanated directly from the mon
arch. However, such action could also be initiated by clerical officials of the 
state. For instance, al-Karakl’s student, Amir Mucizz al-DIn Isfahan! (d. 1545- 
46/952), noted for his knowledge of the sacred law and his ethical rigorism, de
stroyed many “houses of sin” and sites of gambling, opium smoking, and wine 
drinking, and extirpated many a corrupt heretic.22 Under the seventeenth-century 
monarchs, this kind of action was initiated either by clerical officials or by the 
hierocracy. Thus, when cAbbas II in his early teens appointed Sultan al-cUlama5 

.grand vizier in 1645/1055 “to strengthen the pillars of the sacred law,” wine 
drinking and prostitution were forbidden by a royal decree. A number of Arme
nians were also forbidden to make sheepskin coats for sale to Muslims, even 
though this measure cost royal treasury much in foregone revenue.23 The first act 
of the triumphant hierocracy under MajlisI was the decree prohibiting wine 
drinking, issued by Shah Sultan-Husayn at his request. Six thousand bottles of 
prime wine from the royal cellars were broken, and the prohibition was severely 
enforced.24
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Under Shah $afl, the Shicite culama> fulminated against the ruler’s commis
sioning of a translation of the Revival o f the Religious Sciences by the Sunni 
thinker al-Ghazali, and demanded repressive measures against the Sunnis. How
ever, Safi paid no heed to their demands and they had to content themselves with 
writing polemical tracts against Sunnism.25 Some six decades later, under Sultan- 
Husayn, they were to have their way. The final wave of persecution of Sunnism 
thus came with the final triumph of the Shicite hierocracy. As the Skaykh al-lslam 
of Isfahan, MajlisI pursued a vigorous policy of suppression of Sunnism and the 
conversion of Sunnis and other religious minorities. Persecutions are reported in 
the Sunni region of Laristan26 and elsewhere.27 The sources make clear that not 
all the 70,000 non-Shicites, whom the author of Qisas al-'Ulama? accredits Maj
lisI with having converted, accepted Shicism nonviolently, and merely by reading 
the massively voluminous popularized religious writings bearing his name.28 In 
1671-72/1082, we hear of a request for Shicite missionaries for the region of 
Badakhshan in Afghanistan being granted by Shah Suleyman.29 Shicite mission
ary activities coupled with persecution of Sunnism can be presumed to have been 
intensified after Majlisl’s appointment as the Shaykh al-lslam of Isfahan. In fact, 
the repression he instituted can be counted as an important cause of the discon
tent of the Sunni population of Afghanistan, which led to the Afghan invasion 
and the overthrow of the Safavid dynasty.30

As was the case with the final suppression of Sunnism, the last wave of per
secution of Sufism was initiated and carried out at the instigation of the Shicite 
hierocracy. The Safavid state had no political motive for suppressing the individ
ualistic ascetic, antinomian, or intellectualist Sufism of the second half of the 
seventeenth century, and, under cAbbas II, greatly encouraged it. However, as 
we have seen, these varieties of Sufism came under the heavy attack of the emer
gent Shicite hierocracy. There were sharp clashes between the dogmatic culama5 
and the Sufis during the reign of Suleyman.31 Chardin relates the incident of a 
faqih being dragged down from the pulpit and beaten by four or five Sufis in his 
audience when he declared the shedding of the blood of Sufis lawful.32 With the 
ascendancy of hierocracy under Sulfan-Husayn, persecution of the Sufis was in
stituted by MajlisI, who obtained a decree from the shah for their expulsion from 
the capital.33 The persecution was continued by the first two Mulla-bashis,34 men 
of similarly rigid and dogmatic frame of mind, the latter of whom was apparently 
not even loath to commit acts of violence personally.35

8.1.4 Military Action

Military orgiasticism of the fanatically devoted tribal military force with which 
IsmacIl built his vast empire is illustrated in some detail by the contemporary 
sources. The following is an account of the chiliastic enthusiasm of the Qizilbash:

. . . many of [the Qizilbash warriors] enter into battle without armour, ex
pecting their master Ismael to watch over them in the fight. There are also

191



C hapter Eight

those others who go to battle without armour . . . rushing with naked breasts, 
crying, “Schiac, Shiac.” The name of God is forgotten throughout Persia 
and only that of Ismael remembered; if any one falls when riding or dis
mounted he appeals to no other god but Shiac [shaykh or shah]. . . .36

In accounts of the battles given in the Ross Anonymous, prostrations and ex
cited cries of “may my life be sacrificed for my Murshid” upon IsmaTl’s appear
ance would precede the march to the battlefield.37

Nor could the military orgiasticism of the Qizilbash, drawing on central Asias- 
tic shamanism, be considered in any way religiously disciplined. According to an 
eyewitness at the Battle of Marv (1510/916), after striking down his Uzbek arch
enemy, Shaybak Khan, IsmaTl turned to the Sufis and cried: “Whoever loves my 
head should eat of the flesh of this enemy,” whereupon a crowd of Qizilbash 
Sufis descended like vultures upon the bloody and soil-covered corpse, fighting 
among each other with drawn swords for a morsel of the corpse’s flesh.38

Under Tahmasp certain aspects of military action came under ethical regula
tion, though it is difficult to determine when and how. In the last two decades of 
Tahmasp’s reign, the jurists apointed qadlmucaskar (army judge) begin to figure 
prominently among the elite. During the Qizilbash interregnum, the importance 
of the office of qadl mucaskar reached its height. It declined thereafter under 
cAbbas I. Strong emphasis is placed on the lawfulness of the appropriation of 
booty and captured women and children in the chronicles.39 The jurists ruled that 
the Imam had made his share of captured women and children lawful as slaves to 
the Shicites during the occupation.40 The detailed treatment of jihad in the Jamic 
cAbbasl, by affirmation as well as by judicious omission, sanctions the appropria
tion of sons and wives of Christians, since Christians are “people of the book” 
who have become harbl.41

However, the effectiveness of this ethical regulation depended on the mainte
nance of military discipline in general and had to be enforced from above. This is 
clearly borne out by an instance of the breakdown of military discipline that led 
to the massacre of the inhabitants of the old Shicite city of Sabzavar during the 
Qizilbash interregnum (1583/991). In this case, despite the exhortation of the 
culama? attached to the army, large-scale massacre, rape, and enslavement of 
boys and girls took place.42 As one contemporary historian remarked about this 
flagrant violation of the dictates of the sacred law: “In short, what the Muslims 
do to th^Qeorgian nation and the kuffar-e harbl, the Qizilbash group did unto the 
innate Shicites of that city.” 43

c Abbas Fs military reforms, especially the creation of a largely Georgian slave 
army and the recruitment of sedentary Persians,44 entailed considerable rational
ization of military organization. Furthermore, military forces came to include 
many recently islamized men, and men from urban backgrounds to whom the 
Qizilbash tradition of military chiliasm was most probably alien. Military action 
was largely secularized. Nevertheless, the army judge and his delegates contin
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ued to function in the army in the seventeenth century.43 Though the office of 
qadi mucaskar was never abolished, the description of his minor administrative 
function (of underwriting the soldiers' pay drafts) at the end of the Safavid era 
makes it clear that the religious aspects of this office had become less significant.46

8,1.5 Fiscal Action
One of al-Karakl’s first acts in his attempt to weave Imam! Shicism into the 

fabric of the Safavid body politic was to write a treatise on the lawfulness of 
khardj (the land tax), by far the most important source of state revenue in a pre
dominantly agrarian empire. Like his Ottoman counterpart Abu’l-Sucud some 
half a century later,47 al-Karak! set out to prove that the khardj was lawful; that 
is, in accordance with the sacred law.

In a preliminary manner, khardj is differentiated from the religious taxes 
(khums and zakat), and is said to be payable to the state. Different categories of 
land are described, and the land of the Safavid domains is said to belong to the 
category of maftuh cunwatan9 on which the khardj is leviable:48 “The land tax and 
dues are like rent and therefore determinable by custom”*9 Whether or not it is 
wrongly appropriated by a tyrannical ruler (sultan yVP/r), who would be respon
sible before God for the wrong appropriation, its payment remains an ethically 
incumbent obligation (haqq sharH) upon the cultivator, as it corresponds to the 
right of God, and “it is not permissible for he upon whom the khardj . . .  is 
incumbent to steal it or to repudiate it.” 50 Thus the payment of the khardj to the 
ruler, at the rate determined by custom, is incumbent upon the cultivator during 
the occultation of the Imam. This is so because the khardj belongs to the Shicite 
community as a whole and not to the ruler, who is merely its caretaker.

As we have seen, al-Karakl’s chief rival within the hierocracy, Al-QatifT, put 
forward a detailed refutation of al-Karakl, but it is very doubtful if the latter’s 
views were allowed to find any currency among the people, whereas we know 
from the tract written by Ahmad Ardablll some few decades later, upholding 
al-QafTffs basic position, that the collection of the khardj was legitimized on 
the basis of al-Karakl’s treatise. Ardablll’s ruling that the payment of the khardj 
is not incumbent upon the cultivator51 was in turn refuted by a certain Shaykh 
Majid al-Shaybanl, who reaffirmed al-Karakl’s basic contentions that the khardj 
is like legally contracted rent, and its payment is incumbent even if it is collected 
by a tyrannical ruler. In his argument, Shaykh Majid also invoked the authority 
of the second martyr,52 who, as we know, had gone even further than al-Karakl in 
legitimizing the khardj.53

Unlike some ambiguous modernist' attempts to bring fiscal action within the 
scope of the sacred law by admitting only the legitimacy of zakat as the Islamic 
(i.e., religious) form of taxation, al-Karakl expressly states that land taxation 
belongs to the realm of the customary (curf)t its rate being accordingly deter
minable by custom (fifteen percent of the product appears to have been the basic

193



C hapter E ight

rate at the time54 and is as such sanctioned by al-Karakl). Al-KarakI is not ex
tending religious law into the sphere of political economy; rather, recalling the 
distinction between the legitimatory power of the hierocracy over the secular 
spheres of life and their sacralization, we can see that this endeavor consists in 
supplying a hierocratic legitimization of secular land tenure and taxation.

Of course, once this legitimization was put forward in writing by the most 
eminent of the Shicite jurists, the ideologues of the state would not hesitate to 
assert that land taxation was in accordance with “the SharPa of the Prophet.” 55 
Furthermore, al-Karakfs treatise established kharaj as a more legitimate form of 
taxation than other imposts. Thus, after one of his many dreams of the Hidden 
Imam in 1565/972, Tahmasp would abolish the remainder of the tamghavat—  
levies on crafts and commerce— that were not explicitly justified by al-Karakl, 
and his official historian would write that he had abolished all the levies that were 
not established in Jacfari (i.e., Imam!) Shicism. Here an appeal to the patrimonial 
ethos is made side by side with stress on the conformity of taxation with the 
provisions of the sacred law. In the determination of taxes and state imposts, 
Tahmasp is said to have applied the code (qanun-namcheh) of Uzun Hasan 
Aqquyunlu, “who was the most just of the kings on the earth.” 56 In actual prac
tice, the provisions of the sacred law did not affect either the basic rates of taxa
tion or the arbitrary additional levies of various governors, both of which came to 
be variously “determined by custom,” and in fact increased in the seventeenth 
century.57 Insofar as normative considerations played a part in taxation, as dis
tinct from maximum taxability and degree of control of central government and 
the like, these were the norms of fairness and substantive justice belonging to the 
patrimonial ethos.

8.1.6 Sacred Law and Patrimonial “Custom” in 
the Administration o f Justice

In chapter 5 , 1 emphasized the trend toward the continuous decline in the im
portance of the office of the qadis throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth cen
turies. This decline, together with important inherent characteristics of the Shicite 
legal system discussed in chapter 1, the role of the sacred law and of the religious 
courts in the overall Safavid system of administration of justice, was relatively 
unimpressive. By the second half of the seventeenth century, as Chardin would 
note, unlike the old times, the qadis had very little power,58 and played a second
ary role in the administration of justice. Their functions, as specified by the con
temporary sources, were confined to the following: marriage and divorce, divi
sion of inheritance, preparation and endorsement of deeds of sale,59 issuance of 
burial permits, certification of legal maturity (i.e., puberty [bulugh\)9 and manu
mission.60 In addition, diverse cases of litigation were brought before the qadis or 
the Shaykh al-Islams and the sadr, who also had religious courts of an informally 
higher status. According to Chardin, cases of divorce were the most usual.61
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The impact of the sacred law on social practice was also restricted by the in
significance of the muftis, whose influence on the development of law we have 
noted. According to Du Mans, the mufti, whose function is the declaration of 
what is “lawful” and “unlawful” and the issuance of legal opinions, is an impor
tant officer in Tltrkey: “Here, he is a miserable snake whom even his neighbors 
hardly know.” 62 Du Mans also cites instances of employment of hiyal to give 
legal form to usurious transactions.

By contrast, secular, patrimonial administration of justice overwhelmingly 
predominated over the hierocratic administration of the sacred law. Chardin re
marks that despite easy access, recourse to the religious tribunals; were infre
quent. By contrast, the massive bulk of the cases referred to the secular tribunals 
is striking. There were usually 7,000 or 8,000 and at times over 10,000 plaintiffs 
at the king’s court. Not surprisingly, therefore, the secular administration of jus
tice prevailed over the hierocratic “without the slightest resistance” despite the 
hypothetical supremacy of the sacred law. There were no conflicts between the 
religious (shart) and the customary (curfT) tribunals, and the former dared not 
protest against the encroachments of the latter especially as the qadis depended 
on temporal power for the execution of their verdict.63

What then were the characteristics of the patrimonial administration of justice 
that overwhelmingly dominated the Safavid judiciary organization, and what 
were the normative principles governing it? Here, Weber’s admirable character
ization of the patrimonial administration of justice of the “patriarchal” variety 
(as distinct from the “estate” type) is borne out at every point. As Weber noted, 
under patrimonialism, the distinction between administrative and judiciary is 
completely blurred and the administration of justice is subsumed under the ruler’s 
“regulations” containing general directives to the officials of his realm.64 This is 
well illustrated by Tahmasp’s code— the A'iti-e Shah Tahmasp— which consists 
of sixty-nine reglementations to the officials of his realm in which fairness in the 
administration of justice is incorporated in the general directives on just and be
nign administration, regulation of prices and care, and protection of the poor. 
The same is true of Tahmasp’s directives to individual governors.65 The code also 
illustrates the substantive character of the patriarchal administration of justice 
centering on social justice and welfare. According to Weber, “in purely patri
archal administration of the law, the law is . . . thoroughly informal, as far as 
one may speak of law at all under such a system of pure ‘regulations.’ ” Thus, 
monarchical patriarchalism, in striving for substantive justice, deprives law of its 
specialized character in order to formulate reglementations in such a way as to 
instruct the officials and enlighten the subjects.66 Tahmasp’s code was in fact in
scribed in stone in the major cities.67

The Safavid secular tribunals werelhoorganizational embodiments of the patri
monial ethos. The supreme tribunal was that of the king, usually hekhby his 
delegate, the Divan-begl, or the secretary of the divan-e aHa at the gates of the
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royal palace. A distinctive feature of Safavid patrimonialism was the monarch’s 
exclusive prerogative of passing the death sentence on a subject. In theory, it was 
possible to appeal to the king as the father of his subjects against all authorities, 
administrative or judiciary, and the plaintiffs could and did appear individually or 
en masse at the gates of his palace to make their complaints heard. In the cities 
other than the capital, provincial governors represented the king at the secular 
tribunals.68

Some of the cases brought before the secular tribunals concerned administra
tive matters, complaints against the officials, and taxation.69 Another important 
group of cases had to do with criminal justice. As we have seen, the self-imposed 
idealistic limitation on the part of the jurists— as, for instance, reflected in the 
reiterated rules of evidence in Jamic cAbbasi70—relegated this branch of admin
istration of justice to the secular tribunals, which were in this capacity also re
ferred to as the courts of the “four crimes” (<ahdath-e arbaca).lx According to 
Chardin, criminal justice was exercised entirely independently of the sacred law 
by the Qurf magistrates, composed of the president of the Divan, the governor of 
the town, and the supervisor (nazir) of the king, who ruled by maxims founded 
on customs.72

Consonantly with the patrimonial ethos, great emphasis was put on the re
sponsibility of governors for the safety of the roads and security within the cities. 
This accounts for the great security of roads at the end of Tahmasp’s reign and 
throughout the seventeenth century. An ordinance of Suleyman restated that the 
governors were responsible for compensating losses due to robbery.73 Crimes 
against public order, including drunkenness, were severely punished, and the 
worst forms of capital punishment were reserved for highway robbers. Again, as 
a result of the tight ethical regulation of “fair” prices, weights, and measures, 
those selling short measures or above the tariff were also severely punished.74

Having delineated the secular judiciary organization, we may end by pointing 
out the role played by the $adr and his provincial deputies in the legitimization of 
secular administration of justice— a role akin to the hierocracy’s legitimatory 
function in the political and fiscal spheres. The sadr-e khassa sat at the divan- 
begVs supreme tribunals and put his seal to his verdicts. His deputies in the pro
vincial cities (sing. naHb al-sadara) similarly sat at the criminal (ahdath) courts 
of the governors and sanctioned the latter’s sentences.75 Over and above their le
gitimatory function, individual members of the hierocracy also on occasion took 
part in certain patrimonial judiciary processes. For example, a/arm an issued by 
Shah Sultan-Husayn in 1695/1107 includes the Shaykh al-Isldm of Gilan in a 
commission of inquiry appointed to investigate a complaint by a number of sub
jects from that province.76 But such incorporations of the members of the hieroc
racy into the patrimonial judiciary process were in no way as common as in the 
Ottoman Empire.
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8.2 Religion and Communal Action

8.2.1 Extremism and Political Rebellions

Although, as we have seen, the suppression of extremism had gone a long way 
under Tahmasp, communal action motivated by popular Sufi and extremist reli
giosity reappear in the political arena during the Qizilbash interregnum and in 
sporadic instances thereafter during the reigns of c Abbas I and Safi. Though the 
mahdistic tenet was not explicitly activated in all instances, Shicite-Sufi extrem
ism is unmistakably the hallmark of all these political rebellions.

A set of rebellions occurred after the death of IsmaTl II in 1577 in which it was 
not the Hidden Imam’s but IsmaTl ITs alleged parousia that triggered off com
munal political action! After IsmaTPs death, rumors spread that he had not died 
but had gone into “concealment” (ghdHb shodeh) and would soon reappear 
(zuhur khahad kard) in Anatolia or India. For the first time in Sabzavar, a Qalan- 
dar dervish claimed to be IsmaTl, and then another in Hamadan.77 Then came the 
most important of the pseudo-IsmaTls, another Qalandar in Kuh Glluyeh who 
resembled IsmaTl II in appearance and rose (khuruj kardeh) with 10,000 men 
who accepted his claim to be IsmaTl. He became known as Shah-e Qalandar and 
also as Shah IsmaTl-e Qatll, captured territory bordering on Dizful and Shushtar, 
struck coins in his name, and ruled “with utmost ease and felicity” 78 for some 
years until he was captured and decapitated in 1582/990. His head was sent to 
the capital upon a spear and his territory recaptured.79

There may also have been other instances of appearances of peudo-IsmaTls 
because we are told that during the first four or five years of Sultan Muhammad’s 
reign there was much talk about IsmaTl among the people.80

In the rebellions under c Abbas I and Safi, the activation of the mahdistic tenet 
was much more explicit. In 1620/1029, a certain Sayyid Muhammad, claiming 
descent from Shaykh §afi, rose as an antimonarch in Gilan. He called himself the 
“Messenger of the Lord of the Age” (rasul-e hadrat-e sahib al-amr), appointed 
khalifas, and issued farmans in a kingly fashion. Sayyid Muhammad and his fol
lowers were eliminated by Shah cAbbas.81 This case illustrates that an extremist 
claim to legitimacy of political authority could henceforth be put forward only in 
revolutionary defiance of the Safavid normative order, and would be suppressed 
by the military force upholding it. Thus, when in 1631/1041 yet another attempt 
was made to harness extremist religiosity for chiliastic political action in revolu
tionary defiance of Shah $afl, the same ruthless fate awaited the new claimant to 
mahdihood. A certain Darvlsh Rida attributed to himself the power of “revela
tion and charismata” (hashfva karamat). Not unlike Mushacshac and IsmaTl'I, 
he put forward a nuanced claim: “at times he called himself the Deputy, of the 
Lord of the Age, and at times he claimed Mahdihood.” Darvlsh Rida had a fol
lowing among the Zanganeh tribe, but his uprising was speedily put down and he 
was killed.82 Thenceforth, the claimants to mahdihood had to find a more conge
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nial milieu. Thus we hear of a Shah cArif Darvish, reputedly descending from 
Shah Jasmasp, who claimed to be the “Mahdi of the End of Time” in Kashmir, 
and was as such revered with the sublime act of worship— prostration.83

8 2 2  The Nuqtavl Heresy

The military chiliasm of Qizilbash was not the only religious movement born 
out of the extremism of the fifteenth century. Another kindred phenomenon with 
a literate, urban following was the Nuqtavl movement. The Nuqtavl doctrine, 
formulated by Mahmud Paslkhanl, was a later offshoot of Hurufism. Mahmud’s 
follower, the Nuqtaviyya, preserved the Hurufls* numerological cabalistic empha
sis as well as the central belief in gnostic union with God through spiritual per
fection, while adding a pronounced belief in metempsychosis or transmigration 
of souls.84 In the sixteenth century the doctrine spread in Persian Iraq.85 Tahmasp 
took active measures to suppress the Nuqtavl movement during the last decade of 
his reign. The Nuqtavl poet Abu’l-Qasim Amri was blinded, in 1555-56/973, a 
Nuqtavl community near Kashan was massacred in 1575-76/983, and a number 
of the Nuqtavls of Qazvin were imprisoned. Nevertheless, Nuqtavism appears to 
have flourished after Tahmasp’s death. We hear of the Nuqtavl presence in Ka
shan during the Qizilbash interregnum and of a Nuqtavl rebellion under the lead
ership of the blind poet, Amri, in Shiraz a few years after c Abbas I’s ascension 
(1590-91/999).86 By the sixth year of ‘Abbas’s reign, the Nuqtavls under the 
leadership of Darvish Khusraw, were well established in the capital, Qazvin. Ac
cording to one account, some 200 persons were constantly present in their tekke, 
which was frequented by ‘Abbas himself, and consequently by a number of gen
erals and high government functionaries.87 Despite the subsequent rationaliza
tions of the chroniclers, it is clear that ‘Abbas was for a time keenly interested in 
the Nuqtavl doctrine.88 In fact, they considered him the “perfect trustee” (amln-e 
kamil) whose initiation was complete under the instruction of two dervishes who 
had attained unity with God.89 At the turn of the year 1002 (1593), the Nuqtavls, 
on the basis of their numerology, predicted the coming of the Lord of the Age, 
whose most likely incarnation was cAbbas himself. However, cAbbas’s official 
astrologer had a more ominous prediction based on the appearance of a certain 
star. The astrologer’s opinion finally prevailed upon cAbbas. He put one of the 
leading Nuqtavls on the throne as king and had him assassinated after three days, 
thereby fulfilling the astrologer’s prediction.90 Thereupon ‘Abbas embarked on a 
policy of ferocious suppression of the Nuqtavls. Darvish Khusraw was tried for 
heresy by an inquisitorial gathering of the culama\ and hanged. A prominent 
Nuqtavl physician, Mawlana Salman, was also condemned to imprisonment by 
the ‘w/am<P but put to death by ‘Abbas’s order. ‘Abbas also sent orders to Kashan 
and Isfahan for the extirpation of Khusraw’s followers, and killed the leader of 
the Kashan community with his own hands. Some years later he killed the two 
dervishes who had allegedly initiated him to the secret Nuqtavl teachings.91
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The suppression of the Nuqtaviyya indicated cAbbas’s definitive rejection of 
extremism and the adoption of an unmistakably antimillenarian religious policy 
in favor of the Shicite hierocracy. In 1594/1003, a large number of the culama? 
and theological students were lavishly entertained in Qazvin. Special royal favor 
was bestowed upon the eminent calim Shaykh Baha* al-DIn cAmili.92

As was pointed out, the Nuqtavl heresy, like its HurufI parent, was an urban 
religious movement adhered to by literate craftsmen, artists, and poets. With the 
persecutions initiated by Tahmasp and vigorously resumed by c Abbas, many Nuq- 
tavls, including a truly impressive number of poets, fled to India, Emperor Akbar’s 
land of religious freedom. Even though years later, in 1660, we still hear of a 
certain despised dervish-type group in Isfahan referred to as the Mahmudls, with 
ideas akin to those of the Nuqtaviyya,93 it is clear that the increasing prominence 
of the Shicite hierocracy in the polity had left relatively little room for aberrant 
sectarian groups.

8.2.3 Communal Action Led by ShiHte Clerics

Commenting on the (inevitable) tension between political and hierocratic 
domination, Weber remarks:

In general, the subjugation of religious to royal authority was most suc
cessful when religious qualification still functioned as a magical charisma 
of its bearers and had not yet been rationalized into a bureaucratic apparatus 
with its own doctrinal system— two usually related phenomena; subjugation 
was feasible especially when ethics or salvation were not yet dominant in 
religious thought or had been abandoned again. But wherever they prevail, 
hierocracy is often invincible, and secular authority must compromise with 
it. . . . But wherever religious charisma developed a doctrinal system and 
an organizational apparatus, the caesaropapist state, too, contained a strong 
hierocratic admixture.94

Although in the Safavid period religious charisma did not develop an organisa
tional apparatus independent of the state, it did possess a doctrinal system. 
Despite the accretion of quasi-magical and otherworldly cultic trappings in the 
course of its popularization, this doctrinal system still gave a prominent placp to 
the ethics of salvation. As the custodians of the Shicite doctrine, the individual 
members of the hierocracy felt constrained, to varying degrees according to the 
circumstances, to take up their obligation of enjoining the good and forbidding 
the evil by insisting on the observance of the ethics of the sacred law.

The ethics of salvation contained in the sacred law could, and at times did, 
give rise to oppositional communal action in the form of religiously motivated 
protest. It could thus constitute a source of tension between the dogmatic party of 
the emergent hierocracy and the state. Though the shah had the right to rule and 
could claim God’s blessing, he was in no way above the sacred law and could not 
infringe its rules with impunity. Though the Shicite culama? did not partake of the
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authority and the charisma of the Imam as the supreme political leader and were 
in no way entitled to political rule, they were privileged by their knowledge of 
the sacred law and could, in their capacity as its guardians and learned advisors 
to believers— in exactly the same way as their Sunni counterparts or Byzantine 
monks95— denounce any infringement of the sacred law by the ruler, and blast 
against the immoralities of the court.

It was not as rivals for political rule but as exponents of the Islamic ethic 
of salvation that the state had to contend with the “turbaned class.” This pre
sented no problem to Tahmasp and c Abbas I because of their great piety and their 
great power. With the less pious Safavid shahs, however, the problem arose 
occasionally.

The Safavid monarchs of the seventeenth century, in addition to their numer
ous wives and concubines, enjoyed the company of dancers and harlots. Above 
all they were very bibulous, not only privately but also in public. In fact, the 
sadr and the Shaykh aid slam of Isfahan had to be absent in many of the king’s 
official banquets so as not to be seen as giving their tacit approval to wine drink
ing— a blatant infringement of the sacred law.96

As cAbbas H’s official historian sychophantically put it, “even though He 
drinks ceaselessly from morning till evening, drunkenness is not shown on His 
face!” 97 Furthermore, the epicurian secularism o f cAbbas II, which found such 
physical embodiment as the sumptuous Garden of Peacocks (,tavus-khaneh) in 
Isfahan,98 was reflected in his preference for mysticism and in his unfavorable 
disposition toward the dogmatic party within the hierocracy. cAbbas II left the 
post of the sadr vacant for the last eighteen months of his reign, and the stringent 
economies introduced in his reform of the administration of the religious endow
ments can safely be presumed to have hurt dogmatic clerics more than the favored 
gnostic philosophers.99 All this sharpened the propensity of the party of dogmatic 
reaction to take up the ethically incumbent duties of enjoining the good and for
bidding the evil. During the last year o fcAbbas IPs reign, with the connivance of 
the Shaykh aid  slam of Isfahan and the Divan-begi, a certain Mulla Qasim, who 
had formerly been but a schoolmaster, started his public denunciation of ‘Abbas 
II in a suburb of Isfahan. He attracted many people to his sermons and preached 
that the king and his court were abominations: they were “violaters of the sacred 
law.” God would exterminate the accursed branch, establishing “another branch 
of pure Imams.” The branch he had in mind was to begin with the son of the 
Shaykh aid slam, who was a grandson of ‘Abbas the Great (and therefore pos
sessed the [sacred] charisma of Safavid lineage), and who, as the pious son of the 
foremost jurist, would not infringe the sacred law. The episode ended quite un- 
spectacularly. ‘Abbas II did no more than to banish Mulla Qasim from Isfahan to 
Shiraz and after six months of unrestrained preaching. The Shaykh a id  slam and 
his son threw themselves on the shah’s feet, were forgiven, and even received 
favors. Nothing was done to Mulla Qasim’s other benefactor, the Divan-begi.100

200



The Patrimonial Ethos and Sociopolitical Action

Let us digress briefly to comment on the prevalent view on Shicism and poli
tics, whose proponents indiscriminately cite the episode of Mulla Qasim, and 
Du Mans’s speculation regarding the possibility of a mujtahid leading communal 
political action as proof of the alleged illegitimacy of all government according 
to Twelver Shicism. On the basis of our analytical distinctions, we are able, first 
of all, to point out we are dealing with two types of action. The latter is akin to 
extremist communal action, which draws on ethically undisciplined religiosity, 
while the ethical motivation in the agitation of Mulla Qasim is quite clear. Sec
ond, neither of the two cases is relevant to the issue of legitimacy of government 
in Twelver Shicism. Du Mans’s hypothetical communal action does not stem 
from a challenge to the legitimacy of Safavid rule, but in accordance with ex
tremism and not Twelver ShiHte doctrine. As for Mulla Qasim, he did not chal
lenge the legitimacy either of the Safavid dynasty or of government in general, 
but attacked the king and his entourage for their infringements o f the sharFa. His 
agitation represents a type of phenomenon found in all world religions, when the 
ethics of salvation provides a religious source for oppositional communal action, 
typically led by low-ranking members of the hierocracy.101

There are also other instances of “religiously conditioned” and “politically 
relevant” communal action led by the culanuP. These are analytically less inter
esting. Some are haphazard: for example, during the political instability of the 
Qizilbash interregnum, we hear of communal political action in the form of riots 
led by a certain preacher (vdc/z), Mulla Hasan Khwansari, and a group of low- 
ranking religious men during the siege of Kashan.102 Others involved cases of 
bigotry and communal action with political repercussions. These consisted in the 
incitement of the populace against the religious minorities, as an example of 
which we may cite the attempt at coercive conversion of Donna Theresa, the wife 
of Sir Robert Shirley, after his death. The agitation involved the Shaykh al-Islam 
of Isfahan and a number of mullas, and would have cost Donna Theresa her life 
had political authorities not shown firmness.103 This latter type is more note
worthy as it presages the roles of the cw/amd5 as inciters of rabid bigotry against 
the Sufis and real and alleged Babls in the nineteenth century.
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World-rejecting Tendencies 
in the Shicite Religion

In contrast to primitive religions or cosmologies, the world religions of salva
tion have a clearly delimited religious sphere immediately relevant to the pursuit 
of salvation in relation to which the residual social institutions can be conceived 
of as the “world.” Not surprisingly, the “world” appears not only as the realm of 
the profane but also is negatively evaluated because activity within it is consid
ered a baneful distraction from the pursuit of salvation. In early Christianity, 
“with the idea of the sacerdoctal and sacramental Church as the civitas Dei, . . . 
the opposite idea of the ‘world’ as the kingdom of Satan in which there is nothing 
but perdition and impotence was intensified.” 1 

Although the conception of the church as the civitas Dei has no equiva
lent in Islam, the notion of “dunya” contrasted doubly to “ rff/i” (religion) and 
“ akhirat” (the hereafter), corresponds reasonably closely to its literal equivalent 
the “world,” and has been the object of instances of both rejection and subjuga
tion to religious governance in the history of Islam. Furthermore, in Islam as in 
Christianity, the state is clearly included among the institutions of the “world.”

9.1 Religious Rejection of Earthly Powers

9.7.7 In Theory

Tendencies in the world religions to reject the world have not spared kingship, 
the institution presiding over it. Given the age-old tendency toward political 
apotheosis in the form of sacral kingship, these world religions have at times 
been violent in this rejection.

Despite his generally erroneous view of kingship in ancient Israel, Frankfort 
correctly perceives this fundamental antipathy between sacral kingship and
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monotheistic religions. Such antipathy was entailed by the insistence of the 
Hebrew prophets on the uniqueness and transcendence of God: “The predomi
nant accusation of the prophets against the kings was faithlessness to Yahweh, a 
‘seduction’ of his chosen people (e.g. II Kings 21 :9-11) so that they followed 
the ways of the gentiles.”2 In Christianity, the most vehement rejection of earthly 
power is contained in the Book of Revelation, where it is presented as quintes
sential^ evil and opposed to the kingdom of God, being destined, therefore, for 
destruction by God at the climax of history when he lays bare his arm.3 Saint 
Augustine declares “the regnum, the state in the narrow sense of rule, [to be] 
essentially a great band of robbers, since it is devoid of justice or at any rate 
when it is devoid of justice.” 4 To take an example of antipathy to political power 
in Eastern Christianity, we may mention Athanasius (d. 373), who, in his His
tory o f the Arians “compared the Emperor with Ahab, with Belshazzar, and with 
the Pharaohs,” and considered him the forerunner of the Antichrist.5

Religious antipathy to political power entails a negative evaluation of the po
litical sphere. However, like so many other religious phenomena, antipathy to 
political powers has a Janus face. Monasticism and asceticism, the two most im
portant institutionalized forms of rejection of the world in Christianity, could, 
and under suitable circumstances did, change their posture from withdrawal from 
the world to the attempt to gain mastery over it.6 Likewise, the world-rejecting 
antipathy to political power may move from a position of rejection with a view to 
withdrawal from the political sphere to one of rejection with a view to subjuga
tion and subordination of political power. The more uncompromising position of 
withdrawal from the political sphere and avoidance of contact with political pow
ers appears to be tampered in the direction of subjugation only with the growing 
power of the hierocracy. There seems to be substantial agreement that the crucial 
transition in Western Christianity took place under Gregory VII (d. 1085). Ac
cording to Tellenbach,

Gregory stands at the greatest— from the spiritual point of view perhaps the 
only— turning point in the history of Catholic Christendom; in his time the 
policy of converting the world gained once and for all the upper hand over 
the policy of withdrawing from it: the world was drawn into the Church, and 
the leading spirits of the new age made it their aim to establish the right 
order in this united Christian world. In their eyes, however, the most imme
diate task seemed to be that of successfully asserting the supremacy of the 
“Servant of the servants of God” over the kings of the earth.7

In Shicism, by contrast, although movement in the direction of this transition 
is discernible with the emergence of an* autonomous hierocracy in the early dec
ades of the nineteenth century, antipathy to political power overwhelmingly took 
the form of rejection accompanied by pious withdrawal from politics. The at
tempt to subjugate and appropriate political power does not make its appearance
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until the present century (see the epilogue). By contrast, instances of antipathy 
to earthly power in the form of withdrawal from the political sphere abound 
throughout the period under consideration.

Early Islam was vehemently opposed to worldly kingship: “It could not but 
consider the application of the name king of kings (shahanshah) to any human 
being as obnoxious and blasphemous.” In a well-authenticated tradition, the 
Prophet is reported as saying: “The vilest [akhnac] name in the eyes of God on 
the day of resurrection is [that of] a man who calls himself king of kings [malik 
al-amlak]” (an early transmitter explains that the expression refers to 
shahanshah).8

Islam did not succeed in eradicating or modifying kingship, but the attitude of 
the Prophet persisted among his “depositories,” the cu l a m a Kulaynl strongly 
denounces those who seek worldly power. “The quest for (political) leadership” 
(talab al-ri’asa) is dealt with under kufr (infidelity, irreligion), and Imam Jacfar 
al-Sadiq is thus quoted: “He who seeks leadership perishes.” 9 It would be wrong 
to assume that the pious rejection of political power and its pursuit is specific to 
Shicism. Among the Sunnis too, one frequently comes across the view that the 
culamdy “are the depositories of the prophets; yet when they draw near to the 
rulers and take part in the dealings of this world they betray the prophets. One 
should beware of such scholars and avoid them.” 10 

The problem of the (lack of) propriety of the “association with the sultan” was 
often discussed in medieval legal and moral texts. Ghazall devotes a chapter of 
the Revival o f the Religious Sciences to the permissible and the forbidden in asso
ciation with tyrannical rulers. In it, he quotes the tradition attributed to the 
prophet by Abu Dharr: “whenever a man accedes to authority, he drifts away 
from God.” Ghazall goes on to argue that

when a religious scholar meets a corrupt ruler in public, he should honor 
him, so as not to incite to rebellion, which Islam strictly forbids. On the 
other hand, when meeting the ruler in private, the scholar must not even rise 
before him— in order to show him the superiority of religion.11

In a subsequent chapter on enjoining the good and forbidding the evil upon the 
amirs and the sultans, Ghazall cites another tradition: “the most excellent of the 
jihads is the utterance of truth in front of the tyrannical sultan.” 12

The separation of the religious sphere from the political reinforced the pious 
attitude of withdrawal from politics in Shicism. What perpetuated this separation 
and assured that it would be accompanied by a negative evaluation of the politi
cal sphere was the existence of the theory of imamate as a utopian substitute for 
political theory.

It is instructive to look up the Shicite interpretations of the “authority verse” 
(4:59) in the two major Qur'an commentaries of the sectarian period: al-TusI’s
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(d. 1067) Tibyan and al-TabrisI’s (d. 1153 or 1158) MajmcP al-Bayan. Both 
al-TusI and al-Tabrisi assert that “those in authority” (ulu’l-amr) are neither the 
secular rulers (amirs) nor the cularruP— neither of whom are immune from error 
and sin— but rather the infallible Imams.13

As is the case with the arguments in favor of divinely appointed imamate in 
general, these two most authoritative commentaries on the Qur’an put forward an 
invidious contrast with the actual ruler which entails a negative evaluation of po
litical power. By insisting that the true ulu’l-amr y those entitled to rule, are the 
long-dead or hidden Imams, but without clarifying their relationship to the actual 
holders of power and without elaborating on the latter’s functions and obligations 
either in connection with the notion of “trust” (amana) from the previous verse 
(4:58) or otherwise, al-Tusi and al-Tabrisi reinforced the gap between the actu
ality of political rule and the religious sources of normative orientation, a gap 
that was to remain unbridged. This detachment of the religious and political 
spheres entailed the rejection of earthly power and pious withdrawal from the 
political sphere.

Turning now to the Safavid period, in the Muqaddas’s commentary on the “au
thority verses” of the Qur’an in Zubdat al-BayanfiAhkam al-Qur'an, “ imamate” 
and “caliphate” are said to be among the “trusts” (amanat) to be returned to 
those entitled to them, but no other “trust” is mentioned.14 The Muqaddas vehe
mently attacks the Sunni interpretation of the authority verse as enjoining uncon
ditional obedience to the ruler even when he is tyrannical. However, to establish 
the illegitimacy of the commands of tyrannical ruler, he does quote, with at least 
partial implicit approval, the commentary of the Muctazilite Zamakhshari in 
al-Kashshafy which takes the phrase “those in authority” (ulu’l-amr) to refer to 
righteous princes (umara’ al-haqq) .15 This notwithstanding, he then turns to 
al-TabrisI’s above-mentioned interpretation, and concludes by affirming that the 
rulers cannot be considered on a par with God and his Prophet and therefore en
titled to the same kind of obedience. Therefore, the phrase “those in authority” 
must refer to the house of the Prophet— i.e., Fatima and the infallible Imams.16

Not only does the Muqaddas set Zamakhshari’s restriction of “those in au
thority” to the righteous prince in favorable contrast to the view of the Sunni 
apologists of absolute and unconditional obedience to any ruler, but in the ensu
ing sections he stresses the necessity of ruling with justice among men. Yet he 
does not move in the direction of elaborating a positive political ethic, and is 
content with the doctrine of imamate as a utopian substitute for political theory. 
This reliance on the doctrine of imamate in general and cAlid legitimacy in par
ticular as a pseudo-political theory of authority emerges even more clearly in 
another work, where the Muqaddas, in a typically Shicite polemic, attacks the 
Sunnis for restricting the conception of imamate to “apparent sovereignty” 
(saltanat-e zahiri)}1
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In short, Ardabffi’s commentary does not basically differ from those of TabrisI 
and Tusl. In all cases, we are given a utopian substitute for a theory of authority 
that presents temporal power in invidious contrast to historical imamate, thereby 
not only secularizing it but also evaluating it negatively.

9.1.2 In Practice

As we have seen, al-Karakl’s positive political attitude was staunchly criti
cized by Ibrahim al-Qatlfi and by Ahmad Ardablll, the Muqaddas, both of whom 
upheld the ideal of pious antipathy to political power, albeit from different mo
tives. The Muqaddas shunned all involvement with the rulers. Even though many 
other eminent culama3 did accept office under the Safavids, the justifications 
of cooperation with the temporal ruler were often conditional, cautious, and 
circumspect.

Many mujtahids were reluctant to accept governmental positions and open 
favors. The Shaykh al-BahaT reluctantly accepted the office of Shaykh al-Islam 
at the insistence of Shah c Abbas, but resigned after a brief period and could not 
be prevailed upon to accept an office again. Many other pious culama? regarded 
involvement in politics and association with the ruler with deep suspicion and 
moral disapproval. Shaykh Zayn al-DIn, the second martyr (d. 1557-58/965), 
attributed the decline in the authority of the men of religion {ahl-e din) to their 
involvement with men of the world (ahl-e dunya) and in worldly affairs. Two 
other famous Syrian mujtahids, Sayyid CA1I Nur al-DIn (d. 1657-58/1068) and 
his brother Sayyid Muhammad Shams al-DIn, fearing to be summoned b y cAbbas 
I and forced to associate with him, dared not undertake the pilgrimage to the 
shrine of the Eight Imam in Mashhad.18

It goes without saying that norms are often broken in practice. Yet their valid
ity as norms is all the more attested to if the norm-breakers acknowledge it. Even 
such an eminently political theologian as Majlis! felt constrained to pay lip ser
vice to the ideal of pious antipathy to political involvement, and wrote “on the 
iniquities of nearness to kings.” 19 When the office of the shaykh al-Islam of 
Isfahan fell vacant after the death of Majlisl’s successor Shaykh Jacfar Kamareh-I 
in 1703-4/1115, the first two candidates for the office firmly refused to accept 
it.20 A third candidate, whose nepotism and venality subsequently became evi
dent, accepted the office. However, the astrologer, the court historian, and an
other courtier had a secret bet with the king, believing that the “dignified and 
learned sayyid” could not be prevailed upon to accept the post.21

The author of Vaqayic al-Sanin, himself from a prominent family of clerical 
notables, in his moral evaluation of the prominent culanuP who occupied religio- 
administrative offices repeatedly states that the man in question “except for ac
cepting office, had no blemish.” 22 Conversely, the Safavid historians mention the 
cases of refusal to accept office, prebends, and gifts from the ruler by men of 
religion with the greatest admiration and as the sign of moral excellence and piety.
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The author of Habib al-Siyar, for instance, admires Qadi Na$rullah Baghdadi 
“who reached the limit of ijtihad,. . . [and] never accepted a land grant [sururg- 
Ad/].” 23 Another historian tells us of the eminent Mawlana Muhammad Muqim 
Yazdl, the “Honor of the Searchers [of truth] and the Proof to the Scholars of the 
Traditions,” who never accepted gifts, land grants, stipends, or supplemen
tary assistance from any king or from any sadr. Similarly, the less renowned 
Mawlana ‘Abdullah cAdil “never accepted stipends or supplementary assistance 
from kings or sadrs” 24

However, in reality only the elite (khavass) of the religious community could 
aspire to uphold the ideal of pious excellence. As for the laymen who could not 
boast of attaining such excellence, involvement with political power as such was 
not a necessary evil but a matter of religio-ethical indifference, regulated by the 
norms of the patrimonial political theory.

9.2 The Ethical Character of Shicite Jurisprudence 
in the Safavid Period and Its Inhibitory 
Consequences for the Rationalization of Legal 
Administration

There are instances in which the pious antipathy of the scholars to involvement 
in worldly affairs went so far as the refusal to engage in jurisprudence. The pious 
Ibn Tawus in the thirteenth/seventh century had a complete aversion to fiqh , 
which accounts for the absence of legal works in his very copious writings.25 The 
same attitude was no doubt shared by some of the Akhbari traditionalists of the 
seventeenth century. Nevertheless, in the Safavid period the formal recognition 
of ijtihad did facilitate the updating of law through the inclusion and extension or 
omission of topics. This was in fact done under the direction of Shaykh-e Baha’i, 
whose Jamic cAbbas!, as we have seen, became the official legal compendium in 
the seventeenth century. Jamic cAbbasl represents a serious effort to embrace the 
world and bring it under the normative governance of the sacred law. In each 
section, many relevant practical guidelines are appended to the formal ethical 
categories of the “incumbent,” the “commendable,” the “reprehensible,” and 
the “forbidden” under the rubric of “traditional practices” (sunnat), thereby 
granting recognition, and by clear implication assent, to many matters of practi
cal relevance not covered by the details of the sacred law. The positive attitude 
toward the administration of the sacred law is emphatic. Carrying out the duty of 
qadiship is declared “collectively incumbent” (vajib kifa?i)9 and under certain 
circumstances even “individually incumbent” (vajib cayni), and the acceptance 
of the office from a tyrannical ruler is declared permissible along the lines deter
mined by al-Murtada.26

Yet, despite Shaykh-e BahaTs intention and serious effort, he did not succeed 
in bringing the administration of the law within the jurisdiction of the qadis or in
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subjecting it to formal rationalization. The reason for this failure is to be sought 
in the self-limiting nature and aims of Shicite value-rational jurisprudence and 
the primacy of ethical considerations in the administration of justice.

First and foremost, the overriding ethical concern, the concern for implemen
tation of (substantive) justice in each concrete case, minimized the urge toward 
the rationalization of procedure. In Jamic cAbbasl, the function of the judge is at 
times not distinguished from that of the arbitrator, and the judge is urged not to 
refrain from “inculcating” and “guiding” the parties if he can do so with impar
tiality. The qadi is urged to annul his verdict if he subsequently comes across a 
contrary passage in the “sources” (the Qur'an, the traditions, or consensus) 
whether or not his verdict has in the meantime been confirmed by another judge. 
The same possibility of annulment seems to have existed in the cases where the 
probity of the witnesses subsequently became questionable.

The same moral concern gives a strongly personal character to the administra
tion of the sacred law. The person of the plaintiff, the person of the defendant 
(hence the importance of their presence) and the person of the witness(es) (hence 
the importance of their moral probity) completely eclipse the concern for objec
tive evidence and for written documentation. Even in cases of one-sided and two- 
sided transactions (iqdcat and cuqud), the production of the relevant documents 
is said to be inadequate and the presence and verbal testimony of the parties in
dispensable. Inordinate emphasis is put on the importance of swearing upon oath 
at the expense of objective evidence. Similarly the testimonies of the witnesses 
weighed according to their degree of moral probity (cadalat)> again without any 
concern for the assessment of objective evidence.

Another very interesting type of self-limitation consists of the judges’ attempt 
to keep in abeyance some of the specific commandments in the “sources” to 
which all Islamic jurisprudence is irrevocably and rigidly moored. The spe
cific Qur'an punishments for adultery, theft, and drunkenness in the hudud had 
throughout the ages posed a problem for the *qadi because of their excessive 
harshness. The Jamic attempted to circumvent the problem by citing among the 
“traditional practices” (sunnat), with obvious approval, the norm “that if some
one confesses to a hadd, the qadi should so act as to make it likely for him to 
deny it and be rescued from the hadd [punishment].” 27

Finally, we should mention a certain indifference to positivism induced by 
stereotypified formalism. Despite the expression of the necessity of the admin
istration of justice irrespective of the moral qualities of actual rulers, the Jdmic 
gives us a disquisition on the “three ways of confirming the appointment of the 
qadi by the Imam,” 28 imperturbed by its irrelevance during the occultation and in 
complete disregard of the actual procedures for the appointment of the qadis.

Turning now from theory to practice, there are indications that the jurists 
did conceive of the application of the sacred law in an imperfect world as inher
ently unpractical. Responding to the accusation that the paucity of judges in
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Shicite Iran left the execution of the provisions of the sacred law— especially the 
hudud— in abeyance, our Shicite polemicist took it for granted that even if 1,000 
qadis and mujtahids existed, they would not be able (mutamakkin) to implement 
the sacred law and his Sunni opponent would still be able to say that the com
mandments of the sacred law were not executed.29

The indifference of jurisprudential value-rationalism to administrative proce
dures left the judiciary processes extremely informal. Chardin was impressed by 
the extreme informality of legal procedures. He stated that the ease of pleading 
in Persia was the greatest in the world. The defendant is summoned by the qadi’s 
valet in the simplest manner.

There were advocates, but their role was very minor and their status low. In an 
amusing entry in his bibliographical compendium, NasrabadI mentions a certain 
Shaykh Allah Quit who frequented the houses of the qadis and would act as ad
vocate for people. He then makes the remark that “as this sort of thing comes to 
no good end, he became blind in both eyes and lived in utmost adversity.” 30 Dur
ing the hearing the qadi occasionally became angry and swore at the defendant.31 
Du Mans also noted the complete lack of procedural formality. There was no 
palace of justice. The qadi set in a room in his house, did not refrain from swear
ing, and pronounced his sentence summarily. Du Mans was also struck by the 
lack of rationality in the judiciary organization. There was no coordination be
tween the various judges, and a European-type hierarchical judiciary organiza
tion with rationalized possibility of appeals was totally absent.32 All this substan
tiates Weber’s proposition that the primacy of ethical considerations in theocratic 
administration of justice entails indifference or aversion to formalism.33

The restricted application of the sacred law through the hierocratic administra
tion of justice of course did not affect the sacred law’s supreme and unquestion
able legitimacy as divine ethico-religious law, nor its claim to the all-embracing 
ethical regulation of social life, both of which manifested themselves in a num
ber of ways. An interesting illustration of the latter point is to be found in Du 
Mans’s account of the revenues of the high functionaries of the Safavid state, 
whose earnings are divided into “lawful” ([halal) and “unlawful” (haram), with 
the respective figures being given separately in each case.34 As regards legit
imacy, many jurists would restrict it to the hierocratic administration of justice, 
and were reluctant to grant explicit legitimacy to “customary law” (curf) as ad
ministered by the temporal tribunals. In fact, according to Chardin, the pious 
Persians and the culamcP contrasted the verdicts of the cu tf tribunals to those of 
the religious courts, and considered them tyrannical.35

Thus in the administration of justice, as with government, an invidious dichot
omy between the religious and the temporal was created which entailed a nega
tive evaluation of the temporal, but no attempt was made to subjugate the latter 
to the former.
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The Safavids succeeded in establishing Shiism as the religion of their empire. 
Two factors stand out as the causal determinants of this process of religious evo
lution: “reason of state” or the political interests of the Safavid rulers, and the 
dogmatic and institutional interests of the nascent Shicite hierocracy. The first 
factor was operative from the outset; the second became so mainly in the latter 
part of the Safavid period.

The suppression of extremism was determined almost entirely by reasons of 
state, which were twofold. The first motive for the suppression was the need to 
rationalize the form of political domination into an enduring and stable structure 
suitable for the administration of a centralized empire, a need that was incom
patible with the intense and therefore volatile millenarian expectations associ
ated with extremism. The second related political motive underlying the sup
pression of extremism was the need for the institutionalized domestication of 
the sedentary as well as the nomadic tribal masses, which in turn required a 
more dogmatic and otherworldly type of religion than the this-worldly extremist 
millenarianism.

The suppression of Sunnism at the beginning of the sixteenth century, dictated 
by reasons of state, was achieved with much violence but very rapidly by IsmaTl I. 
However, before the consolidation of a Shicite hierocracy in Iran— that is, for 
over one and a half centuries following the establishment of the Safavid dynasty— 
while the gradual dissemination of the Shicite doctrine continued, the persecu
tion of Sunnism occurred only sporadically and on a limited local scale with no 
signs of general alarm and apprehension on the part of the state. The vigorous 
attempt at the systematic eradication of Sunnism, whose motivation was dog
matic and which proved politically disastrous, came much later. The massive re-
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pression of Sunnism, aiming at the imposition of doctrinal uniformity over the 
Safavid dominions, was initiated by the Shicite hierocracy in the closing decade 
of the seventeenth century, and was vigorously continued until the fall of Isfahan 
in 1722.

The suppression of Sufism took place in two distinct stages. The first, com
pleted under c Abbas the Great, consisted in the suppression of popular Sufism. It 
took the form of the eradication of the organized Sufi orders that presented a 
political threat to Safavid supremacy. The Safavid state, however, could afford 
to, and did, tolerate— and under c Abbas II actively encouraged— the apolitical 
“high” Sufism of the ascetic virtuosi and the mystically oriented literati.

The second stage of the suppression of Sufism, beginning under Suleyman and 
gathering momentum under Shah Sultan-Husayn, took the form of the repression 
of “high” Sufism or Hrfan. In marked contrast to the political motivation of the 
first stage, its motivating force was the dogmatic and institutional interest of the 
emergent Shicite hierocracy.

From its foundation to its very last days, the Safavid polity was unmistakably 
caesaropapist. The religious institutions were incorporated into the state. The 
rulers possessed great charisma of lineage as descendants of the Imams, and 
even claimed an attribute of the Imams: infallibility or sinlessness.

The normative governance of political action in the Safavid state had two dis
tinct bases: the ethos of patrimonialism and the Shicite religion. The former 
emerges as preponderant influence in the normative regulation of societal action, 
while communal oppositional action and can be seen to have drawn on religious 
motives.

In the course of the sixteenth century, the fusion of the religious and political 
spheres, and of political and hierocratic domination, belonging to the period of 
mahdistic extremism receded with the imposition of Twelver Shicism, which re
sulted in the progressive differentiation of the religious and the political spheres — 
and of religious and political domination. For the first six or seven decades of the 
seventeenth century, the fundamental separation of religious and political au
thority in the Shicite world view manifested itself mainly in the form of the differ
entiation of an innerworldly spiritual sphere from the mundane sphere of politics 
and earthly domination. The laity, however, was precluded from access to this 
spiritual sphere through gnosis, and submitted to the caesaropapist domination of 
the Safavid ruler and to the religio-political authority of the notables, the sayyids, 
of the clerical estate.

However, throughout this period, the lay masses also submitted to a growing 
group of Shicite culamay whose domination was exclusively religious. In the last 
four decades of the seventeenth century, this group of religious professionals 
consolidated their position and emerged as a Shicite hierocracy, albeit a heterono- 
mous and a heterocephalous hierocracy within the Safavid caesaropapist state.
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The fundamental separation of religious and political authority in the Shicite nor
mative image of the world came closer to finding a corresponding institutional 
translation.

In fact, it is even possible to speak of the hierocracy state relationships in the 
late Safavid period in terms of concordant and discordant acts. In the former 
category one can mention the religiously relevant political action of the suppres
sion of Sunnism, Sufism, and gnostic philosophy by the Safavid state in the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in exchange for (1) the politically 
relevant religious action of domestication of the masses through the propagation 
of otherworldly orthodoxy and for (2) the politically conditioned religious action 
of legitimation of rulership by the hierocracy. In the discordant category should 
be mentioned c Abbas ITs encouragement of Sufism and gnostic philosophy re
taliated by Mulla Qasim’s championship of Shicite ethics and denunciation of the 
ruler for infringing the sacred law.

In contrast to Ottoman caliphate,1 the normative foundations on which the cae- 
saropapism of the Safavid Empire rested contained a fundamental contradiction 
which remained unresolved because of the overwhelming power of the state. Es
pecially in view of their vulnerability and the rivalry of the intellectual represen
tatives of the clerical estate, the Shicite hierocracy under MajlisI had to condone 
the religious pretensions of the Safavid kings, which were vestiges of aberrant 
Shicite extremism and were in contradiction both with the explicit tenets of 
Twelver Shicism and with its implicit profanation of temporal rule. The continu
ity with aberrant extremism in the Safavid principles of legitimacy made for the 
intrusion of religion into the structure of political domination. The virtually com
plete separation of the political and the religious spheres implied by the pattern 
of the Shicite doctrine found a very imperfect translation in the societal structure 
of domination. Meanwhile, all tendency toward reduction of the incongruence 
between the societal structure of domination and the logic of the world image 
projected by Shicite doctrine was curbed by the Safavid dynastic interest in the 
preservation of the heritage of mahdistic extremism.
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Introduction to Part Three

The overthrow of the Safavids by the Sunni Afghans from the periphery of 
their empire in 1722 resulted in the devastation of the cities, the ruin of the econ
omy, and a pronounced reassertion of the nomadic tribal element in the polity. 
During the interlude preceding the formal institution of a lasting dynasty by Aqa 
Muhammad Khan Qajar in 1796, the newly consolidated Shicite hierocracy as 
well as the clerical estate suffered severe blows, and temporal rule was deliber
ately shorn of all hierocratic trappings.

There can be little doubt that Nadir Shah Afshar’s (1736-47) religious policy 
was determined not by his religious convictions but by his goal of consolidating 
his rule over an Eastern pan-Islamic empire. Considerable evidence has recently 
been brought to light to suggest Nadir’s Shicite background.1 However, it is 
equally clear that he had no personal religious convictions, and is said by his 
physician to have compared himself as a great military man to Muhammad and 
CA1I.2 He also commissioned the translation of the Qur’an, the Old Testament, 
and the Gospels into Persian; and, when receiving the Muslim, Christian, and 
Jewish scholars upon the completion of their work in 1741, he reportedly derided 
all three doctrines and said that he himself was capable of inventing a better 
religion.3

It was Nadir’s imperialism and his extensive military campaigns that dictated 
hi& firm and high-handed religious policy. To maintain his massive army, Nadir 
exploited every possible source of revenue and taxation and did not hesitate to 
authorize the systematic confiscation of all religious endowments. This policy 
was progressively implemented until the time of his death, and very seriously 
undermined the economic basis of religious activities, as many of the religious 
endowments were confiscated by the state and many more usurpsed as private 
property by their administrators and others who did not produce the endowment

215



Introduction to Part Three

deeds.4 In connection with this policy, Nadir summoned the sadr in Isfahan and 
asked him why he thought the culama> and the religious students were entitled to 
enjoy the enormous revenue of the religious endowments. The sadr replied that 
it was because of their function of praying for the perpetuity of the reign of the 
king. Nadir replied that their prayers were evidently unheeded as they could not 
forestall the Afghan disaster, and ordered the confiscation of the religious endow
ments and the discontinuation of most of the stipends.5 Nadir also had the last 
Safavid-appointed Mulla-bdshl strangled with a bowstring upon succession.6 
Nadir thus dealt the Shi'ite hierocracy a severe blow.

Not only did Nadir not consider the hierocracy’s legitimation of temporal rule 
through praying (du'a-giPl) dispensable, but from the very outset he conceived 
of his prospective empire as the diametrical opposite of the Safavid lsmaTl’s. 
Upon his election as king by the assembly he had convoked at the plain of 
Mughan in 1736/1148, Nadir made it a condition for his accepting the crown 
that the people of Iran foreswear the aberrant religion of IsmacIl, which had been 
the cause of centuries of dissent and bloodshed among the Muslims, and rejoin 
the mainstream of Sunni Islam. They would be allowed, however, to continue to 
subscribe to Twelver Shicite law as the legal school of Jacfar al-Sadiq, being con
sidered the followers of a fifth official madhhab.1

Even before he began to rule in his own name, Nadir had forbidden the cursing 
of the first three rightly guided caliphs, ordered that their praise be restored to the 
khutba, and discouraged the Shicite religious ceremonies of Muharram and the 
Ghadlr-e Khum}  Later as king of Iran he sought the Ottoman sultan’s recogni
tion of Twelver Shicism as the Jacfari madhhab in his peace negotiations.9 In 
1743, taking a large group of 'ulama? from his domains in Transoxiana, Afghani
stan, and Iran under the leadership of his Mulla-bdshl, CA1I Akbar, he marched 
on to the Arab Iraq. Having visited both the Shicite holy shrines and the tomb of 
Abu Hanlfa in Baghdad, with the collaboration of Ahmad Pasha, the Ottoman 
governor of Baghdad, he summoned the‘Sunniculama3 of Arab Iraq and secured 
their signatures, alongside those accompanying him, upon a document drawn up 
by his secretary. The Shicite culama5 acknowledged the aberrance of the beliefs 
introduced by Ismael and the legitimacy of the first three rightly guided caliphs. 
The Sunnis in turn recognized Twelver Shicism as the fifth madhhab.10 This first 
pan-Islamic document of modern times, bearing the signatures of fity-six reli
gious dignitaries, was then signed and sealed by the Mufti of Baghdad, who thus 
bestowed upon it the Ottoman sultan’s implicit recognition.11 On behalf of the 
Shicite hierocracy, CA1I Akbar, the Mulla-bdshl, was forced to admit the legit
imacy of the rightly guided caliphs and praised them from the pulpit of the Friday 
Mosque in Kufa.12

Nadir’s policy of suppression of Shicism and promotion of pan-Islamism col
lapsed together with his empire with his assassination in 1747. His nephew and 
immediate successor, cAdil Shah, cited Nadir’s abandonment and suppression of
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Shicism as a cause of his assassination, and chose the Shicite formula “Slave of 
the King of vilayat, CA1I” for his seal.13 Nevertheless, Nadir’s religious policy 
was of crucial significance in instituting a definitive break with the Safavid era 
through the systematic exclusion of religion from political organization. This 
was achieved by the virtual liquidation of the hierocracy as a branch of the Safa
vid caesaropapist state and by emphatically divesting temporal rule of hierocra- 
tic trappings. It was with this latter aim in mind that Nadir forbade the utterance 
of the phrase “May the King, from whom all our fortune flows, live forever” in 
the daily prayers.14

The next important ruler of the interregnum, Karim Khan Zand (1750-79), 
was said by one of the more pious chroniclers of his reign never to have per
formed his prayers during the whole of his life, and to have regarded the culam<P 
and the religious students as parasites.15 Karim Khan’s successors, like those of 
Nadir Shah ruling contemporaneously with them in northwestern Iran, were no 
more favorably disposed toward the culamd>,16

In his coronation in 1796, Aqa Muhammad Khan Qajar, the de facto ruler of 
most of Iran since 1785, emphatically affirmed his adherence to Shicism. He 
wore a sword that had been left in the tomb of Ismacil, who had established 
Twelver Shicism in Iran.17 His pious nephew succeeded him as Fath CA1I Shah in 
1797 and during his long reign pursued a Shicite religious policy of momentous 
consequences.

The religious policy of the Afshars and the Zands during the interregnum re
sulted in a sharp decline of the madrasas and torpor befell all centers of religious 
learning. The rigors of Nadir’s persecution and of the ensuing anarchy forced the 
Shicite culama3 to subsist on their own resources, totally independent of the state. 
After the removal of state support in the form of the provision of offices and 
subventions from the religious endowments, the most notable resource that en
abled the Shicite men of religion to survive and reconstitute a hierocracy by the 
end of the eighteenth century was the close primordial ties between its leading 
members. Kinship performed the crucial function of substituting for the state- 
dependent institutional ties, and enabled two frequently intermarrying lateral 
branches of Majlisl’s family, the Bihbihanl and the Tabataba’I families,18 to per
sist as the prominent members of the clerical sodality (Rechtsgenossenschaft). 
Toward the end of the interregnum, these prominent families rallied others under 
the leadership of Aqa Muhammad Baqir Bihbihanl (1705-1803) launched and 
sustained a vigorous religious movement known as the Usull movement. Bihbi
hanl, a relative of MajlisI, whom he appears to have been named after, vehe
mently attacked the Akhbari position and revived jurisprudential rationalisms 
The Usull movement soon became the dominant intellectual trend in nineteenth- 
century Shicism. Bihbihanl thus trained a number of outstanding mujtahids in 
Arab Iraq, who constituted a pool of first-rate religious scholars to be drawn 
upon by Fath CA1I Shah in his attempt to re-create a Shicite polity in Iran.
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In his piety, Fath CA1I Shah is the Qajar counterpart of the Safavid Tahmasp. 
He took great interest in doctrinal matters and is said to have been an accom
plished religious scholar. He built mosques, embellished shrines, and commis
sioned many works of theology. He exempted the inhabitants of the religious city 
of Qum from taxation, and built the important Faydiyya madrasa near the 
shrine. With his encouragement, Tehran became a center of religious learning.19 
One of his courtiers, Muhammad Husayn Khan MarvI, founded a well-endowed 
school in the capital.20 Another nobleman, Hajj Muhammad Husayn Khan $adr, 
built the famous Sadr School in Isfahan.21 Fath CA1I Shah cultivated excellent per
sonal relationships with the eminent mujtahids of his time, most of whom had 
been the students of BihbihanI and who had returned to settle in Iran at his invita
tion. He greatly favored Mirza Abu’l-Qasim QumI, who settled in Qum; Mulla 
Ahmad NaraqI, who returned from Arab Iraq to his native Kashan; and Hajj! 
Ibrahim KarbasI and Hajjl Muhammad Baqir Shaft!, who lived in Isfahan and 
revitalized its madrasas after the long period of decay. Fath CA1I Shah encour
aged the settlement of the culama? in various parts of the country through the 
distributions of largesse and by appointing them shaykh al-Islams and leaders of 
the Friday prayer (sing, imam jumca), and showed them great respect, often so
liciting their advice and accepting their intercession.22

With Fath CA1I Shah’s religious policy, the revival of religious learning that had 
been started in Arab Iraq by BihbihanI was given a tremendous boost. Further
more, the major cities of Iran, especially Isfahan, reemerged as the centers of 
religious activity. Thus the vigor of the Usull movement and the religious policy 
of the Qajar monarch combined to make the first half of the nineteenth century a 
period of intense religious scholarly activity as lively as any since Buyid times. 
The consolidation of the Shicite hierocracy in Iran was virtually complete under 
Fath CA1I Shah and could not be affected by the reversal of state policy under his 
successor, Muhammad Shah (1834-48). The center of gravity of religious ac
tivity for a time shifted from Arab Iraq to Iran itself, where the majority of the 
eminent mujtahids came to reside and engage in teaching.23

With the sharp decline of hierocratic power during the ,post-Safavid interreg
num, Sufism had experienced a revival. The Shicite hierocracy immediately per
ceived the threat posed by the Sufi shaykhs to their religious authority. At their 
behest, Fath CA1I Shah pursued a vigorous policy of suppression of popular 
Sufism. This repressive policy succeeded in stemming the tide of popular Sufism. 
Though Fath cAlI’s grandson and successor Muhammad Shah (1834-48) was a 
practicing Sufi and, before long, appointed his Sufi directeur de conscience 
prime minister, popular religiosity was by then so securely dominated by the 
Shicite doctors that Sufism did not penetrate beyond the courtly circles into the 
lower layers of society. Consequently, in striking contrast to the rest of the Islamic 
world, Sufism in Iran became a predominantly aristocratic religious movement 
and has remained so to this date.
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No evidence can attest more eloquently to the effectiveness with which Majlis! 
created a psychological basis for hierocratic domination among the masses than 
the tremendous power gained by the returning members of the Shicite hierocracy 
in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Through his popularization of 
Shi€ism, Majlis! had secured the religious loyalty of the masses, precluding the 
influence of the Sufi shaykhs upon them. The loyalty to Twelver Shicism he had 
thus ingrained in the masses through the preemptive incorporation of popular pe
ripheral beliefs and practices, made the authority of its custodians acceptable as 
the unrivaled religious authority.

Otherworldly Shicism as first popularized by Majlis! continued to hold a firm 
grip on the masses. Shicite otherworldly eschatology was given a simplified and 
clear exposition in the popular works of the period such as the cAqa*id al-ShFa 
by CA1! Asghar Burujird!— which gives even greater attention than did Majlis! to 
topics of the inquisition in the grave by Nakir and Munkir, the Greater and the 
Lesser Resurrections (the latter being the return of the Hidden Imam as the 
Mahdi at the end of time), the seven hells, purgatory, and paradise.24 The pious 
'ulama* were greatly revered for their power of shafaca (intercession) in the 
hereafter by those whose psychological propensities were shaped by post-Safavid 
otherworldly Shicism. Prince Muhammad cAl! Mirza, one of the numerous sons 
of Fath CA1! Shah and the governor of Kirmanshah, insistently purchased one of 
the gates of paradise from Shaykh Ahmad Ahsaci and another from Sayyid Rida, 
son of the eminent theologian Sayyid Mahd! Bahr al-cUlum, and ordered that 
both deeds of sale be wrapped up with him in his shroud.

By lessening the propensity to religiously motivated political action in opposi
tion to the status quo, the otherworldly religiosity of the Shicite masses made for 
their domestication and political submissiveness. However, with royal political 
power totally divested of hierocratic pretensions, the Shicite hierocracy was also 
able to harness this otherworldly psychological disposition of the believing 
masses to the institutional consolidation of religious domination. This consolida
tion was virtually complete under Fath CA1! Shah and could not be affected by the 
policy of his successor, Muhammad Shah. In marked contrast to the Ottoman 
Empire, where the hierocracy was firmly incorporated into the caesaropapist 
state while religious domination over the masses rested largely with the Sufi 
shaykhs and dervishes,25 the Shicite hierocracy of Iran had somewhat tenuous and 
informal ties with a weak central government while it firmly dominated the 
masses by its exclusive religious authority.

What is just as important as the absence of a viable challenge to the religious 
authority of the hierocracy from the Sufi mystagogues was the liquidation of the 
estate of clerical notables. The loss of favor of the central government can be 
assumed to have very adversely affected the economic and political bases of 
domination of the families of clerical notables, the sayyids. Furthermore, the 
office of the qadi, a prerogative of this estate, declined even more sharply during

21$



Introduction to Part Three

the post-Safavid interregnum than during the previous centuries. Under the early 
Qajars, the shaykh al-Islams and the mujtahids carried out the administration of 
the sacred law in their courts, largely obviating the need for the office of the 
qadis, who appear as the subordinates of the shaykh al-I slam in early nineteenth 
century.26 It is true that certain sayyids without religious learning, maintaining 
themselves on charity of others, could be found in the Qajar period, but they 
completely lacked the power and prestige of the Safavid notables27 and could 
aspire to such power and prestige only through the acquisition of learning and 
entry into the ranks of the hierocracy. In contrast to the Safavid period, prophetic 
descent was now often used by the scions of the locally prominent sayyid fami
lies for entry into the ranks of the hierocracy rather than the service of the state.

Thus, in the early decades of the nineteenth century, the three major obstacles 
to the consolidation of autonomous hierocratic power were definitively removed: 
royalty renounced all hierocratic pretensions, the estate of clerical notables was 
liquidated as such (many of its members being absorbed into the hierocracy), and 
popular Sufism was virtually extirpated.
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CHAPTER TEN

The Impact o f Shicism on the 
Qajar Polity and Its Limits

10.1 Normative and De Facto Separation of Political 
and Hierocratic Domination in the Qajar Polity

As we have seen, Nadir sought to effect a definitive break with Safavid rule 
and its principles of legitimacy of kingship. He sought to obliterate the hierocratic 
trappings of temporal rule (a vestige of extremism perpetuated by the Safavids), 
as these would restrict legitimate rule to a member of the Safavid house. To em
phasize this break, as we have seen, he went so far as to disown Shicism. Further
more, in a deliberate attempt to reverse the abandonment of the glorification of 
Genghis-Khanid descent as a “branch of the tree of unbelief” by Ism a^, Nadir 
tried to revive the pre-Safavid Turkman tribal principles of legitimacy, which had 
not been given currency since the fifteenth century.1 In a letter to the Ottoman 
grand vizier, Nadir states that the dignitaries of Iran gathered in the plain of 
Mughan “elected our august Majesty to kingship and sovereignty which are the 
hereditary prerogatives of the noble Turkman tribe.” 2 Mulla CA1I Akbar, his 
Mulla-bashi, opens his pan-Islamic sermon in Kufa with the eulogy of Nadir not 
only as the shadow of God on earth, but also as the scion of the Turkman tree and 
heir to Genghis Khan.3

However, after Nadir’s death, Safavid descent, often with a marked emphasis 
on its religious character, remained the most viable ground of legitimacy for 
rulership. Karim Khan Zand sought a compromise solution to the problem of le
gitimacy by maintaining an incarcerated Safavid figurehead as Shah IsmaTl III 
while calling himself vakil al-racaya (deputy of the subjects).4 Meanwhile, a se
rious attempt was made to revive Safavid caesaropapism, with a strong emphasis 
being put on the religious character of the rule of the Safavid descendants of the 
Imams. Mir Muhammad, a grandson of Shah Suleyman, specialized in the study 
of the religious sciences and became known as Mir Muhammad Mujtahid. In the
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years of anarchy that followed Nadir’s assassination, he was drawn into politics 
by the Safavid loyalists and ruled in Mashhad for forty days in 1163 (January- 
February 1750) as Suleyman II. But this last attempt at the revival of the Safavid 
hierocratic caesaropapism collapsed, and Mir Muhammad, who had already 
been blinded, also had to suffer the mutilation of his tongue.5

Aqa Muhammad Khan, the founder of the Qajar dynasty, affirmed the con
tinued adherence of his state to the Twelver Shicism established in Iran by the 
Safavids. Especially in view of his lay descent, this fact made it all the more 
imperative for him to establish his rule and that of his dynasty as temporal. This 
could only be done by the exclusion of hierocratic pretensions resting on cha
risma of holy lineage, which, if retained, would have made a Safavid pretender 
appear more qualified to rule.

Aqa Muhammad Khan did not live long enough after his coronation to deal 
with this problem, but his successor Fath CA1I Shah did. As a new dynasty, the 
need to legitimate their rule must have been felt acutely by the first Qajar mon- 
archs. As Weber remarks, “if the legitimacy of the ruler is not clearly identifiable 
through hereditary charisma, another charismatic power is needed; normally this 
can only be hierocracy.” 6 In the need to secure such legitimation, Fath CA1I Shah 
turned to the Shicite hierocracy, many of whose prominent members responded 
favorably most notably, MIrza Abu’l-Qasim QumI, the Muhaqqiq, and Sayyid 
Jacfar Kashfi. Against this background, the interest of Fath CA1I in securing a 
firm de jure basis for the legitimacy of Qajar rule, and the doctrinal interest of 
the supportive <'ulama> in the removal of inconsistencies between Shicite doctrine 
and the principles of legitimacy of the Safavid era, resulted in the completion of 
the process of rationalization of the normative order governing political and 
hierocratic domination in the direction of greater congruence with the logic of 
Twelver Shicism.

With the destruction of the edifice of the Safavid caesaropapist state and the 
renunciation of its normative basis, and with the reestablishment of the Shicite 
hierocracy in the early decades of the nineteenth century, a separation of politi
cal and hierocratic domination congruent with the normative logic of Twelver 
Shicism within the polity had in fact come into existence. Against this back
ground, the compatibility of the patrimonial theories of kingship and justice with 
Twelver Shicism was explicitly stated and elaborately amplified. What is even 
more momentous is that in the first decades of the nineteenth century we find the 
culmination of the efforts of al-Murta<Ja and al-Karakl aiming at the overcoming 
of pious political indifferentism through the creation of a positive political ethic. 
Consonantly with the logic of Shicism, the blessing of the Hidden Imam came to 
be bestowed upon the king as temporal ruler. Thus, in the reign of the pious Fath 
CA1I Shah, we witness the consolidation of a Twelver Shicite polity in Iran in 
which the Shicite normative pattern bearing on political and hierocratic domina
tion found as close an institutional translation as it was ever likely to have.
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The Impact of ShiHsm on the Qajar Polity

10 J  J  The Legitimation o f Political and 
Hierocratic Domination

There are a number of works written by the literati during Fathc All’s reign that 
belong to the traditional genre of patrimonial political theory. When, in the early 
years of Fath cAlT’s reign, the eminent mujtahid MTrza Abu’l-Qasim QumI (d. 
1817-18/1233) set forth the principles of legitimacy of temporal rule, he too, by 
and large, reiterated the patrimonial theories of kingship. However, there were 
some important qualifications.

For MTrza Abu’l-Qasim as for all previous political theorists, the fundamental 
basis of legitimate rulership was justice, and he considered the king the shadow 
of God on earth. But he stressed the necessity of the correct interpretation of the 
term “shadow of God on earth,” and in explicating its “three meanings” he took 
great care not to repeat any of the Safavids* claims. In fact, his interpretation 
emphatically divests the ruler of divine power and divine attributes, and, most 
importantly, links the term with justice and equity as the “shadow of divine jus
tice.” MTrza Abu’l-Qasim states that God has made the king His lieutenant (jan- 
ishin) on earth (not the janishln of the Hidden Imam, as the Safavids claimed to 
be), but immediately proceeds to emphasize the responsibilities implied by such 
an appointment. In sharp and, one is tempted to say, deliberate contrast to the 
Safavids’ claim to infallibility, he writes that the actions of the king are not neces
sitated by divine decree. The king’s rule is a trial; he is not absolved from per
forming his ethical duties by virtue of kingship, and will be punished by God for 
all evil doing. Finally, MTrza Abu’l-Qasim stresses the interdependence of king- 
ship and religion, noting the differentiation of political and hierocratic functions: 
kings were needed for the preservation of order, the culama? for the protection of 
religion.7

Even though these modifications of the patrimonial theory are important in 
themselves, MTrza Abu’l-Qasim did not take the step of legitimating the temporal 
rule in terms of Shicite doctrine. This momentous step was taken by a prominent 
member of the Shicite hierocracy belonging to the subsequent generation, and 
became possible when nearly a quarter of a century of stable Qajar rule, accom
panied by economic prosperity, had transformed the conception of the Safavid 
era from the Golden Age of the anarchical interregnum to a vague and fast- 
receding historical memory. In the meantime, the demise of Akhbari traditional
ism and the decline of the charisma of Prophetic lineage fostered by it, had 
relegated the heritage of extremism to oblivion. Against this background, the 
legitimation of temporal rule could once again be related to the theories of ima- 
mate and occultation, but this time in terms not of extremism but of Twelver 
Shicism.

An interesting testimony from the period of transition to the full autonomy 
of the hierocracy is supplied by the grandson of BihbihanI, Ahmad CA1I, in
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1809/1224. In his autobiography, having profusely praised Aqa Muhammad 
Khan and Fath CA1I Shah as shadow of God, he comments on Fath cAll’s confir
mation of his brother in positions held by his deceased father, Aqa Muhammad 
CA1I BihbihanI (d. 1801-2/1216):

From the threshold of the august king, protector of the world, Shadow of 
God, letters containing condolences and orders for holding of mourning ser
vices arrived; and the affairs in charge of the deceased [in the region of 
Kirmanshah] . . .  t in addition to [being a] divine commission, were en
trusted to him [the author’s brother] by the king, the Protector of religion.8

BihbihanI thus claims direct divine commission in addition to delegation of au
thority by the shadow of God.

The final resolution of the normative problem of the legitimacy of political and 
hierocratic domination was facilitated by an instance of cooperation between the 
state and the hierocracy as the two organs of the reconstituted Shicite polity. The 
occasion came during the first Perso-Russian War (1810-13) with the initiative 
taken by €Isa Qafim Maqam, the minister of the reforming regent and crown 
prince, c Abbas Mlrza, who tried to enlist the support of the Shicite hierocracy in 
the declaration of jihad against the infidel Russians. He dispatched envoys to 
Arab Iraq and Isfahan to solicit the Shicite hierocracy for injunctions and tracts 
on holy war. Many such fatwas and treatises were obtained and assembled in a 
volume entitled Risala-ye Jihadiyya. A crucially important byproduct of this 
venture was the clarification of the foundations of hierocratic authority de jure.

The most eminent mujtahid of the time and the doyen of the hierocracy, 
Shaykh Jacfar, the Kashif al-GhiteP (d. 1812-13/1127-28) responded by a long 
declaration (in Arabic) making the waging of war against the Russians incum
bent; and authorizing Fath CA1I Shah to conduct the jihad against the Russians on 
behalf of the Imam of the Age. He explained that his power to authorize the king 
rested on the mujtahids’ collective office of niyabat-e camma (general vice- 
regency). Shaykh Jacfar did explain that the defense of Islam through jihad9 a 
duty of the Imam according to the sacred law, falls upon the mujfahids by virtue 
of their general vicegerency during the occultation. He also explained that it was 
this duty, and his recognition as a naHb camm, that empowered him to authorize 
the sultan. Nevertheless, Shaykh Jacfar’s use of the phrase “I give permission” 
(faqad adhintu), though logically unobjectionable, could be viewed as arrogant. 
Lambton is therefore correct in supposing that Shaykh Jacfar’s declaration, like 
those of some of the other mujtahids “carried with it the important corollary that 
they could give by this authorization validity, or at least temporary validity, to the 
rule of a shah whom they appointed to engage in jihad.” 9 However, it should also 
be noted that the ministers of the Qajar state who initiated and pursued the jihad 
policy, Qa’im Maqam the Elder and his son Mlrza Abu’l-Qasim, Qa’im Maqam
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the Younger, were quite mindful of this hierocratic pretension and took prompt 
steps to rectify it. Qa’im Maqam the Elder’s name appears as the author of a slim 
volume in Persian summarizing the views of the Shicite hierocracy on jihad. 
After being carefully read and approved by Fath CA1I Shah,10 it was printed in 
Tabriz in 1818 as Kitab aUJihadiyya and can safely be assumed to have been 
fairly widely read as one of the earliest printed books. Qa5im Maqam of course 
states that the late Shaykh Jacfar authorized Fath CA1I Shah on behalf of the Imam 
to engage in jihad.11 However, in a later passage he takes care, in referring to a 
treatise by the shaykh, to quote him as saying “if I be a man of ijtihad and 
worthy of the vicegerency of the Imam, peace be upon Him, I give permission to 
the ruler etc.” 12 Similarly, Qa’irn Maqam the Younger, in his well-known preface 
to the longer Jihadiyya, is as blear as he can be without compromising his con
summately ornate literary style, about the basis of the hierocratic authority of the 
mujtahidsf and about the appropriateness of its exercise in authorizing the king to 
engage in jihad: When the sun of imamate passed beneath the veil of occultation, 
the star of vicegerency was still left visible for the guidance of the world. Ethical 
duties remained just as binding, the commandments of the sacred law being 
those given in the “Book” (of God) and by the “Household” (of the Prophet). 
The function of the mujtahids embodying the “star of vicegerency” is the protec
tion of the sacred law and the observance of its provisions. In fulfillment of this 
function of guidance of the believers, they have explained the commandments of 
the sacred law regarding holy war, and authorized the “ shahanshah of the world 
and of religion” 13 to unsheath his sword at the service of religion to become the 
reviver of the tradition of jihad.

Thus the important consequence of the jihad episode was that it gave the 
Shicite hierocracy the opportunity to publicize the .concept of general vicegerency 
(of the Hidden Imam) as the basis of hierocratic authority, de jure, and to secure 
its respectful acknowledgment by the spokesmen for the Qajar state. What re
mained to be done was the legitimation of political authority in a manner consis
tent with Shicite doctrine. This was done by a prominent member of the Shicite 
hierocracy, Aqa Sayyid Jacfar ibn Abl Ishaq Kashfi (d. 1850-51/1267).14 In 
Tuhfat al-Muluk, written in 1817-18/1233, Kashfi at last put forward a syste
matic treatment of political and hierocratic domination within a unified ShiHte 
normative perspective.15 Kashfi could go beyond Quml’s reiteration of the patri
monial ethos and produce a consistently ShiHte political theory incorporating the 
authority of the Imam of the Age with reference to the doctrines of imamate and 
occultation.

With the conclusion of historical imamate in the form of occultation of the 
Imam of the Age, the twin functions of imamate— supreme political and reli
gious leadership of the community— devolved upon two groups entitled to his 
deputyship or vicegerency (niyaba), the rulers and the culama?:
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Thus it becomes clear that the mujtahids and the rulers both hold the same 
office, which office is the office of imamate, transferred to them from the 
Imam through vicegerency, and consisting of two pillars [rukn\: knowledge 
of the prophetic matters, which is called religion; and the implementation of 
the same in the course of imposing order upon the world, which is termed 
kingship or sovereignty. These two pillars are also referred to as “ the sword” 
and “the pen” or “the sword” and “knowledge.” Both these pillars were 
found in combination in the imam . . . and they should similarly coexist in 
the person who is his deputy. But the culama> and the mujtahids, because of 
the contention of the rulers with them leading to sedition and anarchy, have 
abandoned sovereignty and the organ of the sword. Similarly the rulers, be
cause of their inclination from the beginning of sovereignty toward the baser 
world— that is, mere worldly sovereignty consisting solely in the imposition 
of order in the world— have foregone the acquisition of the knowledge of 
religion and understanding of the prophetic matters, and have made do with 
the science of politics only. Thus, the junction o f vicegerency inevitably be
came divided between the culama? and the rulers.16

Doubtless to stress the importance of maintaining the concord established be
tween the hierocracy and the state in the contemporary reconstituted Shicite pol
ity, Kashfl continues his disquisition:

In some ages, [the rulers and theculama’] cooperated with mutual consen
sus and ruled and directed the subjects through partnership and coopera
tion. . . .  At other times, they became mutually antagonistic and parted from 
each other. Consequently religion and sovereignty, which must be conjoint, 
became separated from each other. The knowledge of the culam(P and the 
endeavor of mujtahids became stagnant because of disorder. Similarly, the 
sovereignty of the rulers, because of its divorce from the upholding o f reli
gion and the traditions of the sacred law, became sheer sovereignty. The matter 
of politics and vicegerency . . . became disturbed, and both groups fell short 
of [discharging] the office of vicegerency.17

After thus deriving his theory of the two powers from the doctrine o f imamate 
(pace the Shicite commentators on the Qur’an), Sayyid Jacfar is able to adduce 
the “authority verse” of the Qur’an as enjoining obedience to the just ruler.18

Kashfl, a rationalist (usult) jurist,19 had stated at the outset of the chapter that, 
as men left to themselves are lupus lupendi, they need a ruler. Obedience to this 
ruler is necessary to prevent anarchy, and therefore incumbent upon m en accord
ing to the dictates of reason.20 He returns to the employment of “reason” (for
mally admitted by the Usuli school as a fourth basis for the validity of legal 
norms) in an original instance of ijtihad (deduction of legal norms) w ith the aim 
of deriving the legitimacy of political and hierocratic domination as differenti
ated instances of vicegerency of the Imam from the “sources” of sacred law. 

Aqa Sayyid Jacfar cites the tradition related by Ibn Hanzala: “Look to him who
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is among you and has explored our ‘lawful’ and ‘unlawful’ and knows our com
mandments,” as the basis of the niyabat-e camma of the mujtahids,21 and pro
ceeds with a consideration of cAH’s instructions to Malik al-Ashtar— the famous 
covenant (fahdnameh) we have already mentioned— to derive a second category 
of niydba. Malik is said to be the ntPib khass (specified deputy)22 andcAll’s dele
gation of authority to him sets the precedent for the niyabat-e khassa. It fol
lows that

in these times when “knowledge” and the “sword” have become separated 
from each other, and knowledge is lodged with the culama? and the mujtahids 
and the sword with the [political] leaders and the rulers, the instructions of 
the covenant which relate to the organ of knowledge and the conditions of 
the culama? regard the mujtahids and men of knowledge; and those which 
relate to the organ of the sword and the affair of sovereignty and politics and 
order regard the kings and rulers. As we have mentioned, the rulers who act 
according to those clauses [of the covenant] which relate to and regard them 
is of course the “specified deputy” [no? ib-e khass] of the Imam. Similarly, 
the mujtahids who act according to those clauses which relate to and regard 
them, of course they too are the “specified deputy” of the Imam. And this 
covenant is the proof of the “specified vicegerency” [niyabat-e khassa] of 
these two groups of men.23

Kashfl then reproduces the covenant (which, as words of the first Imam consti
tutes a “source” of law in Twelver Shicism) together with its Persian translation.24

Another important feature of Kashfl’s political tract is the consistent and suc
cessful integration of the patrimonial theories of kingship, with a cursory men
tion of the phrase “shadow of God on earth” and copious emphasis on justice, 
“paternalism” (abaviyya), and finally on charity. In fact, both explicitly and by 
clear implication, justice is made the condition of legitimacy of temporal rule 
and the qualification of the ruler for the “specified vicegerency” of the Imam.25

Kashfl’s theory does not invest the ruler with any hierocratic authority. He 
does put forward a novel and broad interpretation of the notion of “specified 
vicegerency,” but only to provide religious legitimation for kingly rule as (differ
entiated) secular political domination. Differentiated hierocratic authority is said 
to devolve on the mujtahids through their collective office of “general vice
gerency.” Kashfl legitimizes just rulership as tantamount to the vicegerency of 
the Imam only in temporal matters. Thus, while Fath CA1I Shah’s contemporary 
Na$Ir al-DIn Haydar, the Shicite king of Oudh, struck coins in 1830 bearing the 
inscription, “The Na’ib of Mahdl, Naslr al-DIn Haydar, the King . . .” 26 the 
clear separation of the political and the religious spheres and the renunciation of 
the Safavid heritage in Qajar Iran precluded any such designation of the ruler. It 
should be pointed out, however, that, in practice the king did retain some of the 
Safavids’ “caesaropapist” prerogatives regarding a number of important clerical 
appointments.

227



C hapter Ten

The importance of KashfTs political theory cannot be exaggerated. It is a con
sistent synthesis of the traditional Persian theories of kingship and the Shicite 
doctrines of imamate and occultation. As such, it represents not only the removal 
of the anomalies of Safavid legitimacy but also the definitive reconciliation of the 
secular and the religious cultures of premodern Iran.

Temporal power, in turn, acknowledged the uncontested religious authority as 
the general vicegerents of the Imam and their prerogative to legitimate temporal 
authority in that capacity. At the very outset of his reign, Fath CA1I Shah sent 
money to the cularna* so that they would absolve the oppressive wrongdoings of 
the wielders of temporal authority (radd-e mazdlim), and asserted that he was 
ruling on behalf of the mujtahids of the age.27

We find KashfTs dualistic theory of legitimate authority restated in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. For instance, the theory is set forth in an important 
letter to Nasir al-DIn Shah (1848-96) written in 1873, by the influential mujtahid 
of Tehran, Mulla CA1I KanI, who, upon his death in 1888/1306, was cere
moniously mourned by the population of the capital as the deceased “vicegerent 
[naHb] of the Prophet.” 28 Denying all Intention of stepping beyond the limits set 
to hierocratic authority by the prevalent consensus on the division of labor in the 
polity, KanI expressly upheld the theory of the two powers. Having asserted the 
unity of the offices or functions of “sovereignty” (saltanat) and “knowledge” 
(Him), i.e., of political and religious authority under the Prophet and the Imams, 
KanI turned to their separation during the “times of occultation.” During the oc
cultation, God has appointed a “vicegerent” (naHb) for each of the Imam’s func
tions or offices: thecu la m d as the embodiments of knowledge, as the vicegerents 
for the religious office, and the “rulers [salatin] of Islam,” as the vicegerents for 
the office of sovereignty, for the maintenance of law and order and for the protec
tion of the subjects.29

The theory of dual power during the occultation of the Imam is upheld by the 
foremost religious authority of the closing decade of the nineteenth century, 
MIrza Muhammad Hasan Shlrazl. In response to the request to intervene in poli
tics concerning the question of imported sugar, the MIrza restated this theory 
with an interesting nuance, using the terms dawlat (government) and millat 
(community) as the respective repositories of executive and religious authority:

In the ages when government [dawlat] and community [millat] were estab
lished in one place, as at the time of the Seal of the Prophets, political duties 
regarding this kind of general affairs [umurcamma] were entrusted to that 
same person. Now that according to the requirements of divine wisdom each 
is found in a separate place, it is upon both these [powers] to aid each other 
in protecting the religion and worldly interests [din va dunya] of the servants 
of God and the safeguarding of the citadel of Islam [bayda-ye Islam] during 
the occultation of the Lord of Time.30
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However, the theory of the two powers was not legally binding for the mem
bers of the hierocracy. The Shicite sacred law was a “jurists’ law” to be inter
preted in each and every case by the independent mujtahid. Especially in view of 
the tremendous enhancement of hierocratic domination, there was nothing other 
than pious indifference to political power to prevent the individual doctors from 
putting forward a variety of more or less pretentious or more or less realistic 
claims. In interpreting the extent of the authority of their collective office of vice- 
gerency, the doctors arrogated to themselves the power of making clean the 
goods and property wrongfully acquired by the ruler and his officials as well as 
private individuals in exchange for receiving the booty tax (khums), rent (on in
advertently usurped property), and alms.31 Nevertheless, because it successfully 
reconciles the ethos of patrimonial kingship and the political ethic of Twelver 
Shicism and because it adequately reflects the institutional division of authority 
between the state and the hierocracy, Kashfl’s political theory can be taken to 
represent the unified normative order that governed the relations of authority in 
the Qajar body politic.

To conclude our survey of Shiite political theory, the king remained, as he had 
always been, the shadow of God on earth or his shadow on the temporal world, 
while the designation “vicegerent of the Imam” and the uncontested religious 
authority of the most eminent of the mujtahids was fully acknowledged by the 
official spokesman for the royal court in the latter part of the century.32 There was 
little change in the notion of the king as the shadow of God on earth, but with 
Kashfl we do find a more thoroughly consistent legitimation of kingship as secu
lar rule on the part of the hierocracy. The posture of the hierocracy toward the 
legitimated temporal ruler continued to be what had been affirmed by MajlisI two 
centuries earlier.33 Throughout the nineteenth century, difd-guH or praying for 
the preservation of the king, who, against the background of European imperial
ist encroachments, came more emphatically to be referred to as the padishah-e 
Islam (king of Islam) or the “padishah [king] of the Shicite nation,” remained the 
self-defined function of politically active members of the hierocracy, including 
those who led the nationalist opposition movement in the closing decade of the 
nineteenth century.34 Both sides thus recognized and reaffirmed the prevailing 
division of political and hidrocratic authority in Iran’s definitively reconstituted 
Shicite polity.

10.1.2 The Institutional Autonomy o f the 
Hierocracy from the State

In 1791/1205, Aqa Muhammad Khan Qajar sent his Mulla-bashl, Mulla 
Muhammad Husayn of Mazandaran, to Kirmanshah to invite Aqa Muhammad 
CA1I Mujtahid, the son of Aqa Muhammad Baqir BihbihanI, to the capital. This 
mission marked the beginning of the rapprochement between the Qajar state and
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the Shicite hierocracy, and decisively sealed the fate of the office of the Mulla- 
bashl. The Mulla-bashl still remained the chaplain of the royal household, but, 
given the autocephaly of the Shicite hierocracy and its independence from the 
patrimonial government, his jurisdiction no longer extended beyond the Qajar 
household. With a handful of eminent mujtahids acquiring enormous power and 
prestige as the heads of an autonomous Shicite hierocracy during the reign of 
Fath CA1I Shah, the office of the royal chaplain, the Mulla-bashl, withered away.35

The separation of political and hierocratic domination in nineteenth-century 
Iran was made possible by the financial autonomy of the hierocracy, and by its 
appropriation of extensive judiciary functions that were independent of state 
control.

Taxation did not really have much relevance to the issue of jihad , yet it was 
treated at some length by the jurists who wrote on the topic in connection with 
the first Perso-Russian War. Ostensibly, their purpose was to legitimize the land 
tax (kharaj) by reiterating and affirming the Shaykh al-Karaki’s argument in the 
sixteenth century. The land of Iran was said to be subject to kharaj. As for the 
collection of kharaj, “during the occultation of the Imam, peace be upon him, 
should his naHb camm be unable to perform this task, he should authorize the 
rulers [umara?] of Islam [to do so], and even if he does not give such authoriza
tion, the matter still pertains to the rulers of Islam.” 36

However, in view of the t/end in land tenure that had already set in and that 
was to remove the semblance of the dues levied by the landowners on peasants 
from “taxation,” 37 it is extremely doubtful that the state either needed or had 
asked for the hierocracy *s legitimization of the land tax along the above lines. It 
is when the mujtahids move on to consider other forms of taxation, i.e., the reli
gious taxes, that their motive for the inclusion of the topic of taxation in their 
writings on jihad becomes apparent. In Shicism, by far the more important of the 
two categories of religious taxes is the khums, which is considered leviable upon 
all gainful activity. After explaining that one-half of the khums belongs to or
phans and the poor, and the other half is the “share of the Imam” (sahm-i imam), 
the mujtahids (by virtue of their “general vicegerency”) authorize the king to 
avail himself of the “share of the Imam” for arming the warriors of faith.38

The collection of the religious taxes by the mujtahids had sustained the Usuli 
movement and constituted the economic basis of their independent religious and 
scholarly activity. By seizing the opportunity offered to them for publicising their 
views through the state, and therefore with the latter’s tacit endorsement, the 
Shicite culamd? made the gesture of putting the “share of the Imam” at the dis
posal of the king for the duration of the war, thereby establishing their exclusive 
claim to the appropriation of this religious tax once the Perso-Russian War 
ended. Thus this crucial financial basis of the independence of the Shicite hieroc
racy was written into what amounted to an implicit concordat between the hier-
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ocracy and the state. With this agreement, the separation of hierocracy and the 
state found a secure financial basis.

The importance of this novel development in securing the relative financial 
autonomy of the Shicite hierocracy cannot be overemphasized. The jurists of the 
sectarian period had not laid down any provisions for the collection of the “share 
of the Imam,” and had envisioned its burial, pending the reappearance of the 
Hidden Imam, or its payment to whomever was entitled to the rest of the khums. 
The Jamic cAbbasl puts forward the significant rule that it be paid to the mujta- 
hids. However, there is no evidence that this rule was ever enforced or widely 
practiced. On the contrary, Du Mans states that khums was paid to the clerical 
notables (who, as sayyids, were entitled to the other part of it). In any event, the 
rise of Akhbari traditionalism discredited the claim of the mujtahids to entitle
ment to khums. Al-Hurr al-cAmili, having stated that the khums should be dis
charged after deductions are made for the maintenance of the self and family and 
the kharaj of the ruler, adds that one-half of it belongs to the Imam specifically 
(;khassatah), thus implying its nontransferability. In any event, there is no provi
sion whatsoever for the collection of the khums by the jurists and the mujtahids 
in his wasaHl. Against this background, the significance of the impact of the 
Usull revival of the authority of the jurists can be seen by the fact that Shaykh 
Jacfar NajafT not only made regular trips to Iran to collect khums and absolution 
payment for oppressive wrongdoings (radd-e mazalim) but reportedly went so 
far as to consider anyone who withheld the payment of khums as a rebel against 
the Imam and his vicegerent.39

The Usull movement reestablished and greatly enhanced the juristic authority 
of the Shicite hierocracy. The lengthiest discussions of ijtihad and its corrective 
taqlld (following) occur in the early works of the period of anti-Akhbari asser
tiveness such as Mirza Abu’l-Qasim QumT’s Qawanln al-Usul, and Sayyid 
Muhammad ibn CA1I TabatabaTs (d. 1826-72/1242) Mafatlh al-Usul. There, 
the brunt of the arguments are for the “permissibility” (jawaz) of taqlld, and 
correspondingly for the “nonincumbency of ijtihad upon each and every individ
ual” 40: following (a mujtahid) in the furuc (derivative matters of sacred law) is 
permissible. It is not incumbent upon each and every individual to acquire the 
necessary knowledge to embark upon ijtihad himself, as such an attempt would 
prevent him from gaining his livelihood. He may therefore follow the rulings of a 
specialist who is competent to exercise ijtihad. There follow enumerations of 
qualifications of the mujtahids and rules for choosing among them for the lay
man. Finally, taqlld of a deceased mujtahid is definitively ruled out, as no age is 
devoid of the proof of God— i.e., the Hidden Imam.41 However, there is no ex
plicit assertion of the incumbency of obedience to the mujtahids. What emerges 
clearly is that the aim of these writings is to legitimate professional specialization 
in jurisprudence by overcoming the objections of the Akhbari traditionalists.

The Impact of ShiHsm on the Qajdr Polity
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Once this task was accomplished, the discussion of the topic ceased to be contro
versial and received little attention. As Gorjl has remarked the topic does not 
really belong to the jurisprudential methodology, and was in fact omitted from 
An§ari’s FardHd al-Usul.42

Once the objections to ijtihad had been overruled and the practice of ijtihad 
taken for granted, the mujtahids could then proceed, as they in fact did, to claim 
the niyabat-e cdmma (general vicegerency) of the Imam on its basis. Further
more, the obligation of the believer to observe the sacred law was of course 
given. As Scarcia has remarked, in the Shicite legal system the layman cannot 
understand the code, and needs the help of a jurist to determine the binding legal 
norm.43 The incumbency of the observance of the sacred law in fact necessitated 
recourse to its authoritative interpreters. Thus, in his AwaHd al-Ayydm, Mulla 
Ahmad Naraqi (d. 1828-29) would rule on the “incumbency of following upon 
the common man [zdmmi] ” . In the same work he adduces a number of traditions 
to establish the general vicegerency of the jurists, using the term vilaya to denote 
the latter’s delegated authority on behalf of the Hidden Imam during the occulta- 
tion.44 But perhaps the most influential and concise discussion of the concept is 
found in the Jawahir al-Kalam of Shaykh Muhammad Hasan Najaf! (d. 
1850/1266). Shaykh Muhammad Hasan adduces the traditions of Ibn Hanzala 
and of Abu Khadlja and the ordinance handed down by the Hidden Imam to af
firm and establish the general or collective authority (vilaya cdmma) of the Shicite 
jurists on behalf of the Hidden Imam by virtue of their knowledge of the com
mandments of the sacred law and the methods of deriving them. The authority of 
the hierocracy is said to extend to every field except where the Imams knew of its 
inability to exercise authority, such as in a jihad for the propagation of faith, 
which would require a commander and armies, and like matters that would nec
essitate the appearance of the rightful reign (of the Imam; dawlat al-haqq)45

The world-embracing aspect of the rationalism of the early phase of the Usull 
movement in the first decades of the nineteenth century was reflected in the for
mal elevation of reason into a “proof” of validity of legal norms, and the formal 
qualification of such proofs as the “four proofs” (adilla). Reason was exercised 
more freely in the creation of norms in the early than in the later phase. The 
category hukm caqll mustaqill46 (independent rational norm) recognized as valid 
by the Usull jurists was referred to by Kashfl in his aforementioned political 
treatise. Another case of exercise of ijtihad which was intended to increase the 
impingement of the Shicite religion upon “the world” and had momentous conse
quences was Sayyid Muhammad B^qir Shaftl’s (d. 1844/1260) treatise on “the 
incumbency of the implementation of the hudud upon the mujtahids during the 
occultation of the Imam.” ShaftI thus diverged from the Jamic cAbbasf s cautious 
justification of the implementation of the hudud in general, and, even more 
sharply, from its prohibition of their implementation in cases requiring capital 
punishment. Furthermore, to set an example, he himself proceeded to implement
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the hudud vigorously, and is said to have executed some seventy persons.47 Thus 
the abeyance of hudud according to the sacred law, bemoaned by our sixteenth- 
century polemicists, ceased to be the case, in Isfahan at any rate. Though the 
other mujtahids did not follow ShaftI in this particular respect, his legal writings, 
as well as those of Shaykh Muhammad Hasan Najaft a generation later, were 
indicative of a much more positive attitude of the mujtahids toward the admin
istration of law.

In fact, in this phase, the Usull movement made not only theoretical jurispru
dence but its application a very important component of the activity of religious 
professionals. The courts of the mujtahids and other prominent members of the 
hierocracy such as the shaykh al-Islam and the imam-jumca enjoyed an unprece
dented level of activity,48 eclipsing totally the courts of the qadis, whose offices, 
in the course of the century, turned into sinecures or went out of existence. The 
virtual disappearance of state-appointed qadis represented yet another change 
away from the Safavid “caesaropapist” constitution in the direction of a sharper 
bifurcation between the state and the hierocracy. This trend was encouraged by 
Fath CA1I Shah, who personally referred cases to the courts of the eminent 
mujtahids. Though the curf jurisdiction, with its typical patrimonial features 
(such as the lack of clear differentiation between administration and adjudication 
and the king’s prerogative of passing death sentences), remained very wide
spread, the religious courts reached the peak of their importance in Iran’s judici
ary organization.49

Thus, in the reconstituted Shicite polity of Fath CA1I Shah, the hierocracy 
found an enlarged role in the administration of justice much more congruent with 
the legal authority they were entitled to according to Twelver Shicism than had 
been the case under the Safavids. In this respect, too, the institutional translation 
of the Shicite religious system reached its furthest point.

10.1.3 A Polemical Digression on Legitimacy

As we have seen on various occasions, for the Shicites the Hidden Imam is the 
Imam of the Age (imam-e zaman) and the proof (hujjat) of God. He is alive but 
performs the essential function of the imamate of the age in “concealment.” The 
proof of his existence is that, owing to the grace (lutf) of God— a tenet of 
Twelver theology that has already been mentioned— it is incumbent upon Him to 
appoint an Imam for each age to guide the believers. Since al-TusI, the Shicite 
theologians have insisted that the Hidden Imam is alive and carries out the essen
tial functions of the Imamate of the Age. Now, when and if the ruler claimed 
imamate, the Shicites would consider him a usurper of the right of the Hidden 
Imam and therefore illegitimate. As Madelung has pointed out, this was the case 
with the cAbbasid caliphs who claimed imamate and thus the religious authority 
that was the Imams* alone. But as the Shicite jurists recognized immediately after 
the overthrow of the cAbbasid caliphate, a temporal ruler without pretensions to
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the religious authority of the Imam would no longer be a usurper, and the legiti
macy of his temporal rule would be conditional upon his justice.50

Once the distinction between the time of absence and the time of parousia of 
the Imam is made, the notion of usurpation and illegitimacy of temporal rule51 
can be seen as truly absurd. When the Hidden Imam does appear, it is incumbent 
upon the ruler to join the ranks of his followers, and he would be a usurper if he 
failed to do so. But it is preposterous to suggest that all government is 44inescap
ably usurpatory” in the time o f occultation. One may well say that the Hidden 
Imam is the true sovereign of the Shicite polity in the sense that the enthroned 
Christ is depicted as the true ruler of the Christian empire in the mosaic above the 
imperial gate of Hagia Sophia. But as the true sovereignty of Christ in no way 
implied the illegitimacy of Emperor Leo VI, depicted as crowned but prostrate 
before Christ, the true sovereignty of the Hidden Imam is in no way incompatible 
with the legitimate rulership of a just king. As we have seen, the Safavid rulers 
kept harnessed horses ready for the Imam, should he decide to appear and avail 
himself of them. In the event, the Qajar rulers were also undoubtedly ready to 
serve the reappearing Lord of Time and considered such service the utmost 
honor. The Qajar historian and man of letters, Rustam al-Hukama5, considered 
the return of the Imam of the Age imminent. It is interesting to note that in his 
prediction, “one of the sons of Fath CA1I Shah would ascend the throne as the 
ndHb of the Imam in 1835-36/1251. He would follow the path of justice and 
equity, but in 1849-50/1266, after unbelief [kufr] had been victorious over 
Islam, the Imam himself would appear from Medina, overthrow unbelief and 
polytheism, destroy tyranny and error, and conquer the world.” 52 Here, to em
phasize a very obvious point, legitimate kingship and the absence of the Hidden 
Imam are conceived as fully congruent.

To conclude, therefore, no Shiite doctrine of illegitimacy of government dur
ing the occultation can be found in the legal literature for the entire period under 
study.

10.2 The “Value-Rationalism” of the Shicite 
Jurisprudence and Pious Withdrawal 
from Politics

So far we have been considering the factors that facilitated the impact of Shicism 
as a world religion on the societal structure of domination in nineteenth-century 
Iran. We must now focus on some of the inherent limitations that restricted this 
impact and at times necessitated reversals in the process of rationalization of the 
constitution of the polity.

The history of the Usiill movement provides us with a very interesting con
crete case of striving for what Weber termed “value-rationality.” As we have 
recently been reminded, the concept makes its appearance very late in Weber’s
writings, interestingly, in the period in which he formulated his precepts on the
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“religious rejections of the world.” 53 This conjunction is far from accidental. 
Weber paid special attention to the formulation of the concept of value-rationality 
at the time when he was impressed by the tension created by the inevitable in
compatibilities between the rationalization of life in view of the attainment of 
salvation as the ultimate religious value and the instrumental and formal rational
ization of social action in the light of economic, political, aesthetic, and other 
interests.

As we have seen, Weber emphasized the fusion of legal rules and ethical de
mands in sacred laws that results in indifference or aversion to positivistic for
malism. For this reason, he had been content to underscore the “irrational” char
acter of sacred law in general of Shicite sacred law in particular.54 What Weber 
had precluded from his analysis of Shicite and other systems of sacred law were 
the procedures for the determination of the “substantive” rationality— i.e., 
value-rationality— of legal norms within these systems. Our examination of 
these procedures in the case of Usuli jurisprudence indicates a more complex 
picture than the one envisaged by Weber, while in part also demonstrating the 
general inhibitory consequences of value-rationalism for positivistic formaliza
tion and codification. The concern with the value-rationality of legal norms did 
in fact, contrary to Weber’s argument, result in the generation of a set of legal 
principles that could also be applied to the rationalization of public law— and 
consequently of the political sphere. As we have seen, this was in fact partly the 
case with the application of rational jurisprudential method by KashfT and Shaftl. 
At the same time, however, the application of the principles of jurisprudence to 
the field of public law was arrested by the ethical involution stemming from the 
introversion of hierocratic jurisprudence. The tendency toward ethical involution 
can in turn be seen to stand in a mutually supportive relationship to the world- 
rejecting tendencies of the religious rationalization of life, which, from the po
litical viewpoint, entailed withdrawal from the sphere of politics and indiffer
ence to public law.

The tension between religious rationalism and politics and the various modes 
of its resolution is strikingly illustrated by the paradoxical consequences of the 
Usuli movement for the rationalization of the societal structure of domination (or 
of public law). Gorjl has distinguished two phases of this movement: the defeat 
of AkhbarT traditionalism and the revival of the usul al-fiqh (principles of juris
prudence) in the late decades of the eighteenth and the early nineteenth century; 
and the period of technical maturity inaugurated by Shaykh Murtada Ansari’s (d. 
1864/1281) Fara?id al-Usiil (the second half of the nineteenth century).55 In the 
first phase, when the degree of technical rationality of the jurisprudential meth
odology was lower, we witness a considerable impact on the constitution of the 
polity, while, paradoxically, the perfection of value-rational techniques for the 
derivation of the ethically and legally binding “norms” (ahkam) in the second 
phase can be seen to deflect the Shicite jurists’ attention from positive public law. 
With the progressive rationalization of methodology in the second phase, ethical
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involution set in: the concern with value-rationalism decisively predominated and 
the impact on positive law became quite negligible. Instead, the ethical introver- 
sionism of Ustill jurisprudence reinforced the attitude of pious antipathy to tem
poral power and of political indifferentism.

As Coulson has remarked, the great moral concern of the jurists in general set 
self-imposed limits on the rationalization of the legal system.56 In the preceding 
pages I have been arguing that the favorable conditions created by the first 
Qajars, certain mujtahids like Kashfl and ShaftI did overcome these pious limita
tions and took an active part in the administration of justice. However, even a 
mujtahid like Shaykh Muhammad Hasan Najafl, who similarly ruled in favor of 
the incumbency of administration of hudtid during the occultation and empha
sized the general vicegerency of the jurists, exhibited the pious mistrust of 
worldly involvement to the extent that he accused some of the doctors ruling in 
favor of the incumbency of Friday prayer during the occultation of the “love of 
leadership [riyasa] and earthly dominion [saltana]” .51 Furthermore, there were 
many mujtahids who did not follow his example and continued to adhere to the 
ideal of pious antipathy toward all worldly activity including the administration 
of justice. Among these, we may name the greatest jurist of the century, Shaykh 
Murtada Ansari.

The overriding concern with ethics and morality made Ustili jurisprudence 
often militate against the rationalization of practice even in the first period. For 
instance, the author of Mafatlh al-Ustil refused to accept that a transaction in
volving “positive rules” (ahkdm wadHyya) could be valid if concluded in a for
mally correct manner. He maintained that in order for such transactions to be 
valid, it was necessary for the parties to the transaction to believe, either through 
independent exercise of judgment or through following an authority, in the law
fulness of their action.58 Nevertheless, as we have seen, in this period reason was 
fairly freely applied by Kashfl to matters not covered by the letter of the sacred 
law. The subsequent rationalization of the jurisprudential methodology consisted 
precisely in the systematically more rigorous ethically oriented rules for the em
ployment of reason, thus progressively constraining its free exercise.

Ansari certainly did uphold the attitude of pious antipathy to judiciary prac
tice. According to his biographer, the shaykh was so pious and God-fearing that 
he would refrain from issuing binding injunctions as far as possible. When a dis
ciple of his protested against this fact, the shaykh replied that he was courageous 
and even foolhardy in this respect compared to his teacher Shaykh CA1I. The 
latter found his followers’ seeking of rulings from him “in matters not necessary 
to religion” more unpalatable to him than a wound from a dagger.59

This attitude was reflected in the direction in which Ansari steered the Ustili 
movement. It also constituted a severe self-limitation on the scope of hierocratic 
jurisdiction in the overall legal system, which in part explains the continued 
importance of “customary” (curf) tribunals under the jurisdiction of secular 
authorities.
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An$ari’s treatise, the Far a? id al-Usuf contains three parts: the first is on the 
determination of legal norms with certainty (qatc)y the second on their deter
mination through “valid conjecture” (zann muHabar), and the third on their de
termination through the employment of “practical principles” (usiil camaliyya). 
The first part regards cases where unambiguous norms can be found in the 
sources, and there is no need for the employment of reason. The second regards 
cases where reason in the form of rational methodology is painstakingly em
ployed to create (insulated and individual) binding legal norms. The third and 
last part occupies most of the book.60 It represents Ansari’s major contribution, 
and consists of a consideration of the four practical principles, which have been 
described as “emanations of reason.” 61 It is fascinating to note that these practi
cal emanations of reason consist not in the systematization of rationalization and 
modification of norms already derived by the first two groups of methodological 
procedures, but in the creation of analogous “apparent norms” (sing, hukm 
zahirly in contrast to “real” or “certain” [waqici] norms) regarding “apparent 
duties” (sing, taklif zahiri) in areas not covered by “certain norms” or “valid 
conjectures,” and only in these areas.62 The antithetical relationship between this 
rationalization of the method for ascertaining the moral-legal status of single acts 
through textual and grammatical analysis and the formal rationalization and codi
fication of law should be obvious. With Ansari the moral, ethical orientation of 
value-rational jurisprudential methodology, already pronounced in the preceding 
phase, overwhelmingly swamped all consideration for positive law. Not legal 
practicality and systematization of positive law but ethical introversion became 
the hallmark of Usiill rationalism.

Ansari’s fastidious concern for the value-rationality of specific legal norms 
meant that their conformity to the ultimate values as determined by the divine 
purpose as revealed in the book of God and the sayings and deeds of the Prophet 
and the infallible Imams, either with certainty or through valid conjecture, was to 
be established in as compelling and stringent a rational fashion as possible in 
order to dispel all justifiable doubt about any possible transgression of the divine 
law. This explains Ansari’s indifference to the central issues of public law, which 
required a latitude in the interpretation of the exiguous “sources” incompatible 
with the stringency with which the rational method of inference was to be ap
plied. In fact, parting company with Kashfl and Shaft! as well as Naraq! and 
NajafI, he would not even countenance an ex cathedra legitimation of the “gen
eral vicegerency” of th eculama> as jurists, which according to him could not be 
firmly deduced from the “sources” of the sacred law.63

Thus the mature phase of value-rationalism in Shiite jurisprudence, beginning 
in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, was destined to have no impact 
on the judiciary framework or on the constitution of the polity.

The Impact of ShiHsm on the Qdjar Polity
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Religion and Sociopolitical Action
in the Qajar Polity

11.1 Societal Action: Collaboration and Discord 
between the Hierocracy and the State

The creation of a unified normative order regulating political and hierocratic 
domination of course did not eliminate conflicts between the hierocracy and the 
state but rather established the framework within which these conflicts would be 
played out, along with much cooperation.

As we have seen, in Max Weber’s discussion of institutionalization of charisma, 
one finds two basic types of charisma whose antagonism he considers primeval: 
the political and the religious, as prototypically embodied in the warlord and the 
divinely inspired. Weber’s juxtaposed and analogous definitions of ruling organi- 
zation/hierocratic organization and state/church replicate this dichotomy at the 
organizational level.1 After the fall of the Safavid dynasty, whose rulers enjoyed a 
caesaropapist admixture of political and religious authority, religious charisma 
came to reside exclusively with the men of religion. With the separation of politi
cal and hierocratic domination under the Qajars, political and religious charisma 
in institutionalized form could, and in the instance to be described did, face each 
other in stark mutual antithesis.

Sayyid Muhammad Baqir ShaftI (d. 1844/1260), whose insistence on the ad
ministration of the Sacred Law during the occultation of the Imam has already 
been noted, was undoubtedly the most powerful— and the wealthiest— of the 
Shicite culama3 residing in Iran after the death of MIrza Abu’l-Qasim Quml. He is 
probably the first religious dignitary to be given the title of hujjat al-Islam (proof 
of Islam).2 He never visited any of the governors of Isfahan, and would receive 
them with utmost disdain. He would pay visits to the king whenever he was in 
Isfahan, but even then with much arrogance. When he was taken to visit Fath CA1I
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Shah for the first time, the king granted him the usual favor of making a request. 
The “proof of Islam” saw this as an opportunity to remind the earthly ruler of the 
antithesis of divine and worldly charisma which they respectively represented. 
He asked that the royal naqareh-khaneh (music house), indispensable for cere
monial regal pomp, be banned. The king remained silent, and the point was not 
lost on him. When the Sayyid left, he marvelled at how he could have dared to ask 
for the banning of the “royal naqdreh-khaneh which is the insignia of kingship.”

The stark opposition between the two forms of charisma was brought out much 
more clearly in Shaftl’s encounters with Muhammad Shah. When riding on a 
mule on his way to visit the king, ShaftI, the “proof of Islam,” had a cantor walk 
in front of him reciting the Qur'an. As they approached the royal residence, sur
rounded by a crowd kissing Shaftl’s hands, his mule, and the mule’s hooves, he 
ordered the cantor to recite the verse, “We sent a Prophet to the Pharoah [the 
symbol of worldly despotism] and the Pharoah rebelled against the Prophet.” 
When returning his call, Muhammad Shah made the naqareh precede him with 
ceremonious pomp. ShaftI was coming to the gates of his house to welcome the 
king, but, “upon hearing the sound of the naqareh, he raised his hands toward 
the sky and implored: ‘Oh God, do not wish the humiliation of the descendants 
of Fatima the Radiant [the daughter of the Prophet] any more!’ and returned to 
his house.” 3

Needless to say, there was no need for constant expression of this potential 
antagonism between political and religious charisma, which in fact remained 
completely latent, allowing much cooperation between the hierocracy and the 
state. It is important to note that this cooperation was even extended to the politi
cal sphere proper: one can cite numerous instances of the culama? *s intercession 
in internal political disputes and in its diplomatic relations with the Ottoman Em
pire. The Shicite religious dignitaries residing in the holy cities of Iraq often me
diated between the Qajars and the Ottoman governors of Arab Iraq in order to 
settle important disputes.4

The tension between the hierocracy and the state reached its highest point un
der Muhammad Shah. The tension was provoked by Muhammad Shah’s Sufism 
and his anticlerical attitude. Owing to the fact that the hierocracy, though for
mally acephalous, was dominated by ShaftI and a handful of other mujtahids, 
hierocratic opposition to the state became polarized. However, the tension be
tween the hierocracy and the state abated during the long reign of the subsequent 
monarch, Nasir al-DIn (1848-96), until it suddenly flared up in the last decade 
of the nineteenth century.

11.1.1 Religiously Relevant Policies o f the Qajar 
Rulers and Acts o f the Ruling Stratum

There seems no need to compile a list of the genuine or calculated acts of piety 
such as pilgrimages and endowments of holy shrines by the Qajar rulers since
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many of these are mentioned in detail by Algar.5 Of far greater importance is 
Fath CA1T Shah’s religious policy, sketched in the introduction to part 3, which 
comprises the most crucial religiously relevant set of “societal actions” initiated 
by the state.

In this section, we shall devote our attention to another aspect of the religious 
policy of Fath CA1I Shah, and especially of his successor Muhammad Shah, a 
policy that was politically conditioned at least insofar as it aimed at the domes
tication of the masses independently of the hierocracy and at increasing the con
trol of the state and the ruling elite over popular religion— i.e., the development 
of passion plays, the taczieh.

Under the Safavids, the mourning ceremonies commemorating the martyrdom 
of Husayn were an important component of popular religion, but there were 
other equally important ceremonies connected with the figure of CA1I.6 Further
more, it is extremely unlikely that there were any theatrical representations of 
the events of Karbala.7 Fath cAli Shah gave considerable impetus to the develop
ment of passion plays on the martyrdom of Husayn and the tragedy of Karbala. 
These were at first performed in the houses of notables as a part of the cere
monies of the month of Muharram alongside long recitations of the afflictions of 
the house of the Prophet, known as rawda-khwani. During Fath CA1I Shah’s reign 
a small number of fixed takiyehs (theaters) were built specifically for tcfzieh, 
most notably that of his foreign minister Hajjl MIrza Abu’l-Hasan Khan. Under 
Muhammad Shah, the prime minister Hajjl MIrza AqasI built a sumptuous 
takiyeh, which was attended regularly by the crown prince, the high officials of 
the state, and the high ranking diplomats. Mindful of the hostility of the hieroc
racy, the Sufi prime minister was eager to establish a measure of control over 
popular religion and to that end greatly encouraged the development of the pas
sion plays. Takiyehs built by the notables mushroomed in Tehran and the major 
cities. A French diplomat wrote that during his stay in Tehran in 1842-43, fifty- 
eight takiyehs were built. The process culminated in the erection of the famous 
Takiyeh Dowlat (takiyeh of the state) under Nasir al-DIn Shah (1848-96). On 
the literary plane, Qa5anl and Yaghma JandaqI produced variations in verse on 
the themes of the tragedy, and, with the advent of printing, the scripts of some 
eighty of the passion plays were produced and sold to an avid public.8

It is important to note that the vigorous development of the taczieh took place 
despite the opposition of the jurists in the upper echelons of the hierocracy. The 
hierocracy could not curb the development of taczieh because of its total organi
zational amorphousness. The disapproving mujtahids had no disciplinary ma
chinery for controlling the clerics who took part in them. The taczieh and the 
rawda-khwani conjoined with it became the source of livelihood for a new type 
of religious professional, typically drawn from among the dispossessed real or 
putative sayyids: the rawda-khwan, who was modestly paid and of low prestige.

The taczieh became tremendously popular among the people. Not only were
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they affected as audience, but they actively participated in the flagellant pro
cessions accompanying the ceremonies. We also know that the guilds of the ba
zaar zealously competed in the preparation of the feast of Husayn and the decora
tion of the takiyeh of Hajjl Mirza Aqasl. As Calmard rightly emphasizes, the 
spread of taczieh enhanced the political domination of the monarchy and the pa
trons among the nobility who controlled this branch of religious activity. This is 
especially so in that poems in praise of the shah preceded the beginning of sineh- 
zani (beating of the chest) during the ceremonies. Furthermore, because of its 
tremendous cathartic effect on the spectators, the ceremonies acted as channels 
of discharge of potentially rebellious energy and thus aided the domestication of 
the masses.9 Yet, as we shall see, these ritual reenactments of the tragedy of Kar
bala made the Shicite theodicy of misfortune a source of powerfully emotive no
tions and imagery, which could also be drawn upon to motivate communal op
positional action, both by the hierocracy and by chiliastic revolutionaries.

11.1.2 Military Action

The issue of the bearing of religion on military action arose in the decisive 
instance of cooperation of the hierocracy and the state during the first Perso- 
Russian War.

The attempt to mobilize the masses for war through the religious motivation of 
military action in defense of Islam against the Russian infidels appears to have 
been highly successful at first— perhaps even too successful in that it was one of 
the factors that forced the reluctant Fath CA1I Shah into a disastrous second war 
with Russia. But this sacralization of military action as jihad could not be effec
tively repeated. Thereafter, similar attempts quickly became subject to the law of 
diminishing returns. The preaching of holy war against the Sunni Afghans fell 
flat under Muhammad Shah, and the more sustained attempt to mobilize the 
masses for a holy war against the British in 1856-57 was given up as a fiasco.10

What interests us is not the detailed history of these attempts but the logic of 
making military action religiously significant. It is interesting to note that both 
religious credenda or beliefs and religious miranda or emotive symbols and 
imagery11 appear as the instruments of sacralization of military action. The mi
randa are taken from the Shicite theodicy of suffering, and relate to the martyr
dom of the Third Imam. This “Lord of the Martyrs” was said to be beckoning 
the believers to his aid and the warriors of faith were advised to carry small 
plaques made with the dust of his tomb to the battlefield. But the use of miranda, 
which has the effect of inducing an enthusiasm akin to those of the chiliastic war
riors of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, is clearly secondary. Even 
more ancillary is the promise of the culamcP, who, acting as the spokesmen for 
the otherworldly orthodox soteriology, pledged to “intercede” for the warriors of 
faith in the hereafter.12 It is rather the Shicite credenda or beliefs that are pri
marily drawn upon. For the nineteenth-century warriors, in contrast to the
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chiliastic holy warriors of the early Safavid times, the religious motivation to 
military action had firm ethical roots. It was first and foremost the provisions of 
the Shicite ethics of salvation regarding holy war that were drawn upon by th^ 
mujtahids as its authoritative interpreters in order to endow military action 
against the Russians with soteriological significance. The mujtahids wrote ex
positions of a somewhat neglected section of the sacred law,13 in light of which 
they exercised their ijtihad and ruled that it was the “individually incumbent” 
(wajib cayni) duty of the Shicites under the circumstances to wage war against 
Russia.14 In doing so, they sought to motivate the believers to military action in
fulfillment of their ethical duties.

♦

11.13  The Dependence o f the Hierocracy 
on the State in the First Half o f the 
Nineteenth Century

The Shicite hierocracy that emerged with firm roots in Iran in the first half of 
the nineteenth century was an autonomous institution. Organizationally, howN- 
ever, it was amorphous. The collapse of the Safavid state entailed the removal of 
the underlying centralized financial control of the $adr, while the theoretical 
equality of the mujtahid tended to result in the acephaly of the hierocracy. Thus 
there existed no hierarchical religious organization. Instead, the hierocracy was 
very steeply stratified in terms of status honor into the venerable mujtahids and 
the great bulk of the mullas.

Malcolm noted the sharp division between the higher and lower ranks of the 
hierocracy at the beginning of the nineteenth century.15 Some quarter of a cen
tury later, Sepsis similarly noted that the mujtahids were the objects of venera
tion, surrounded by sayyids who were far from enjoying a similar rank. On the 
contrary, a hiatus separated the lower ranks, who did not receive such reverence 
and were of great ignorance and cupidity.16 The hierarchy of deference within the 
religious community came to assume the curious shape of what amounted to a 
sharply stratified dichotomy. It is quite possible that there was some status strati
fication at the lower level of the dichotomy among the congeries of rustic mullas, 
simple sayyids, and rawda-khwans, but this seems irrelevant from the viewpoint 
of the initiation of hierocratic action. What is important is the pressure for oblit
eration of formal ranking in the upper sector of the hierocracy.

The doctrine of ijtihad had much to do with this obliteration. Two related as
pects of the development of the doctrine of ijtihad in this period tended to de
press the status honor of non-mujtahids, resulting in their ousting from the upper 
sector of the deference hierarchy. One was a trend toward denying the validity 
of the endeavor of the “specialized mujtahid'' (mujtahid mutajazzl), and restrict
ing the validity of ijtihad to the “absolute mujtahid" (mujtahid mutlaq).11 This 
had the effect of lowering the status of those who had mastered only one or two 
branches of the religious sciences. A second factor was the restriction of camal
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bil-ihtiyat (acting with caution) for those about to reach the level of ijtihad. Thus 
the author of Mafatih, stressing the ethical desirability of avoiding mistakes in 
the fulfillment of religious duties, devoted a section to arguing for the “necessity 
of following a mujtahid for him who has not [yet] reached the rank of ijtihad'' 
This again had the effect of dividing the learned section of the hierocracy into the 
mujtahids and the non-mujtahids, who were increasingly pressed to assume the 
rank of muqallid (followers). On the other hand, the “impermissibility of taqlld 
for one mujtahid from another” set real limits to formal stratification in terms of 
ranks at the highest level.18

The hierocracy had no administrative staff for the execution of the verdicts of 
the religious courts, which therefore had to be referred to secular authorities, 
furthermore, the absence of hierarchical ranking among the religious courts 
meant that the litigants could obtain different verdicts from different religious 
courts for the same case. The secular authorities could then choose which verdict 
to enforce, usually in light of the bribes the parties to the case were able to offer 
them.19 The amorphous organization of the hierocracy was reflected in the proce- 
durally uninstitutionalized manner in which the weapon of excommunication {tak- 
fjr) was used and abused by the individualculamcP. In the absence of organiza
tional control, excommunication or the threat thereof could easily be used for 
personal gain. What was more serious was its frequent use by the culama? against 
one another.20 Despite the inevitable debasement resulting from its abuse, how
ever, excommunication remained a powerful weapon, especially in doctrinal 
matters, as it was always possible for one mujtahid's takfir to be subsequently 
endorsed by others.21
T Because of the absence of a hierarchical organization, the members of the hier
ocracy had to initiate action as individuals or as small groups. In very rare in
stances, individual mujtahids did set up small hierocratic patrimonies as “states 
within states.” This was the case with ShaftI, who set up such a hierocratic patri
mony in Isfahan during the reign of Muhammad Shah, making use of the lutis (a 
“Mafioso” group of strongmen of city quarters engaged in the extraction of pro
tection money and occasional brigandage) as its “executive arm.” 22

But in general hierocratic action could be launched either through the state or 
by mobilizing the populace. The initiation of action through the state was prob
lematic and always had to be “negotiated” through the shaykh al-Islams as inter
mediaries. As has been pointed out, th eculama1 were unable to initiate any such 
action in a matter so intimately related to religion as the spread of the passion 
plays. This was so because the religious policy of the state in this regard was 
diametrically opposed to their doctrinal interests. However, in two other matters 
of great religious concern they did succeed in initiating societal action through 
the state, with varying effectiveness.

As the custodians of Shicite orthodoxy, the hierocracy was alarmed at the re- 
emergence and spread of Sufism at the end of the eighteenth century. T heculama*
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did initiate firm and violent communal and societal action, which was in fact 
effective in curbing the spread of Sufism among the masses. By vigorously op
posing the Sufis, the Shicite hierocracy succeeding in maintaining their domina
tion over the masses, so deeply imbued with the otherworldly post-MajlisI ortho
dox Shicism. Consequently, despite the persistence of such a plebeian order as 
the Khaksar and the acceptance of lower-class adepts by other orders, Sufism in 
Iran became a predominantly aristocratic religious movement, in striking con
trast to the rest of the Islamic world.

If Malcolm can be relied upon, with the return of Macsum CA1I Shah, the Plr 
(spiritual guide) of the Nicmatullahl order, and his disciples from the Deccan dur
ing the last years of Karim Khan’s reign, Sufism spread very rapidly. Malcolm’s 
informants give an incredibly high estimate of the adherents to Sufism, which is 
put at 300,000. With the ending of the anarchic interregnum and the reestablish
ment of peace by the Qajars, the champions of Shicite orthodoxy had no difficulty 
in persuading the pious Fath CA1I Shah to take firm action to suppress Sufism. 
The mujtahid who tirelessly led the anti-Sufi campaign was Aqa Muhammad CA1I 
BihbihanI, son of the founder of the Usuli movement, whose rabid violence 
against the Sufis earned him the title of sufi-kosh (killer of the Sufis). Malcolm 
reports firm repressive measures taken by Fath CA1I Shah.23 This is confirmed by 
the sufi-kosh’s grossly vituperative tracts against the Sufis, where he praises the 
king for such action. Aqa Muhammad CA1I persuaded Fath CA1I Shah to expel all 
the Sufis from Tehran. It appears that the shah also ordered a number of impor
tant Sufis to be arrested and sent to Aqa Muhammad CA1I in Kirmanshah for con
demnation to death for heresy.24 It is interesting to note that Bihbihanfs son 
viewed this collaboration between his father and Fath CA1I Shah as parallel to the 
ideal model of late Safavid cooperation between the state and the hierocracy, 
which had resulted in the propagation of the Shicite religion through the pen of 
his ancestor MajlisI and the sword of the Safavid rulers.25

In 1819-20/1235, theculamd3 of Gilan, alarmed at the vitality of Nicmatullahl 
Sufism in Rasht under the guidance of Hajj Muhammad Jacfar (Majdhub CA1I 
Shah), petitioned Fath CA1I to suppress the activities of the Nicmatullahl order, 
alleging that the Sufis were contemplating political rulership. Fath CA1I Shah dis
missed the state official in question and imposed the crashing fine of 1,000 or 
2,000 tomans on the order, dispatching a military cohort to extract it.26

Muhammad Shah was himself a Sufi, and appointed his Sufi guide Hajj MIrza 
AqasI prime minister as soon as he could. The Shicite hierocracy could therefore 
no longer initiate repressive action through the state. However, the culama? did 
use the hierocratic offices they occupied to check the spread of Sufism to the 
lower strata of society. For instance, in 1836, at the end of the month of Ramadan, 
the Imam Jumca of Tehran “in Hajee Meerza Aghassee’s presence, denounced 
the Soofies from his pulpit, called them ‘sons of burnt fathers’ and ‘defiled moth
ers,’ recommended their immediate extermination, and devoted them to future 
damnation.” 27
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The complete dependency of the hierocracy on the state for initiation of socie
tal action in defense of religious orthodoxy is illustrated by the part they played 
in the arrest and eventual execution of the Bab. Sayyid cAli Muhammad ShlrazI, 
the Bab, reactivated the mahdistic tenet by claiming to be an agent of fresh reve
lation. The proclamation of his mission came in 1844 with the words, “I bear 
witness that CA1I Muhammad is the remnant [baqiyya] of God,” diffused from the 
minaret of the mosque of Aqa Qasim in Shiraz by an early convert. Babism as a 
new religion claiming to supersede Shicism was of course sheer heresy, and the 
guardians of orthodoxy could be expected to react. The 'ulama? of Shiraz per
suaded the governor to punish the Babls, and bring the Bab to Shiraz to face an 
inquisitional confrontation with them. Subsequent action of the governor de
pended on the orders he received from Tehran,»and despite the pressure put by 
Shaykh cAbd al-Husayn Mujtahid on the prime minister, the latter only ordered 
that the Bab be confined to his house, causing the dissatisfaction of the culama? 
by his laxity. Subsequently the Bab was transferred to Isfahan, where he even 
enjoyed the protection of its powerful governor, MIrza Manuchihr Khan Muctamid 
al-Dawla. Upon the latter’s death, he was arrested and sent to Maku, and then to 
the fortress of Chihriq. The 'ulama* of the nearby city of Tabriz were granted an 
inquisitorial session with the Bab, and the Shaykh al-lslam even had the satisfac
tion of beating the arch-heretic in person, but the Bab was taken back to his 
prison alive. Despite several fatwas condemning him to death for heresy (and 
despite the beginning of the BabI insurrections), IJajjl MIrza AqasI did not put 
him to death. It was only after the more serious insurrection of Zanjan in 1850, 
and primarily for political reasons, that Amir Kablr, Aqasl’s successor under the 
new shah, eventually responded to six years of relentless clerical pressure and 
ordered the execution of the Bab. Therefore, the final putting to death of the 
arch-heretic can hardly be considered the simple execution of the injunctions of 
the hierocracy.28

11.1.4 The Organizational Characteristics o f the 
Shi'ite Hierocracy in the Second Half o f 
the Nineteenth Century and Their 
Consequences

Kashi had stressed that the king needed the 'ulama* and the 'ulama* needed the 
king. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the dependence of the 'ulama* 
on the king became considerably greater.

A crucially important fact that has not been noted in the literature is the mas
sive increase in the number of mujtahids in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. In the second half of the seventeenth century, Chardin had remarked that 
the mujtahids were very few.29 Writing during the second decade of the nine
teenth century, Malcolm stated: “There are seldom more than three or four 
mooshtaheds.” 30 The total number of mujtahids in the first four decades of the 
nineteenth century was certainly less than a dozen. Let us compare this period
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with the first forty years of Nasir al-Dln Shah’s reign (1848-88). Nearly one-half 
of the 359 noteworthy culama> of the period mentioned by Ictimad al-Saltana in 
al-McPathir wa’l-Athar, or some 175 persons, are, either explicitly or by infer
ence, classifiable as mujtahid.3I At the end of the nineteenth century, the inflation 
of the rank of mujtahids got worse. A single scholar, the famous Akhund Khura
san! is said by a careful author to have trained at least 120 “definitive” (musal- 
lam) mujtahids.32 The title of hujjat al-Islam, “proof of Islam,” too, having been 
conferred upon an eminent mujtahid of Kashan after Shaft!,33 depreciated very 
sharply thereafter.

Its rapid growth during the second half of the century gave the hierarchy of 
deference a very large undifferentiated sector. To this upper sector of the hieroc- 
racy was appended a group of non-mujtahids, who owned their prestige to their 
offices. This latter group consisted of shaykh al-Islams and imam jumcas, ap
pointed by the government, directors and professors of the seminaries, and fi
nally prayer leaders of the mosques. There were no organizational links between 
the holders of these offices and the mujtahids, their overlapping relationship 
being determined by their respective position in the hierarchy of deference.

The absence of any hierarchical organization had a number of important con
sequences. The clearly defined and sharply stratified hierarchy of deference was 
incapable of generating action, or of controlling the individual members and dis
ciplining them as a unified organization andfin consistent pursuit of doctrinal and 
institutional interests. The incipient modernization of the state in the second half 
of the nineteenth century entailed actual and planned encroachments upon the 
judiciary prerogatives of the cu lam a^  and upon their control over the awqaf ,35 
and thus threatened their institutional vested interests. Yet the Shicite hierocracy 
did not react as an institution, and many of its members continued to display 
accommodating docility toward the government. As an organization, the hieroc
racy was poorly isolated from its sociopolitical environment and was therefore 
permeable by environmental forces. The forces of its political environment, ex
traneous factors emanating from the interests of the state or of social groups, 
could easily impinge upon the action of the hierocracy or prevent such action 
from being initiated. Let us illustrate the point with an important example. Until 
the 1880s, Nasir al-D!n Shah’s public behavior was decorous from the religious 
point of view. The new year (Nd-ruz) royal audience in 1881, for instance, was 
marked by the presence of the most respected mujtahids of the capital. From 
1885 onwards, the aging monarch’s rampant pederastic proclivities filled the new 
year royal audiences with young children donning the mantles of the highest offi
cials of the state. Nasir al-D!n’s love for his favorite, Malijak II, became increas
ingly engrossing and scandalous. We hear of the people grumbling profusely, but 
not the hierocracy. On the contrary, some of the most eminent mujtahids of Teh
ran unmistakably condoned the immorality of the shah and his debauched prime 
minister, Amin al-Sultan, who was the object of their constant flattery. It was
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only with the advent of a countervailing extraneous factor in the form of the agi
tation of the reformer^and the merchants opposed to autocracy in general and to 
injurious concessions to foreign entrepreneurs, and at the direct instigation of the 
famous advocate of reform, Afghani, that the hierocracy received the decisive 
impetus to speak out against the ruler as the custodian of religion and morality. It 
was only then that the king’s pederasty and the journey of the harem favorite, a 
Muslim woman, to Europe for an eye operation would be publicly denounced, 
and the cries of “Woe to religion, woes to the sacred law” be raised from the 
pulpits of the important mosques.36

In contrast to the inability of the Shicite hierocracy to initiate institutionalized 
action in pursuit of its institutional and doctrinal interests, the absence of an au
thoritative hierarchy and of disciplinary procedures meant that th eculama? could 
engage in politics in pursuit of personal gain with complete immunity. Paradoxi
cally, their engagement in politics, institutionalized as their crucial role of media
tion and intercession in political conflict, was premised on their material disin
terestedness. However, against the background of a “push” factor consisting of 
the immense growth in the number of 'ulama? and intensified competition for the 
control of awqaf, professorships and directorships of schools, as well as the 
offices of imam jumca and shaykh al-Islam, and the “pull” factor of the spoils to 
be gained in the highly factionalized late Qajar period, the involvement of the 
culama3 in pursuit of personal interests and material gain became extremely com
mon. For instance, they frequently acted as political brokers to secure appoint
ments of local governors and state officials and often engaged in the hoarding of 
grain in collusion with the latter.

Consequently, the age-old rift between the worldly 'ulama* and those who up
held the ideal of pious aloofness to all political involvement was sharpened. The 
former group as a rule showed little hesitation in using their hierocratic domina
tion over the masses as an asset to enter the political arena in pursuit of material 
gain with the help of the state, in exchange for which they were on occasion 
ready to act as the legitimators of Qajar rule by praying for its glory (du'a-giPi) 
and cooperating with the ruler.37 Those who did not tended to uphold the attitude 
of pious distrust of politics, and withdrew from all entanglements with the earthly 
powers into religious scholarship in the holy centers of Arab Iraq.

Alongside the organizational amorphousness of the hierocracy and the mas
sive growth of its upper section, a contrary trend toward stratification at the apex 
of the hierocracy— and only at the apex— had set in. Already in the first half of 
the century, Fath CA1I Shah had been greatly displeased to see a loaded elephant 
carrying the “share of the Imam” from his Shicite followers in India to ShaftI, the 
“proof of Islam.” 38 Shaykh Murtada Ansari, emerging as the vicegerent of the 
Imam in the subsequent period, is said to have received some 200,000 tiimdns 
annually on behalf of the Imam.39 In this manner, especially with the improved 
channels of communication in the second half of the nineteenth century, what
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amounted to the designation of the vicegerents of the Imam by the Shicite com
munity through payment of their religious taxes, worked indirectly to stratify the 
Shicite hierarchy at the very highest level. The acephaly of the Shicite hierocracy, 
which was a feature of the first half of the nineteenth century, came to an end. 
Mlrza Muhammad Hasan ShlrazI (d. 1895/1312) in due course succeeded Ansari 
as the vicegerent of the Imam. This development enhanced the capacity of the 
head of the hierocracy to mobilize mass action in situations of national crisis, 
even though the plethora of independent mujtahids precluded unified routine ac
tion by the religious institution.

77.7.5 The Rift Between the Hierocracy 
and the State

The confrontation between Muhammad Shah and ShaftI belongs to the period 
in which the tension between the hierocracy and the state reached its highest 
point. Owing to the fact that the hierocracy, though formally acephalous, was 
dominated by ShaftI and a handful of other mujtahids in this period, hierocratic 
opposition to the state became polarized and led to serious disturbances in Isfa
han and Shiraz in 1839-40. However, the state was victorious. Muhammad Shah 
himself put down these disturbances in 1840, and humbled ShaftI and the mujta- 
hid of Shiraz.40

The tension between the hierocracy and the state remained high during the first 
years of the reign of Na§ir al-Dln Shah (1848-96), whose first prime minister, 
Amir Kablr, immediately embarked on a policy of strengthening the central gov
ernment. But the tension abated in the 1850s as a result of judicious gestures by 
the young monarch.41 The hierocracy-state relationship remained reasonable for 
some, four decades until a critical conflict between the two suddenly flared up 
in the last decade of the nineteenth century. Throughout this period the state 
was very much the dominant partner in the dual polity. The hierocracy remained 
cooperative, and many of its members established close ties with the Qajar po
litical elite.

Nevertheless, at least in one respect the rift under Muhammad Shah was never 
repaired: the Shicite hierocracy lost its role as the legitimator of the monarchy. 
By some curious coincidence, the reign of Muhammad Shah, which marked the 
sharp rift between the Qajar state and the Shicite hierocracy, also marked the be
ginning of a keener interest in the pre-Islamic imperial past, an interest that was 
to reach its culmination under the Pahlavls. It was to Muhammad Shah that Sir 
Henry Rawlinson presented the first Persian translation of the inscriptions on Bi- 
sutun, and it was one of Muhammad Shah’s sons who wrote a history of ancient 
Iran after centuries of relative neglect. Whether for this or for other reasons, the 
state no longer sought any formal legitimatory action from the hierocracy. Be
yond the cessation of this legitimatory function, the rift between the hierocracy
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and the state would not become critical so long as the attempts at centralization 
and modernization of the state remained feeble and largely ineffective, as they 
did in the nineteenth century. (The rift was to become critical and irreparable 
only in the twentieth century with the effective measures toward centralization 
and modernization of the state under the Pahlavls.)

Toward the end of his reign, alarmed by the spread of Western political ideas, 
especially by what he referred to as “nihilism,” Nasir al-DIn Shah did seek reli
gious legitimation for monarchical rule, and a number of treatises were produced. 
One such treatise by Hajj Muhammad NaTnl emphasized the “incumbency of 
monarchy” and the incumbency of working for government along the lines of al- 
Murtada’s political ethic.42 One clerical author went too far, claiming that the 
“authority verse” of the Qui°an referred to the king, and consequently incurred 
excommunication from other members of the hierocracy.43

Another legacy of Muhammad Shah’s period is worth mentioning in this con
nection: the persistence of Sufism in the courtly circles, among the literate strata 
in the capital,44 and in one or two other cities, notably Shiraz. Considering the 
capital a safer refuge “for a group like us,” especially under Nasir al-DIn Shah, 
$afI-cAlI Shah of Isfahan (d. 1899/1316), the guide of the Nicmatullahl order, 
moved to Tehran and spent over two decades in the gradual cultivation of “high” 
Sufism and gnosis among a select circle of literati.45 It is therefore not surprising 
to find a Sufi amongst the latter-day legitimators of monarchy. MIrza Muhammad 
Dhu’l-Riyasatayn (d. ca. 1894-95/1312), in a treatise on the “incumbency of 
praying for the king,” written to allay criticisms of Nasir al-DIn’s wasteful trips 
to Europe and the extravagant favors he bestowed upon the male harem favorite, 
cAzIz al-Sullan, takes on the culamcP's traditional function of difa-giPi (praying 
for the king). He is cautious in saying that “according to one interpretation” the 
“authority verse” refers to the king, but categorical in stating that the king is 
appointed by the Imam, peace be upon him, the Lord of Time. Praying for the 
king is an incumbent duty, especially upon the culama\ who can propagate reli
gion and learning in the peace and security provided by him, and especially in 
the light of the king’s respect for the sacred law and its interpreters, those in the 
clerical garb.46

To conclude, despite the cooperation of individual clerics, Nasir al-DIn’s solici
tation of legitimation met with a somewhat lukewarm response from the Shicite 
hierocracy, which was no longer accustomed to performing the legitimatory 
function, and was increasingly alienated from the state and increasingly reliant 
on the people, by now massively opposed to it (see section 11.2.1 immediately 
below).
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11.2 Communal Action

112  A Communal Action Led by the Members 
o f the Hierocracy

The amorphousness of the Shicite hierocracy meant that most actions initiated 
by its members were communal action through the mobilization of the masses 
outside the framework of the religious institutions. Of these, the most important 
and recurrent were acts of violence against the Sufis (and later real or alleged 
heretics— i.e., Babls) and the rousing of the populace against non-Muslims and 
religious minorities. In addition, under Muhammad Shah, we have an interesting 
case of oppositional agitation against Qajar government.

T h eculama> began to instigate and organize acts of violence and terror against 
the Sufis long before the reign of Fath cAli Shah, when they were able to rely on 
the coercive power of the state. As has been briefly pointed out, Macsum CA1I 
Shah DakkanI arrived in Shiraz during the last three years of Karl Khan’s reign. 
In 1790/1205, Mushtaq CA1I Shah, a handsome disciple of his in Kirman, was 
violently killed by a mob incited by Mulla ,cAbdullah Mujtahid.47 Macsum CA1I 
Shah himself resided in Shiraz until 1792/1206. In that year, at the instigation 
of the culama?9 he was hounded from Shiraz to Isfahan. He was subsequently 
hounded from Isfahan and killed by the order of Aqa Muhammad CA1I, the Sufi- 
kosh, around the year 1800.48 With the repressive policy of Fath CA1I Shah, Sufism 
became confined to literate circles without reaching down to the populace, and 
the need for this type of action was more or less obviated.

The masses were particularly prone to incitement against the non-Muslims and 
religious minorities by any troublesome mulla. In 1814-15/1229, a Hajj Mulla 
Muhammad Zanjanl incited a group of his followers to break the wine bottles and 
to loot the houses of the Armenian community in Tehran; for this action he was 
banished from the capital.49 In 1815/1230, a certain Mulla Husayn incited the 
populace of Yazd, who killed Shah Khalflullah, the leader of the Nizari IsmaTlIs 
in Yazd. We also know of an Akhund Mulla CA1I Akbar, who from 1838/1254 
onwards, under the pretext of “enjoining the'good,” caused considerable repres
sion of the Zoroastrians of Yazd. Also in the later 1830s, Aqa Sayyid Muham
mad, the Imam Jumca of Isfahan, ordered the water supply of the Jews of that 
city to be cut off.50

We have a fascinating report from the Frenchmen Sepsis in 1843 about dis- 
gruntlement and oppositional agitation of the mullas against the government of 
Muhammad Shah and his Sufi prime minister. We hear of an accusation con
cocted by the mullas to rouse the masses, with a keen insight into their disposi
tion as molded by the passion plays and the tragedy of Karbala. Rumors circu
lated that the Qajar tribe assisted Yazid, the Umayyad tyrant, in his war against 
Imam Husayn and his household.51 It is very interesting to learn from other 
sources that in this episode th&'mullas were acting in alliance with and at the
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instigation of Safavid sayyids. The Shicite hierocracy appears to have kept its 
links with the Safavid descendants long after the brief reign of Suleyman II in 
1750. As in connection with the agitation reported by Sepsis, we still hear of a 
Safavid pretender with clerical support during the reign of Muhammad Shah and 
in the period immediately following his death. The Safavid legitimists circulated 
the rumor that the Qajars had been ordered by Nadir Shah’s son to kill c Abbas III 
the Safavid with the dagger of Shimr (the killer of Imam Husayn), which was still 
in their possession.52 The same rumors were to circulate during the popular agita
tions at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century.

Of far greater significance than the above incidents was the communal action 
of the populace of Tehran under the leadership of MIrza Mashlh Mujtahid, which 
led to the killing of the Russian envoy Griboyedov in the aftermath of the second 
Perso-Russian War in 1829. The culamd> were drawn into the incident by the 
group attempting to secure the release of two Georgian women, members of a 
nobleman’s household, who were converts to Islam and were allegedly interned 
by force by the Russian envoy. An important mujtahid, Hajjl MIrza Masih, hav
ing issued an injunction declaring the rescuing of Muslim women from the hands 
of the infidels in accordance with the sacred law, led the populace of Tehran in 
the siege of the envoy’s residence. The populace was outraged at the state’s si
lence in the matter and the failure of the “King of Islam” (padishah-e Islam) to 
protect the rights of the two Muslim women and their relatives against the ar
rogant Russian envoy. “They said bluntly,” writes the Qajar court historian, “ if 
the government should order us [to act] against our will, we shall collectively 
abjure allegiance to the king.” The king, having failed to protect the “people of 
Islam,” did not dare protect the diplomat against their rage. Griboyedov and 
thirty-seven of his companions were massacred.53

The episode is of great significance as the first instance in which a prominent 
member of the Shicite hierocracy assumes leadership of the people, conceived of 
as the Islamic nation or community, when the “King of Islam” is found delin
quent in discharging his responsibility of protecting the Islamic nation against the 
foreign powers. As such, it foreshadows the hierocratic leadership of the protest 
movements of 1890-91 and of the* 1970s.

If the absence of a hierarchical organization and the easily exploitable rivalry 
among the culamay made the hierocracy responsive to the demands of the state, 
the normative order legitimating hierocratic domination contained features that 
also assured the responsiveness of the hierocracy to the demands of the people. 
So far, our purpose has been to sketch the differentiation of political and hiero
cratic domination in Qajar Iran in contrast to the preceding Safavid societal 
structure of domination. Now one important qualification must be introduced. 
There remained an important area of overlap: his “caesaropapist” prerogatives 
over a number of clerical appointments apart, the shah, even though his authority 
over his subjects did not extend beyond matters temporal, was the “King of Is
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lam and of the Shicite nation.” On the surface this meant that his authority was 
more extensive than that of a secular ruler, strictly speaking. But so was his re
sponsibility: the protection of Islam and of the Shicite nation against the encroach
ments of the infidels— a responsibility whose discharge an autonomous hieroc- 
racy, in response to popular demand, could insist upon. What underlay the issue—  
and here the comparative sociologist must place Shicism squarely in the same 
category as Sunni Islam as against Western Christianity in modern times54— was 
the absence of any differentiation between the Shicite Islam as a religious belief 
system from the conception of the Shicite community as an autonomous social 
order. In other words, there existed no conception of a secular society. If the ruler 
failed to carry out his foremost duty of the protection of Islam and of the Shicite 
nation or community, the hierocracy would consider it incumbent upon them to 
carry out this obligation by assuming the leadership of the nation conceived of as 
no other than the Shicite community.55 This was in fact precisely the inference 
Mlrza Muhammad Hasan Shiraz! made when affirming the theory of the two 
powers: if the government (dawlat) that is in charge of executive matters during 
the occultation fails to carry out its duty of the protection of religion and interests 
of the subjects, the Shicite community (millat) will, under hierocratic leadership, 
do whatever is necessary, because it is responsible to the Lord of Time.56

It is thus not surprising that confrontations with foreign powers in which the 
ruler proved unwilling or unable to act in accordance with the wish of the people 
constituted the typical situation in which prominent members of the Shicite com
munity would be called upon to assume the leadership of the people. This was 
certainly the case with Mlrza Masih in 1829. There were other similar instances. 
In 1843, the sack of the holy Shicite city of Karbala by the Ottoman governor of 
Arab Iraq and the inaction of the Qajar government provoked Shaft! to announce 
that he would dispatch an army against Baghdad ‘‘whatever the intentions of the 
shah.” 57 (In fact, however, he never did.) In 1873, Mulla CA1I KanI, speaking in 
part on behalf of the Iranian merchants, reprimanded Nasir al-DIn Shah for ne
glecting the interests of the nation by granting concessions to foreign entrepre
neurs backed by imperialist powers.58

11.2.2 Shaykhism: A Religious Movement 
and Its Political Conditioning

It is worth emphasizing that the consolidation of the Shicite hierocracy went 
hand in hand with the growth and dominance of the UsulT movement. Not surpris
ingly, therefore, we witness the continuation of Majlisf s policy of discouragement 
and elimination of gnostic Shicism (Hrfan), now coupled with a vigorous cam
paign against Akhbari traditionalism and the exclusion of the Akhbaris from the 
Shicite hierocracy. As a consequence of this development, Shaykh Ahmad AhsaT 
(d. 1826/1241), the champion of Akhbari traditionalism and of Hrfan, and his 
followers were*forced to become a sect through expulsion from Twelver Shicism 
by the triumphant Usulis, who emerged as the guardians of Shicite orthodoxy.
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Shaykh Ahmad AhsaT was the philosophical heir to Mulla $adra, albeit a criti
cal and discerningly selective heir, and as such the champion of gnostic Shicism. 
He was excommunicated by the Shicite hierocracy on account of his spiritualized 
interpretation of Resurrection and the journey of the Prophet to the heavens 
(micraf).59 His excommunication (takfir) and the Shicite hierocracy’s relentless 
opposition to him and his successors, Sayyid Kazim Rashti (d. 1843/1259) and 
Hajj Mlrza Muhammad Karim Khan Kirmani (d. 1870/1288) who was a close 
relative of the king, created a schism between the Shaykhls (thus designated for 
following Shaykh Ahmad) and the Balasaris (the remaining Shicites).60 Thus, 
with a schismatic convulsion, gnostic Shicism in the new form of Shaykhism was 
forever banished to the heretical periphery.

Despite the great prominence of Shaykh Ahmad, the sociological properties of 
gnostic Shicism referred to in chapter 5 also doomed Shaykhism to failure in its 
struggle with the Shicite hierocracy. It was relegated to the sectarian periphery of 
society and withered Qnce Fath CA1I Shah’s support ended with his death. Shaykh
ism continued to survive in Tabriz and flourished in Kirman, where, signifi
cantly, political power was in the Shaykhls’ hands owing to the fact that Muham
mad Karim Khan belonged to the Qajar family.

With the existence of an autonomous Shicite hierocracy that was capable 
of initiating persecution of the Shaykhls either by issuing “injunctions” to the 
people or demanding action from political authorities, the “political condition
ing” of the movement meant that it had to orient itself not only toward the state 
but also toward the hierocracy. This political conditioning through orientation 
toward the state took the form of H,ajj Muhammad Karim Khan’s repeated dis
claimers that being the “perfect Shifite” in the eye of his followers did not entitle 
him to political authority,61 and eventually reinforced a purely spiritual interpre
tation of the ShaykhI tenet of the Fourth Pillar (rukn-e rabic) purely as an eccle- 
sia spiritualis of which men become members through ascending the ladder of 
spiritual perfection.62

The political conditioning resulting from the movement’s orientation toward 
the Shicite hierocracy took the form of insistence on taqiyya (dissimulation of 
faith to assure survival): “The greatest of the ethical duties, is the observance of 
the rights of the brethren in faith, and the taqiyya.” Furthermore, “the harm re
sulting from him who does not observe the taqiyya is graver than that deriving 
from the Sunni and the Infidel, may God curse them.” 63

112.3  The Mahdism o f the Bab and the Babi 
Chiliastic Uprisings

In 1844/1260, 1,000 lunar years after the occultation of the Twelfth Imam, 
extremist Shicite millenarianism flared up after centuries of dormancy with the 
mahdistic claim of Sayyid CA1I Muhammad of Shiraz, the Bab, and resulted in a 
series of chiliastic Babi uprisings in the mid-nineteenth century.64

Babism as an Instance o f ShiHte Millenarianism in Comparison with Huruf-
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ism. First and foremost, it should be emphasized that Babism unmistakably be
longs to the tradition of extremist Shicite millenarianism, and bears a striking 
resemblance to the HurufI movement. MIrza CA1I Muhammad at first claimed to 
be the Bab (gate) to the Hidden Imam, but soon relegated the position of the Bab 
to a disciple and claimed mahdihood as the “Qacim [redresser] of the house of 
Muhammad.” 65 After claiming mahdihood in prison, he proceeded to write his 
new dispensation in Bay an, a dispensation with a strong pantheistic and gnostic 
character, which allowed him to claim divinity while enabling his disciples to 
claim divine inspiration as new incarnations of the archetypes that had assumed 
the human forms of Muhammad, Fatima, and the Imams during the previous 
cycle of manifestation (zuhur).66 Like the HurufI religion, Babism put great im
portance on the cabalistic significance of numbers and letters, and on the “incar
nation” of the significant letters by the disciples of the initiator of the new cycle 
of divine manifestation in the form of the “living letters” (huruf-e hayy).67 The 
similarity extended not only to the prominence of a woman among the leaders of 
the movement but also the identity of the title of Qurrat al-'Ayn assumed both by 
the daughter of Fadl Allah HurufI and the martyred Babl heroine and poet, the 
Tahira.

In one important respect, however, the Bab’s new dispensation differed from 
the HurufI mystery religion. The Bay an contains detailed ethical regulations 
covering most areas of social and personal life, so much so that a later convert to 
Baha’ism explained his motive for conversion as release from constrictive and 
rigorous ethical rules which he found stifling.68 This, however, points to a tension 
in Babism that was present from the very beginning, the tension between chili- 
asm and ethical rigorism, whose social and ideological roots are treated below. 
Though undoubtedly reflecting the intention of the Bab, it is difficult to assess the 
immediate reception of his ethical regulations by his followers. While one group 
of converts, predominantly the craftsmen and merchants, can be presumed to 
have found them palatable, another group, chiefly the young seminarians (tullab) 
hankering after chiliastic action, could not have cared much for them.

Finally, as was the case with the Hurufis, the initial difficulties encountered by 
the Babls, and especially the failure of their armed uprisings, generated intense 
messianism. This messianism was reflected in, and in turn encouraged by, the 
Bab’s foretelling of a new cycle of resurrection («qiyamat),69 which eventually 
culminated in the BahzP Allah’s (d. 1892) claim to inaugurate a new cycle of 
manifestation as “he whom God shall make manifest” (man yuzhiruhu ’llah).

The Social and Religious Background o f the Babl Converts. As Amanat empha
sizes, at the beginning Babism was a clerical movement among the young semi
narians, overwhelmingly from humble social origins, whose messianic yearnings 
had been kindled by the ShaykhI movement under the leadership of Sayyid Kazim 
Rashtl.70 Throughout its brief history, the large proportion of clerics, including a 
small number of mujtahids, in the Babl movement is striking.71 This important 
fact establishes Babism as an authentic instance of the unfolding of the mahdistic
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tenet in chiliastic religio-political action in Shicism. It also illustrates the diffi
culty of the Shicite hierocracy in enforcing religious discipline among its mem
bers, especially among the lower ranks.

However, the Babi movement did not, by any means, remain confined to young 
clerical circles. Proselytizing began very soon and was immediately successful, 
especially in the cities. Not unlike the Hurufls, many of the BabI converts were 
urban craftsmen and merchants, a fact reflected in the attention paid by the Bab 
to commerce in his writings.72 In fact, the merchants and guildsmen very soon 
came to constitute the second largest group of BabI converts,73 and, in the long 
run, a more solid social basis for the continued development of the BabI religion.

Of equal importance to the social background of the Babls was their religious 
background. Amanat shows convincingly that conversion to Babism was most 
successful among ShaykhI groups and in ShaykhI districts, both with regard to 
the seminarians and the mercantile group.74 From our point of view, it thus seems 
plausible to regard Babism as representing the politicization of the ShaykhI reli
gious movement. Many politicized Shaykhls who were dissatisfied with the 
quietistic response of the movement’s leaders to its political conditioning joined 
the Babls and helped to convert other Shaykhls to Babism.

I have already had occasion to point out that the diverse social composition of 
the Babls caused considerable tension which was reflected in the somewhat un
easy coexistence of millenarian activism and ethical rigorism in the turbulent first 
decade of BabI history. In this history, Amanat detects a moderate tendency— 
and, one may add, a rigorous ethical orientation— represented by the Bab him
self and the merchants and craftsmen, and a militant tendency (along with an 
activist, chiliastic orientation) represented by the politicized ex-Shaykhi semi
narians. It was the militant tendency that gained the upper hand in 1848.75 The 
moderate tendency was to prevail only decades later with the transformation of 
the BabI religion into Baha5ism.

Chiliasm in the Babi Uprisings o f 1848-50. In expounding his views on the 
cycles of divine manifestation, the Bab put forward a novel interpretation of 
qiyamat (resurrection, according to the orthodox conception, of the dead) as the 
this-worldly culmination of the previous revelation. The earliest history of the 
Babi movement, while elaborating on this conception of this-worldly resurrec
tion, emphasizes the necessity and inevitability of dissension and disorder (fitna) 
accompanying it.76 In 1848, the prolonged imprisonment of the Bab and the 
death of Muhammad Shah persuaded the Babls that the hour for the rising had 
come. In a tumultuous gathering in Badasht, Qurrat al-cAyn, the champion of 
chiliastic action, despite the opposition of the advocates of ethical rigorism, pub
licly removed her veil and declared the coming of resurrection and the abeyance 
of the sacred law:

It is declared in many Traditions touching the religion of the Redresser
[QaHrri] that it shall abrogate all [previous] religions, for “the perfection of
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the doctrine of Divine Unity is the negation of [all] predicates from Him,” 
and “mankind shall become a single church,” and He will make all religions 
one. . . . The essence of His religion is the Doctrine of Unity, and Wisdom 
and Love: all around us is the Qibla [the point in the direction of Mecca to 
which one turns in prayer], and this is the meaning of “Whithersoever you 
turn, there is the Face of God” [Qur’an, 3:25], and the realization of “He it 
is who is manifest in every manifestation” ; although His manifestation will 
be the last, as, for instance, . . .  is nineteen Gates [Bdb]y which is the 
number of the Unity [Vahid], And should men not be able to receive the 
doctrine o f the Unity at the beginning o f the Manifestation, ordinances and 
restrictions will again be prescribed for them, till they acquire such powers, 
when these in turn will be abolished. But during the continuance of the 
Return [Rafat] the veils will gradually be lifted, till the verities [of religion] 
be established, and men learn to explore the Prophetic Mystery, which is the 
Paradise of Primal Unity [Jannat-e Ahadiyyat].77

Many of the Babls present proceeded to Mazandaran to start the uprising, while 
another group independently arrived from Khurasan. The Bab’s approval re
portedly came in the form of a letter containing the following passage: “They 
[the Babls] shall descend from the Green Isle [Jazirat al Khadra ; Mazandaran] 
unto the mountain of Zawra’ [Tehran], and shall slay about twelve thousand of 
the Turks.” 78 The planned uprising began with the occupation of the shrine of 
Shaykh-e TabarsI near Barfurush (present-day Babol) in 1848 and continued into 
the early months of 1849. It was a truly chiliastic uprising in which the leaders, 
most notably Hajj Muhammad CA1I Barfurushl, the Quddus, and Mulla Husayn 
Bushruyeh, assumed to be reincarnations of important personnages in Judeo- 
Christian and Islamic history. In 1850, chiliastic uprisings followed in Zanjan in 
central Iran and in Nayriz in Fars. These uprisings, like that of Shaykh-e TabarsI, 
were bloodily suppressed, and the Bab was executed (1850). Minor uprisings 
and an attempt to assassinate Nasir al-DIn Shah caused another wave of persecu
tion and massacre of the Babls in 1852.

To understand the mood of pantheistic chiliasm that made the Babls so ready 
to court martyrdoip, one could not do better than cite a poem attributed to Qurrat 
al-cAyn:

The effulgence of thy face flashed forth and the rays of thy visage arose on 
high;

Then speak the word, “Am I not your Lord?” and “Thou art, Thou art!” we 
will all reply [Qur’an, 7:171].

Thy trumpet-call “Am I not?” to greet how loud the drums of affliction beat! 
At the gates of my heart there tramp the feet and camp the host of calamity. 
That fair moon’s love is enough, I trow, for me, for he laughed at the hail 

of woe,
And triumphant cried, as he sunk below, “The Martyr of Karbala am I!” 79 

Of the BabI uprisings, the first, the one in the shrine of Shaykh-e TabarsI was
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the ideologically most important, being the purest manifestation of BabI chiliasm. 
It is therefore not surprising that its bearers were the group we have character
ized as the party of chiliastic activism. Of the 222 participants in it with known 
occupations (360 persons were identified), some sixty percent were clerics, 
twenty-six percent guildsmen, and less than two percent merchants.80

Babism was the last serious revolutionary threat from within the Shicite reli
gious tradition to the Qajar polity, abrogating its dual normative order and being 
vehemently opposed to both its organs: the monarchical state and the Shicite hier- 
ocracy. Although the “reasons of state” were ultimately the more decisive, the 
hierocracy fully sanctioned the suppression of the BabI heresy, and throughout 
took an active part in it. Thus the state and the hierocracy acted in concord in 
putting an end to this extremist threat to the existing order.
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If the hierocracy is willing to legitimize political rule through domestica
tion of the people by using religious, sacred, and supernatural means, the 
political rulers will in turn extend religious uniformity over the entire coun
try by removing dissenters and heretics and forcing other religious groups to 
accept the officially approved religion.1

Murvar’s general formulation of the basic transaction between the hierocracy 
and the state aptly describes the Shicite hierocracy *s politically-relevant religious 
action of domestication of the masses and of the legitimation of temporal power 
in exchange for the Safavid and Qajar states* religiously relevant political acts of 
suppression of Sunnism, extremist millenarianism, philosophical dissent, and 
Sufism during the periods 1687-1722 and 1785-1850.

The benefits of this transaction were, in the long run, far greater to the hieroc
racy than to the state. Beginning from a position of uneasy coexistence with a 
hostile estate of clerical notables who enjoyed considerable political power in 
1687, the Shicite hierocracy successfully used the power of the state to establish 
its monopolistic hierocratic domination over the vast majority of the population 
of Iran. What it offered the state in return was also highly beneficial to itself. 
Although the domestication of the masses did have advantages for the political 
powers, it also greatly enhanced hierocratic domination over the masses. Finally, 
by assuming the function of legitimation of political rulership, the hierocracy 
contributed to the eventual removal of extremist adultation of the ruler. Safavid 
caesaropapism born of Shicite extremism was replaced by the consistent Twelver 
Shicite dualism of political and hierocratic domination in the Qajar polity.

Many extrareligious factors contributed to the success of Safavid mahdistic 
millenarianism, to the consequent establishment of Shicism as the state religion 
of Iran, and to the final consolidation of the Shicite hierocracy in the nineteenth
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century. The political sphere impinged upon the religious as frequently as the 
religious sphere impinged upon the political. Men’s extrareligious orientations 
and political and institutional aims colored their religious stands in specific in
stances and determined the course of their concrete actions. Yet the separation of 
religious and political spheres and the corresponding differentiation of religious 
and political authority in the Shicite world image, did, overriding hosts of inter
penetrating concordant and contrary mediating forces, determine the track along 
which societal change unfolded. After for centuries taking the form of rejection 
of the world and creation of an inner spiritual sphere, the dualistic world image 
of Shicism, in stages and with retardations and syncopations, intruded into the 
realm of social organization and was translated into a correspondingly autono
mous religious institution. A Shicite hierocracy independent of the state came 
into being as the institutional embodiment of differentiated religious authority. 
At the same time, rulership was shorn of its caesaropapist religious trappings and 
came to rest on the basis of the patrimonial principles of legitimacy. The Shicite 
hierocracy accepted these principles as the appropriate norms for the regulation 
of'the political sphere. So long as the ruler acted in accordance with these 
norms— most notably so long as he ruled with justice— he held legitimate au
thority on behalf of the Hidden Imam in the political sphere. The hierocracy, 
needless to say, was the depository of the authority of the Hidden Imam in the 
religious sphere. The state and the hierocracy thus constituted the two— and the 
only two— organs of the legitimate structure of domination in the Qajar polity.

With the consolidation of an autonomous Shicite hierocracy monopolizing the 
guardianship and authoritative interpretation of Shicite doctrine, the variegated 
religious topography of the Safavid period, made possible by the heterocephaly 
and the heteronomy of the hierocracy, gave way to a stifling uniformity of reli
gious outlook. The autonomous hierocracy by and large succeeded in establish
ing its monopolistic control over the religious life of the population of Iran, and 
acted with effectiveness to enforce a rigid and otherworldly dogmatism. Philoso
phy declined sharply, Sufism was effectively contained, largely within the aristo
cratic circles none too susceptible to hierocratic influence, innerworldly gnostic 
Shicism was expelled to the heretical sectarian periphery of religious society 
(Shaykhism) or to the private sphere created by the pious individual through 
withdrawal from the world, and mahdistic millenarianism was predictably sup
pressed as arch-heresy (Babism). The autonomy of the hierocracy thus underlay 
the final maximal impact of Shicism on Iran’s premodern polity and society.

However, despite its autonomy, the organizational amorphousness of the Shicite 
hierocracy was a serious hindrance to effective organized hierocratic action— 
that is, action carried out independently of the state or the masses. Furthermore, 
the absence of a hierarchical organization enabled the Qajar rulers to retain the 
caesaropapist prerogatives of their Safavid predecessors in making a number of 
important ecclesiastical appointments.
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General Conclusion

12.1 The Shicite Religion and Societal Change 
in Premodern Iran

What can we conclude from our analysis of Shicism as a world religion about 
its role in societal change? We began our study with the definitive separation of 
religious and political authority during the formative period of the history of 
Twelver Shicism, that is, the eighth/second century. It was argued that the devel
opment of Imam! Shicism into a sectarian religion within the Islamic body politic 
entailed a de facto depoliticization of the conception of religious leadership, the 
imamate. The gradual delimitation of the religious sphere by the corpus of reli
gious, literature on theology and jurisprudence, by omission, relegated temporal 
rule to the sphere of the profane. The sublimation of the mahdistic tenet in the 
doctrine of occultation assured the continued secularly of the political sphere to 
the end of time.

We then witnessed the variety of forms in which the definitive separation of 
religious and political authority made its impact manifest during subsequent 
ages: the political pragmatism of the Shicite sectarians, the political indifferent- 
ism of innerworldly gnostic Shicism, and, finally, the disengagement of the hier- 
ocracy from the caesaropapist state and its emergence as the autonomous guard
ian of orthodox Shicism. In each of these successive periods, the fundamental 
separation of religious and political authority entailed by the ratio of the Twelver 
Shicite doctrine did not determine the course of evolution in detail but constrained 
the range o f possible eventual outcomes through the requirement of consistency.

With the eventual consolidation of an autonomous hierocracy in the nineteenth 
century, Twelver Shicism completed its revolutionary impact on the constitution 
of Iran’s premodern polity. In Iran alone, the political monism typical in Islam,
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whose caesaropapist features had in fact been sharpened by the Safavid extremist 
heritage, was transformed into the dualistic Qajar polity. Differentiated religious 
authority found autonomous institutional embodiment in a Shicite hierocracy in
dependent of the state. The separation of the religious and the political spheres 
no longer required an overwhelmingly innerworldly and pietistic delimitation of 
the former but could find an adequate institutional translation in the division of 
labor within the polity— i.e., in a new balance between political and hierocratic 
powers in the societal structure of domination. The normative and de facto sepa
ration of political and hierocratic domination that prevailed undisturbed during 
the nineteenth century reflected the indelible impact of Shicism on the social 
structure of premodern Iran.

12.2 Shicism, Political Action, and Political 
Attitudes

We have examined several instances of revolutionary political action in the 
form of millenarianism generated by the activation of the mahdistic tenet. In 
these instances, the prevalent normative order was rejected and replaced by a 
new one. The mahdistic tenet motivated men to challenge the validity of the nor
mative order and to abrogate it. The ensuing chiliastic action thus brought about 
revolutionary change. In view of the inadequate treatment of mysticism in the 
sociology of religion, it should be pointed out that the research here confirms the 
following. Mysticism, like asceticism, has a Janus face.1 In fact, all our cases of 
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century mahdistic millenarianism, arising from the 
background of the Sufi mystical tradition, offer concrete examples of transfor
mation of Sufi mysticism into millenarian movements.

In sharp contrast to millenarian religiosity, there is a spectrum of religiously 
influenced political attitudes that make for stability and the upholding of the sta
tus quo. In early Catholicism, Troeltsch tells us, “the idea of the Kingdom of 
God was replaced by ‘eschatology,’ Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory, immortality 
and the future life.” 2 This prototypical process was repeated by the Shicite hier
ocracy in the Safavid period in its attempt to contain chiliasm and discipline 
popular religiosity. In the second half of the seventeenth century, Shicism became 
markedly more otherworldly. The otherworldliness of late Safavid and Qajar 
Shicism entailed a drastic weakening of the propensity to religiously motivated 
this-worldly political action aiming at the overthrow of the existing order. On the 
contrary, the religiously conditioned political attitude fostered by orthodox 
Shicism had a pronounced fatalistic character, making for submissiveness to po
litical authority.

Throughout the Safavid period, and less so in the Qajar era, along with the 
otherworldly orthodox Shicism and its concomitant political attitude we found
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another religiously conditioned political attitude with a high incidence among the 
intellectual elite: the attitude of political indifferentism, induced by the inner- 
worldly soteriology of gnostic Shicism.

Finally, we must recall the attitude of pious antipathy toward political power 
induced by the world-rejecting mode in Shicite religiosity. While the ordinary 
Shicites submitted to and worked with temporal authority, those who excelled in 
piety shunned entanglement with earthly powers.

12.3 Shicism and the Principles of Legitimacy of 
Temporal Rule

The structure of domination that came to prevail in the Safavid period con
tained a fundamental contradiction that remained unresolved because of the 
overwhelming power of the state. This contradiction consisted in the monarch’s 
pretension to hierocratic authority as the representative of the Imam of the Age, 
which was rooted in the extremist Shicism of the Turkman tribesmen and was 
perpetuated by effective political power. The fall of the Safavid dynasty brought 
about a fundamental break with the historical heritage of the extremist period, 
whose beneficiaries were now overthrown. The hierocratic pretensions of the 
Safavids could not be reasserted by the new rulers on the basis of the Twelver 
Shicite doctrine, whose independent custodians could, furthermore, dispense 
with the support of the rulers in the new configuration of political power. Conso
nantly with the differentiations of the political and the religious spheres implicit 
in the authoritative interpretations of the Shicite belief system, political rule and 
hierocratic authority became definitively separated.

Shicism thus made its impact by divesting kingship of religious pretensions, by 
secularizing rulership. However, the very fact of the separation of political and 
hierocratic domination, of the political and the religious spheres, meant that 
there would be no clash between Shicism and the Persian patrimonial ethos, and 
that Shiism  would have virtually no substantive impact on the latter, which 
would therefore persist autonomously. The king remained^ the shadow of God on 
earth, unperturbed.

12.4 The State and the Shicite Hierocracy

MajlisI and the dogmatic party of the late Safavid period used Shicism qua 
religion as a weapon for the enhancement of differentiated hierocratic domina
tion upon the masses and hence laid the foundation for an autonomous religious 
institution that was consolidated in the nineteenth century. Majlisf s appointment 
as the Shaykh al-lslam of Isfahan in 1687 and the creation of the office of 
Mulla-bashl over a decade after his death (1712) marked the emergence of a dif
ferentiated albeit heteronomous and heterocephalous hierocracy. Having suffered
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the severance of its ties to the state during the Afshar-Zand interregnum, a Shicite 
hierocracy headed by the mujtahids consolidated itself as an institution indepen
dent of the state in the early decades of the nineteenth century.

As an autonomous structure of power, the Shicite hierocracy was inevita
bly drawn into politics. “The extent,” writes Eisenstadt regarding premodern 
politics, “to which the religious institutions were organizationally autonomous 
greatly influenced the degree to which they could participate in the central politi
cal struggle of a given society.” 3 The hierocracy is typically drawn into politics 
as the protector of the poor and the weak, on the one hand, and the legitimator of 
ruling powers on the other. The intervention of the Shicite hierocracy in the for
mer capacity produced instances of mediation and communal action that have 
received considerable attention in the literature on the nineteenth century. Their 
involvement in politics in the latter capacity, however, requires a final comment. 
With the increasing degree of autonomy of the hierocracy, there is a tendency for 
it to dispute the immediate legitimacy of the king by the grace of God, and to 
insist on the mediation of religious authority. At the very beginning of this reign, 
Fath CA1I Shah, acknowledged that the legitimacy of his -rule was mediated by 
hierocratic approval, and is reported to have said that he considered his kingship 
to be “on behalf of the mujtahids of the age” and at the service of the “rightly 
guiding Imams.” 4 In Western Christianity, the hierocratic power to bestow legit
imacy upon temporal rulers came to constitute the basis of the canonists’ claim to 
the theocratic monarchy of the pope. Against the imperial theorists who derived 
the authority of the emperor from God without intermediary, Alanus (writing be
tween 1201 and 1210), whose position was adopted by the canonists in the thir
teenth century and eventually promulgated in the famous bull Unam Sanctum 
(1302), argued that the emperor obtained the temporal sword from the pope, who 
was therefore the only one head of the Christian monarchy.5 By comparison, the 
increasing dependence of the hierocracy on the state in Iran in the second half of 
the nineteenth century curbed all potential tendencies toward hierocratic mo
nism. What produced some normative imbalance in the period was that the slug
gishly centralizing and modernizing state increasingly dispensed with the legit- 
imatory service of the hierocracy. Shicite theocratic monism remained a surprise 
held in store for the last quarter of the twentieth century.
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From the Rejection to 

the Subjugation o f Earthly Powers

Comparative history teaches us that once the separation of political and hiero- 
cratic domination has been established, given the indisputable superiority of God 
over earthly powers, theocratic monism is but a further logical step which can, in 
theory, be taken at any time. Political-hierocratic dualism does often contain 
germs of hierocratic monism which may or may not develop depending on his
torical contingencies. In Western Christianity, the separation of hierocratic and 
political domination on the basis of the “freedom of the Church” was established 
under Gregory VII (d. 1085).1 It was this separation and the consequent auton
omy of the Church that paved the way for the theocratic monism of the later 
Middle Ages.

Once religious authority is embodied in an autonomous hierocratic organiza
tion, and is as such inevitably drawn into political processes, conversion of the 
world presents itself as a tempting— and with a suitable power constellation, per
haps a compelling— alternative to withdrawal from it.

Nevertheless, over a century had to go by before the crusade would show “to 
the alert and sensitive canonistic mind the immense possibilities that existed for 
the expansion of papal power” in the form of the papalist claims to world mon
archy. 2 The connection seems far from fortuitous. The crusades brought to the fore
ground the Christian identity, thereby enhancing the pope’s claim to the supreme 
leadership of the Christian community. Similarly, the impetus to the eventual 
development of claims to hierocratic monism out of Qajar political-hierocratic 
dualism came from the politicization of Islamic identity in confrontation with 
Western imperialism and political and cultural dominance.

In chapter 9, we noted that the negative evaluation of the political sphere, im
plying its rejection, can, under suitable circumstances, turn into a negative eval
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uation of the political sphere with the aim of its subjugation to religious au
thority— that is, into the advocacy of hierocratic monism.

In some of the early Usiili justifications of hierocratic authority, as in Mulla 
Ahmad Naraql’s (d. 1828-29) attempt to establish the authority of the religious 
jurist on behalf of the Imams, some movement in this direction is discernible, but 
the invidious contrast between religious and political authority remain unstated 
and ijnplicit.3 Thus, in the nineteenth century, the advocacy of theocratic monism 
was to remain a latent possibility, which was in fact not to be actualized until the 
recent decades of the present century.

The claims to hierocratic supremacy did not find public expression in con
frontations with the state, and did not threaten the stability of the hierocracy- 
state relationship in the second half of the nineteenth century. The large increase 
in the number of mujtahids and their considerable dependence on the state 
curbed any possible movement in the direction of hierocratic monism. In any 
event, possible claims to hierocratic supremacy could be countered by the reas
sertion of the patrimonial ethos of kingship by the partisans of the monarchical 
state on behalf of the shadow of God on earth.

Nothing from within Shicism threatened the stability of the dual structure of 
domination in the reconstituted Shicite polity of premodern Iran. The threat came 
from without: in the form of imperialist penetration, and of the impact of the 
West on the modernization of the state.

Parsons is correct in considering the absence of a structurally independent hi- 
erocracy as the most important single point of difference between Western Chris
tianity and Islam.4 The developments studied in this volume indicate that, in the 
first half of the nineteenth century, Shicism markedly diverged from the general 
Islamic pattern, becoming more similar to Western Christianity. As was the case 
with the papacy in medieval Western Christianity, in sharp contrast to Byzantine 
caesaropapism and its Russian heir, it was the successful institutional translation 
of the separation of the religious and the political spheres that subsequently gave 
the ShHte hierocracy tremendous political power as the independent custodians 
of religion and of the sacred law. At the same time, the persistence of the attitude 
of pious withdrawal from daily politics at the highest level of the hierocracy tre
mendously enhanced the effectiveness of their rare interventions in political 
crises when they could be prevailed upon to do so.

The separation of hierocratic domination from political domination in the 
nineteenth century had consequences that extend to the present day. In the con
text of the theory of the two powers, the absence of a secular conception of so
ciety meant that the hierocracy was called upon to assume the leadership of the 
nation when, in critical confrontations between the “{5hicite nation” and foreign 
powers, the ruler was seen to be failing to discharge his responsibility of protect
ing the nation's interests. Though, as we have seen, there were earlier prece
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dents, by far the most important instance in which the hierocracy had to respond 
to the merchants’ and nationalists’ call to assume the leadership of the Shicite 
nation in the name of their Hidden Imam was the granting of the notorious to
bacco concession by Nasir al-DIn Shah to a British company, Regie. This action 
was perceived and denounced as delivering the Shicite nation to the infidel impe
rialists,5 and thus promoted the vigorous nationwide protest of 1891—92 which 
resulted in its repeal. What was decisive in this instance, as was largely the case 
during the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-11, was not so much the involve
ment of the worldly culam& with routine political entanglements but the inter
vention of the highest-ranking member or members of the hierocracy residing in 
the holy cities of Iraq, who had firmly upheld the attitude of pious withdrawal 
from politics up until the time of the national emergency.

In the next important round of nationalist agitation and anti-imperialist con
frontation, the period of the nationalization of oil (1950-53), the Shicite nation 
was able to find a secular leader in the person of Musaddiq, thus obviating the 
need for the hierocracy to intervene in politics on behalf of its Hidden Imam. Not 
so in the sudden explosion of rage against the shah as the presumed lackey of 
American imperialism and propagator of an alien culture. The hierocracy once 
again assumed the position of national leadership in the political crisis of 1978, 
but this time the contending monarchical state collapsed totally. The hierocracy 
inherited the state from its last secular ruler on 11 February 1979.

The autonomy of the Shicite hierocracy assured its survival and continued spir
itual authority despite the relentless pressure from the state during the twentieth 
century. Though the modernization of the state entailed a drastic diminution of 
the social power of the hierocracy, it did not impair the legitimacy of the exclu
sive hierocratic authority of the culama\ which had become definitively estab
lished in early nineteenth century, and which assured the continued financial au
tonomy of the hierocracy, and consequently its survival and virtually exclusive 
control over religious learning and the authoritative interpretation of the Shicite 
religion.

“ Since the outcome of the struggles between political and hierocratic power 
depends so largely upon historical ‘accidents,’ it is not easy to generalize about 
their determinants. In particular, these struggles are not determined by the general 
degree of religiosity among the people.” 6 The decisive “ accident” came in the 
form of the internal crumbling and collapse of the Pahlavl state. As a result of its 
continued autonomy, the Shicite hierocracy did not disintegrate with the collapse 
of the monarchial state as did its heteronomous Ottoman and Russian counter
parts. On the contrary, the Shicite hierocracy, debilitated though it was, emerged as 
the decisive institution in the power vacuum created in Iran’s atomized society by 
the sudden collapse of the monarchy and the paralysis of the state in 1979.

Finally, the autonomy of the hierocracy facilitated its isolation from the state 
and made it completely immune from secular influences. Although— or probably

i
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because— the modern state wrested the national judiciary and educational sys
tem from the control of the hierocracy, it did not have the slightest secularizing 
effect on the organizational structure or the cultural outlook of the hierocracy. 
Unlike the Ottoman qadis, the Shicite mujtahids were not the officials of the state 
and did not have to deal with the problem of modernization of the legal system. 
Jevdet Pasha, the Ottoman qadi who became a minister of the sultan’s state 
in order to implement legal reform of the empire, has no counterpart in the 
nineteenth- or twentieth-century Iran. Similarly, the exclusion of the ^ulama* 
from diplomacy and the elimination of their function of mediation in political 
disputes completely isolated the hierocracy from political currents.

In the latter part of the nineteenth and the opening decade of the twentieth 
century, we encounter two rival normative orders bearing on political domina
tion: the democratic principles of (legitimate) government and the traditional the
ories of kingship. The impact of Western political philosophy began to be felt in 
Iran in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. The first decade of the twentieth 
century witnessed Iran’s entry into the age of modern politics with the Constitu
tional Revolution of 1905-6.

During the Constitutional Revolution, a number of prominent Shicite jurists 
supported the Constitutionalist movement and wrote political tracts justifying 
parliamentary democracy. From our point of view, these tracts can be seen as 
attempts to address the twin questions of the legitimation of parliamentary legis
lation and the legitimation of democratic government.

However, clerical writings were flawed by a number of important misconcep
tions regarding the nature and underlying principles of parliamentary democracy. 
The serious secularizing implications of legislation were played down, and a 
number of flat contradictions between Islamic and liberal political concepts were 
ignored. Therefore these tracts were not to serve as the basis for a modernized 
Shicite political ethic once these implications became clear. The pro-Constitution 
jurists soon found themselves on the defensive. The reactionary camp within the 
Shicite hierocracy continued to gain in strength and was unmistakably predomi
nant by the beginning of the second decade of the century.

From 1911 onwards, the Shicite hierocracy withdrew from the political arena 
after its complete disillusionment With Constitutionalism.7 The advent of parlia
mentary democracy, and then the establishment of the Pahlavl regime a decade 
later, not only perpetuated the withdrawal of the hierocracy from the process of 
legitimation (which had continued to be the case since the reign of Muhammad 
Shah Qajar, except for Na$ir al-Dln Shah’s feeble attempt to revive it and for the 
more significant attempt to legitimate monarchical autocracy under Muhammad 
CA1I Shah [1907-09] by Shaykh Fadl Allah Nun8) but assured the culama>’s in
creasingly total exclusion from the polity. The Shicite hierocracy became deeply 
alienated from the modernized Pahlavl state and the increasingly secularized po
litical elite that dominated it. The hierocracy’s opposition to the etatist regime
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assumed the form of a staunchly uncompromising traditionalism, coupled with a 
strong tendency to reject the political order from which it had been systemati
cally excluded for over half a century.

To find ideological ammunition in their bid to overthrow the Pahlavl regime 
from the late 1960s onwards, Khumaynl and some other mullahs naturally turned 
to the Shicite tradition. In doing so, they reactivated the process that had un
folded in the early nineteenth century equilibrium between political and hiero- 
cratic domination.

The hierocracy no longer felt itself bound by the implicit Qajar concordat 
(in part retained in the Constitution of 1906-7), which had been so arrogantly 
trampled upon by the state. Total exclusion from the political order obviated the 
need for any realistic acknowledgment of the balance of political and hierocratic 
power, while the hierocracy’s isolation from the Western-oriented political and 
bureaucratic elite precluded the making of any concessions to the latter’s view
point to achieve a consensus. Over the past two decades, the state’s intensified 
encroachment upon the sphere that had been under the control of the religious 
institution forced a number of leading mujtahids to abandon the involuted value- 
rationalisrti of religious jurisprudence, and to couple their championship of the 
menaced Islamic traditions with counterclaims of hierocratic monism. Ayatullah 
Ruhullah Khumaynl and others extended the highly technical and specific discus
sion of the rights of the gerent into a political theory that proposed theocratic 
monism in the form of the “sovereignty of the jurist.” 9 They did so without any 
communication or discussion with the secular elite, and the theory of the sov
ereignty of the religious jurist was put forward as the Islamic alternative by the 
largely lower-middle-class traditionalist party in its fight against the Pahlavl re
gime. Though it is by no means difficult to observe the persistence of the attitude 
of pious withdrawal from politics at the highest ehelons of the triumphant hieroc
racy,-its politically active members under the leadership of Khumaynl, facing a 
paralyzed and completely servile state, incorporated their theory of hierocratic 
monism into a new constitution that was ratified by the referendum of 2 -3  De
cember 1979.10 The result was the establishment of Shicite theocratic monism in 
Iran, the like of which the late medieval popes advocated but never had the pos
sibility to implement except in the territories under their direct administration. 
This bold and successful attempt to embrace the world by capturing the pinnacle 
of political power means that the period of theocratic monism is bound to be the 
period of maximum compromise of Shicism with the world and its profound 
transformation, since, for the first time, Shicism finds itself deeply entangled in 
innumerable hosts of mundane affairs.

We have said so far that the advent of democratic theories of government in 
modem times gnawed at the traditional principles of legitimacy of kingship. The 
Shicite principles of legitimate juristic authority, having spent their force in creat
ing Qajar dualism, remained in dormancy for over a century to be discovered by
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the beleaguered mullahs in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and to be modified 
into a theory of theocratic monism, and as such to assume the character of a 
miraculously revealed panacea to reverse imitative Westernization and to cure 
th6:strains of the rapidly emerging industrial society. But this is not the end of the 
story. To mobilize the masses effectively for his Islamic revolution, Khumaynl 
not only drew on upon the Shicite principle of juristic authority in order to extend 
it to matters political as well as religious, but also revived the mahdistic principle 
of authority in a modified form. Versed in Bldabadfs tradition of gnostic Shicism 
but ignoring the latter’s warning concerning the possibility of arrested spiritual 
development at the level of “egotism” and “pharaonism,” 11 Khumaynl decided 
to call the people to God by means of revolutionary political action. He took the 
unprecedented step of assuming the title of Imam, conferred upon him by his 
militant followers, and put forward a radically novel interpretation of imamate as 
continuous (mustamarr) leadership, which was duly incorporated into the Con
stitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran. It would indeed not be too much of an 
exaggeration to suggest that, owing to the intense political conditioning of the 
Shicite traditionalist movement that was launched in defense of Shicite Islam and 
its custodians against Pahlavl modernization and centralization, 130 years after 
the execution of the Bab, ghuluww (extremism) succeeded in conquering the 
Shicite hierocracy itself.

The reader will recall that the mahdistic principle enabled the founder of the 
Safavid empire to conquer Iran and establish Shicism, but that in the long run it 
clashed with the juristic principle of authority. The very same inconsistency has 
already produced something of a crisis of legitimacy, which is certain to become 
acute after the death of the charismatic leader of the Islamic revolution. Elements 
of neo-ghuluww were present from the very beginning of the revolutionary pro
cess, as for instance in the discussions among the anti-shah demonstrators as to 
whether Khumaynl was the Hidden Imam or merely the introduction to him. By 
1982, Fakhr al-DIn HijazI, perhaps the most important demagogue of the Islamic 
Republican Party, would openly implore Khumaynl to drop the veil if he indeed 
was the Mahdi himself. As is proper for such occasions, the Imam would of 
course observe nobly ambiguous silence.12 In fact, the unprecedented “dis
missal” of Shari cat-madari from the rank of grand ayatullah by some seventeen 
out of over forty professors of the Qum theological seminaries who could be pre
vailed upon to do so in April 1982, and the intimidation and silencing of other 
grand ayatullahs opposed to Khumaynl’s theory of hierocratic monism, signaled 
a serious setback for the juristic principle of authority and indicated that the 
mahdistic principle had gained the upper hand. Other indications also confirm 
the ascendancy of mahdism and the onset of a reaction to it from within the 
Shicite community.

In a speech to the Islamic Parliament in October 1982, Hujjat al-Islam RidvanI, 
the deputy from the town of Flruzabad, predicted the success of the war against
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Iraq as a prelude to marching on Jerusalem. Adducing a number of traditions 
relating to the Mahdi, he added that the purpose of the march on Jerusalem was 
to acclaim the reappearance of the Hidden Imam as the Mahdi, and to witness the 
reappearance of Jesus Christ and his final conversion to Islam by the Mahdi. It is 
interesting to note that the Hujjatl group— so named after the Hidden Imam as 
the hujjat (proof) of God, and a powerful oppositional group within the Islamic 
Republic— rejects the legitimacy of Khumaynl’s theocratic monism because it 
entails the usurpation of the right of the Mahdi. Khumaynl’s followers have re
acted by coining the phrase, highly reminiscent of early Safavid legitimatory 
motifs,13 “O God, keep Khumayni until the revolution of the Mahdi.” The Mahdi 
has reportedly been seen on the front and, on one occasion, told an injured vol
unteer, “Your prayer, ‘O God, O God, keep Khumayni until the revolution of the 
Mahdi,* has expedited my advent by a few hundred years.” 14

To complicate matters further, Khumayni has created an Islamic Parliament 
that has engaged in legislation since its institution. Although he initially consid
ered this a necessary concession to nationalists and democrats and a transitional 
step, Khumayni has come to appreciate the loyalty of the Majlis, and has report
edly grown to like it. Furthermore, institutions, once created, in turn give rise to 
new constellations of interests. The Majlis is no exception, and has given rise to 
a significant social group with a vested interest in upholding the legitimacy of 
parliamentary legislation. The reconciliation of the legitimacy of parliamentary 
legislation with the Shicite principle of juristic authority— especially in its pres
ent extended, theocratic form—poses problems as serious as any arising from 
the inconsistency of the Shicite mahdistic and juristic principles of domination.

The coincidence of these three distinct principles of legitimate domination has 
already created a crisis of legitimacy and set in motion attempts at its resolution 
and thus the process of rationalization. To the two contradictory but recognizably 
Shicite principles of authority— the juristic and the mahdistic— is now added a 
third pertaining to parliamentary legislation. It is quite likely that a completely 
satisfactory resolution will never be reached. It is also likely that the process of 
rationalization will be more condensed in time than was the corresponding one in 
premodem Iran. However, once the proces's is set in motion, as it has been, the 
logic of the Shicite doctrine will not determine its course of evolution in detail, 
but is bound to constrain the range of eventual viable outcomes through the re
quirement of consistency.
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fe ll in to  d isg ra c e  and  w as e x ecu ted  by  O lje itii’s o rd e r in 1 3 1 1 - 1 2 /7 1 1 ,  h is  b o d y  w as sav 
a g e ly  to rn  to  p ie c e s  b y  th e  H an b a lls  an d  d istrib u ted  in th e ir co m m u n ity  in  B a g h d ad . T h e  
in c id e n t, w h ic h  m ade  O lje itu  d ep riv e  th e  H a n b a ll co m m u n ity  o f  B ag h d ad  o f  th e ir  o w n  
q ad i an d  p u t th em  u n d e r th e  ju risd ic tio n  o f  a  ShafiT  ju d g e , is in d ica tiv e  o f  th e  re se n tm e n t 
c a u se d  b y  th e  p ro -S h icite  p o lic ie s  o f  O lje itu . (T. O l . : 1 3 2 -3 3 ;  cA b d  a l-H u say n  A fim ad  
A m ln l, Shahldan-e Rah-e Fadilat, P ersian  T ransla tion  o f  Shuhada5 al-Fadila [T ehran , 
n .d .] ,  p p . 1 3 0 - 3 3 )

13. T. O l . : 1 0 7 - 8 ;  M . M u rta za v i, “ D in  v a  M ad h h ab  d a r cA h d -e  I l-K h a n a n ,” in Tahqlq 
dar bareh-ye Dawreh-ye Il-Khanan-e Iran (T ehran , 1 9 6 3 /1 3 4 1 ), p p . 1 - 8 8 .

14. M . M u rta z a v i, “ T asaw w u f d a r D a w reh -y e  Il-K h an a n ,” Tahqlq, p p . 8 9 - 1 3 0 .
15. M . G . S . H o d g so n , The Venture of Islam (C h icag o , 1974), 2 : 2 7 9 - 8 4 ;  Iq b a l, 

Tarlkh-e Mughul, p p . 4 6 6 , 4 9 8 - 9 9 .
16. T. O l . : 9 0 - 9 5 ,  132.
17. S . N a fls I , “ S a cd a l-D In  IJa m u y a ,”  Yadigar 1 no . 10 (1 9 4 5 ) :4 3 .;  M . M o le , “ L es 

K u b ra w iy a  e n tre  S u n n ism e  e t S h iism e  aux  h u itiem e  e t n eu v iem e  si&cles d e  l ’H e g ire ,” 
REl 2 9  (1 9 6 1 ): 6 1 - 1 4 2 .

18. S e e  below , c h ap te r  2 , sec tio n  2 .1 .2
19. B a u sa n i, p .  547 .
2 0 . S e e  a lso  th e  in tro d u c tio n  to  p a r t  2 .
2 1 . T h is  g ro u p  w as k n o w n  as th e  tafdlli S u n n is . S ee  M . J .  M a h ju b , “ F ro m  th e  R e c ita 

tio n  o f  Fad&il an d  Mandqub to  Rawda-khanl” in  S . A . A ijo m a n d , e d .,  Political Aspects 
of ShMte Thought and Institutions (fo rth co m in g ).

Chapter I

1. G . E . v o n  G ru n e b au m  o p e n s  h is ch ap te r on  the body  p o litic  as fo llow s: “ Is la m  is the  
c o m m u n ity  o f  A llah . H e  is th e  liv ing  tru th  to  w h ich  it ow es its life . H e  is th e  c e n te r  a n d  
the  g o a l o f  its sp iritu a l e x p e rien c e . But he is also the mundane head of his community 
which he not only rules but governs” (von  G ru n eb au m , Medieval Islam [C h ica g o , 19 5 4 ], 
p . 12). T h e  u n d e rlin ed  a sse rtio n  is in  m y v iew  un ten ab le .

2. A s an  e x am p le , su ra  6 4 , verse  1 can  be  cited: “A ll th a t is in th e  heav en s and  th e  e a r th  
m ag n ifies  G o d . H is is the  K in g d o m , an d  H is is the  p ra ise , A n d  H e is po w erfu l o v e r e v e ry 
th in g ” (A . J . A rberry , tra n s .) .  O ne  o f  the  m o st recu rre n t p h rases  o f  the  Q u r 'a n  is  “ a n d  fo r
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G o d  is th e  k in g d o m  o f  th e  h eav en s  an d  o f  the  e a r th ” (3 :1 8 9 ; 5 : 1 9 - 2 0 ;  7 :1 5 7 ;  2 4 :4 2 ;  
4 2 :4 9 ;  4 5 :2 6 ;  4 8 :1 4 ) .

3 . S ee  M . W eber, Ancient Judaism (N ew  York, 1952), pp . 1 1 8 - 3 1 .
4 . S ee  th e  Q u ria n , su ra  2 5 , a l-F u rq an  ( “ S a lv a tio n ” ), esp . v e rse  56: “ W e h a v e  se n t th ee  

n o t, e x c e p t g o o d  tid in g s  to  bear, and  w a rn in g ” (A . J. A rberry , t ra n s .) .  T or A n d ra e  d e 
sc rib es  th e  ty p ica l rh e to rica l sch em e o f  the  suras o f  th e  Q urian  as (1) a  d e sc rip tio n  o f  th e  
b le s s in g s  o f  G o d ; (2) th e  d u ty  o f  m an  in  o b ed ien ce  to  G od; (3 ) ju d g m e n t an d  re tr ib u tio n  
th a t sha ll c o m e  u p o n  th o se  w h o  do  no t fu lfill th is d u ty  (an d  rew ard s fo r  th o se  w h o  d o ); see  
T or A n d ra e , Muhammad: The Man and His Faith (N ew  Y ork, 1936), p . 126. I t  is tru e  th a t 
th e  Q u ria n  d o e s  f re q u e n tly  sp e a k  o f  a  ju d g m e n t o f  G o d  in  h is to ry  u p o n  p e o p le s  in cu rrin g  
h is  w ra th  b y  th e ir  m o ra l c o rru p tio n . T h is , how ever, is  n o t the  c ase  as  re g a rd s  th e  in d iv id u 
a ls  w h o se  so te rio lo g ica l c a lcu lu s  m u st n ecessa rily  h av e  an  o th erw o rld ly  ch aracte r.

5 . M . A . S h a b a n , Islamic History: A New Interpretation (C a m b rid g e , 1971) 1, e sp . 
p p . 6 2 , 7 3 , 7 9 - 8 0 .

6 . I ra  M . L ap id u s , “ T h e  S ep a ra tio n  o f  S ta te  and  R elig ion  in  the  D e v e lo p m en t o f  E arly  
Is la m ic  S o c ie ty ,” IJMES 6  ( 1 9 7 5 ) :3 6 3 - 8 5 .

7 . Ib id .,  p p . 3 8 2 - 8 3 .
8. M . G . S . H o d g so n , “ H ow  D id  th e  E arly  Sh ica B eco m e S e c ta ria n ? ” Journal of the 

American Oriental Society 75 (1 9 5 5 ): 1 - 1 5 .  H o d g so n ’s o th erw ise  e x ce lle n t a cc o u n t do es 
n b t pay  e n o u g h  a tte n tio n  to  the h is to rica l im p o rta n ce  o f  M u h a m m a d  a l-B a q ir  as the  
fo u n d e r o f  Im am ! ju r isp ru d e n c e .

9 . A . Iq b a l, Khandan-e Nawbakhti (T ehran  1 9 3 2 /1 3 1 1 ) , pp . 6 5 - 6 6 ,  75; H o d g so n , 
p . 12. In  th is  re sp e c t, th e ir  a ttitu d e  is d iam e trica lly  o p p o sed  to  th a t o f  a l-B a q ir’s h a lf- 
b ro th er, Z a y d  ib n  CA1T (d .7 4 0 ) , the  fo u n d e r o f  th e  Z ay d l b ran ch  o f  S h icism , w h o  in s is ted  
o n  th e  tak in g  u p  o f  a rm s as a  con d itio n  o f  im a m ate . S ee  Ja fr i , p p . 2 5 1 - 5 2 ,  2 6 5 - 6 6 ;  
H . L a o u s t, Les Schismes dans I’Islam (P a ris , 1965), p . 3 5 .

10. Ja fr i , p . 2 7 3 .
11. S ee  I. G o ld z ih e r, Muslim Studies (L o n d o n , 1971 [1 8 8 9 - 9 0 ] ) ,  2 : 6 0 - 6 4 ;  C . C a h en , 

“ T h e  B o d y  P o litic ,” in  G . E . v on  G ru n eb au m , e d . ,  Unity and Diversity in Muslim Civi
lization (C h ic a g o , 1 955), e sp . p p . 1 3 7 - 3 9  and  p . 149; Ja fr i , p .  28 1 .

12. A . M . S c h im m e l, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (C h ap el H ill, 1975), p p . 4 1 , 8 3 , 
191.

13. H o d g so n , pp . 1 - 8 ;  M . J . M ashkur, “ N e g ah l b e  M a d h a h ib -e  S h lca  v a  d ig a r-e  F irq a - 
h a -y e  Is la m  ta  P ay an -e  Q a m -e  S ev v u m -e  H ijr i,” in tro d u c tio n  to  h is  Tarjuma-ye Firaq al- 
Shica-ye Nawbakhti (T eh ra n , 1 9 7 4 /1 3 5 3 ) , p p . 1 9 3 -9 6 .

14. C a ld e r, p p . 7 - 8 .
15. Ja fr i ,  p p . 2 5 0 , 2 5 3 - 5 5 ;  L ao u s t, p . 33 . T h e  im p o rta n t ro le  o f  a l-B a q ir  in  lay in g  th e  

fo u n d a tio n  o f  th e  Sh icite  leg a l sy s tem  is reco rd ed  in  th e  fo llo w in g  s ta te m en t b y  K a sh sh I in  
h is  Rijal: “ B e fo re  th e  Im am ate  o f  M u h am m ad  a l-B a q ir  the  S h icite s  d id  n o t k n o w  w h a t 
w as law fu l an d  w h a t w as u n law fu l, e x cep t w h a t they  lea rn ed  fro m  th e  [o ther] p e o p le ; u n til 
A b u  Jacfa r  [A l-B aq ir] b e ca m e  th e  Im am , an d  h e  tau g h t th em  a n d  e x p la in ed  to  th em  th e  
k n o w le d g e  [o f  law ], a n d  th ey  b e g an  to  teach  o th e r  p e o p le  f ro m  w h o m  th ey  w e re  p re v i
o u s ly  le a rn in g ” ( tran s . Ja fr i , p . 253 ).

16. Iq b a l, p p . 7 0 - 7 1 ;  Ja fr i , p p . 2 8 9 - 3 1 0 .
17. Ja fr i , p . 2 9 4 .
18. W. M a d e lu n g , H IS H A M  b . a l-H A K A M , E l 2, 3 :4 9 7 .
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19. S ee  M o d a rre s i T ab a tab a ’i ’s fo rth co m in g  b o o k , Introduction to Shici Law (so u rces : 
K a sh s h l’s Rijal, a l-H u rr  a lcA m ilI, WasaHl, B ah r a l-cU lu m ’s Rijal, e tc .) .  T h e  m an u sc rip t 
w as k in d ly  le n t  m e  by  D r. M o d a rres i.

2 0 . L a o u s t, p . 100.
2 1 . H o d g so n , p . 10; em p h asis  ad d ed .
2 2 . Ib id .,  p . 11; em p h asis  added .
2 3 . H o d g so n , p . 13.
2 4 . K h j . : 3 5 - 3 6 .
2 5 . Ja ff i , p .  2 9 8 .
2 6 . Ib n  B a b u y a , Kitab al-Ttiqad, sec tion  (b ) 39 .
2 7 . S h a h ra s ta n l, al-Millal va'l-Nihal; P ersian  tran s la ted  a n d  e d ite d  b y  M . R . Ja la ll  

N a ’In I (T eh ran , 1 9 7 1 /1 3 5 0 ) , p . 122.
2 8 . Q u r’a n , 3 :7 .
2 9 . A . A . S a c h ed in a , Islamic Messianism: The Idea of the Mahdi in Twelver ShiHsm 

(N e w  York: S U N Y  P re ss , 1981); a p p en d ix , p p . 1 8 4 -9 5 .
3 0 . Ib n  B a b u y a  h ad  co n sid e re d  th e  Im am s im m u n e  fro m  g re a te r  an d  le s se r  s in s b u t 

l ia b le  to  in a d v e r te n t e rro r  (sahw). B y th e  tim e  o f  a l-T usI, the  a sse rtio n  o f  in fa llib ility  o f  
th e  Im am s b e c a m e  m o re  ca teg o ric a l. H is tea ch e r a l-M u rta d a  co n sid ered  th e  Im am s im m u n e  
fro m  b o th  s in  an d  in a d v e rte n t erro r. S ee  W. M ad e lu n g , CIS M A , E l 2, 4 :1 8 2 ;  L a m b to n , 
State and Government in Medieval Islam, p p . 2 3 0 - 3 1 .

3 1 . K . G h . : 4 - 9 .
3 2 . T h e  M u ctaz ilite  Q ad I cA bd  a l-Jab b a r w ou ld  ty p ica lly  a tta ck  th e  Im am is  as fo llo w s: 

“ an d  as fo r  th o se  w h o  say  th e re  is a  n eed  fo r  the  Im am  b ecau se  h e  is lutf [g race] in  th e  
re lig io n  . . . h o w  d o  th ey  p e rm it th e  Im am  to  b e  in  o c cu p a tio n  fro m  th e  umma fo r  su c h  a 
lo n g  tim e , w h e n  h is e x is ten ce  is lutf in th e  re lig io n  and  w hen  h e  is so  b ad ly  n e e d e d ” (c ited  
in  S a c h e d in a , p . 133).

3 3 . al-Babu’ l-Hadi ̂ Ashar, tran s . W. M . M iller, (L o n d o n , 1928), p . 62 .
3 4 . H . L ao u s t, “ L a  C ritiq u e  du  S u n n ism e  daus la  d o c tr in e  d ’A l-H illl ,” REI 24  

(1 9 6 6 ): 51 .
3 5 . M a d e lu n g , “ IM A M A ,” E l 2, 3 :1 1 6 8 .
3 6 . G . S c a rc ia , “A  p ro p o sito  del p ro b lem a  d e lla  so v ran ita  p re sso  g li Im a m iti ,” A IO N  7  

(1 9 5 7 ): 1 1 8 - 1 9 .
3 7 . S ee  W. M a d e lu n g , “ N ew  D o cu m en ts  C o n cern in g  a l-M a’m u n , al-Fa<Jl b . S ah l 

an d  CA1I a l-R id a ,” in W adad  a l-Q ad i, e d .,  Studia Arabica et Islamica (B e iru t, 1 981), 
p p . 3 4 5 - 4 6 .

3 8 . S a c h ed in a , pp . 6 0 - 6 1 .
3 9 . N a w b a k h tI , Firaq al-ShFa, n o s. 108, 1 1 8 -2 4 ,  1 4 3 - 4 4  (P ersian  tra n s .:  p p . 1,00, 

1 1 8 - 2 2 ,  1 3 9 -4 2 ) .
4 0 . T h re e  se c ts , a cco rd in g  to  N aw b ak h tI (Firaq al-ShTa). S acd b . ‘A b d u llah  a l-A sh cari 

m en tio n s  a  fo u r th  sec t (in  th e  Sawad al-Kiifa) ho ld in g  th is b e lie f, a d d in g  th a t th e ir  n u m b e r  
w as sm a ll. S ee  Kitab al-Maqalat va-l-Firaq, M .J . M ashkur, ed . (T eh ran , 1 963), p . 114 
(n o . 2 1 5 ) . (S h a h ris tan l [al-Milal va'l-Nihal] a lso  m en tions th ree  su ch  se c ts .)  A m o n g  th e  
tw e n ty  sec ts  lis ted  by  Iq b a l o n  the basis a lso  o f  sligh tly  la te r sou rces (n o t c o u n tin g  the> se c t 
re p o rte d  b y  a l-A sh ca ri, b u t co u n tin g  sep a ra te ly  a sec t re p o rte d  by  S h a h ris tan l o n ly ) , w e  
find s ix  sec ts ad h erin g  to  th is  b e lie f. S ee  Iq b a l, Khandan, pp . 1 6 1 -6 5 .

4 1 . S a c h ed in a , p p . 4 9 - 5 0 ;  em p h asis  added .

283



Notes to Pages 41-45

4 2 . S a c h e d in a , p . 9 3 .
4 3 . S h a b a n  2 :4 6 .  T h is  o u tlo o k  w as re in fo rced  as a  re su lt o f  th e  p e rsec u tio n  in s titu ted  

b y  a l-M u ta w a k k il in  the  se co n d  h a lf  o f  the  n in e teen th  cen tury . S ee  S a c h ed in a , p . 28 .
4 4 . S a c h e d in a , pp . 9 0 - 9 1 .
4 5 . K . G h . : 2 2 3 - 2 6 ,  2 3 7 - 3 8 .
4 6 . M a ss ig n o n  1 :3 6 2 - 6 6 ,  465 .
4 7 . T h ey  a p p e a r  to  h av e  m o d eled  th e ir b e lie f  a fte r th e  W aq ifiyya , w h o  c o n sid e re d  M u sa  

a l-K a z im , th e  S e v e n th  Im a m , the  M ah d i.
4 8 . S a c h ed in a , p . 4 3 .
4 9 . M a ss ig n o n  1 :3 6 0 .
5 0 . Iq b a l, K h a n d a n , p p . 1 0 0 -1 0 1 ,  1 1 2 -1 4 ;  M ass ig n o n  1 :3 6 2 ,  3 7 3 , 3 7 6 - 7 7 .  T h e  b e 

l ie f  in  th e  a d v e n t o f  the  Q a’im  and  th e  M a h d i, an d  th e  in h eren ce  o f  G o d  (hulul) in  th e  
p e rso n  o f  the  im a m , w ere  am o n g  the m o st d an g ero u s o f  tene ts o f  th e  d iss id e n t e x tre m is ts . 
A s  th e  p rin c ip a l th eo lo g ian  o f  the  Im am ! re lig io u s in stitu tio n , A b u  S ah l h a d  to  c o n te n d  
w ith  th ese  ten e ts . In  a d d itio n  to  re je c tin g  m ah d istic  c h ilia sm , he  a ffirm ed  th e  a b su rd ity  o f  
hulul: d iv in e  in h e re n ce  in  an y  h u m an  b e in g , in c lu d in g  the  Im am  (ib id , p . 3 6 0 ).

51 . Ib id . 1 :3 5 5 - 5 6 .

5 2 . Iq b a l, Khandan, p . 2 3 7 .
5 3 . K . G h . :2 4 1 ; S a c h ed in a , p . 95 .
5 4 . K . G h . :2 4 3 .
5 5 . E . K o h lb e rg , “ F ro m  Im am iy y a  to  Ithna-cA sh a riy y a ” , B S O A S  39  (1 9 7 6 ).
5 6 . S a c h ed in a , p . 82 .
5 7 . T h is  tra d itio n a lis t  d o c trin e  o f  o ccu lta tio n  w as b u ttre ssed  b y  a rg u m en ts  fro m  th e  

Q u r’a n  a n d  f ro m  th e  B ib le  a n d  Jew ish  trad itio n . S ee  K o h lb e rg , p p . 5 2 5 - 2 8 .
5 8 . S a c h ed in a , p p . 5 7 - 7 1 ,  171.
5 9 . Ib id .,  p . 5 8 .
6 0 . D. S o u rd e l, “ L es C o n cep tio n s Im am ite s au d e b u t d u  X I sifccle d ’ap res  le  S h ay k h  a l- 

M u f ld ,” in  D. S . R ic h a rd s , e d . ,  Islamic Civilization 950-1150 (O x fo rd : C a ss ire r, 1 973), 
p . 198.

61. * T h e  a sse rtio n  th a t th e re  are  tw o  fo rm s o f  ghayba is m ad e  by  a l-N u c m a n l in  h is  
Kitab aUGhayba, w ritte n  c a . 9 5 3 /3 4 2  (K o h lb erg , p . 5 2 8 ).

6 2 . K . G h . :4 . A  th ird , lo g ica lly  re d u n d an t p rin c ip le  is  a lso  m en tio n ed : th a t  th e  tru th  is  
n o t o u ts id e  th e  com m unity .

63 . Ib id .,  p p . 3 - 4 .
6 4 . Ib id .,  p p . 7 3 , ^ 0 3 - 9 .
6 5 . MuUaqad al-lmamiyya, pp. 1 2 2 -2 3 .
6 6 . S c a rc ia , “A  p ro p o sito  del p ro b lem a  d e lla  so v ran ita  p re sso  g li im a m iti ,” p . 99 .
6 7 . T h e  m o s t s ig n ifican t d iffe ren ces regard , th e  ru les  o f  in h e ritan c e  (N . J . C o u lso n , A 

History of Islamic Law [E d in b u rg h , 1964], pp . 1 1 0 -1 4 ) .  F o r the  e n u m e ra tio n  o f  th e  o th e r  
(v e ry  m in o r) d iffe re n ce s , see  J . S ch ach t, Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence (O x fo rd , 
1950), p a r t  4 , c h ap . 9; and  Y. L in a n t d e  B e lle fo n d s, “ L e d ro it im a m ite ,” ShiHsme: 
1 8 3 - 9 9 .  T h e  d iffe ren ces  re g a rd in g  the usul al-fiqh w ill b e  a llu d e d  to  below .

6 8 . E c . & S . : 8 1 0 - 1 1 .
6 9 . Ib id .,  p p . 7 8 9 - 9 0 .
7 0 . G o ld z ih e r  2 : 4 1 - 4 2 .
7 1 . C o u lso n , History, p . 37; S ch ach t, Origins, p p . 2 8 3 - 8 7 .
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7 2 . J . S c h a ch t, An Introduction to Islamic Law (O x fo rd , 1964), p . 2 7 . E m p h a s is  
a d d ed .

7 3 . A b u  IJa n lfa  p e rs is ten tly  re fu sed  to  accep t the  office o f  q ad i (S h o rte r  E l : 9 ). F u r th e r
m o re , “ n o t b e in g  a k a d i, A b u  H an lfa  w as less re s tr ic te d  than  ibn  A b l L ay la  [h is c o n te m 
p o ra ry  an d  a  q a d i o f  K ufa] b y  c o n sid era tio n  o f  day -to -day  p ra c tic e . . . .  A  h ig h  d e g re e  o f  
re a so n in g , o ften  so m ew h a t ru th le ss  an d  u n b a lan ced , w ith  little  re g a rd  fo r  p ra c tic e , is ty p i
c a l o f  A b u  IJa n lfa ’s lega l th o u g h t as a  w h o le ” (S ch ach t, Introduction, p . 4 4 ) .

7 4 . G o ld z ih e r  2 : 1 9 8 - 9 9 .
7 5 . Ib id . 2 : 7 8 - 8 1 .  T h is  is so  ev en  tho u g h  the  m o re  co n se rv a tiv e  a m o n g  the  tra d itio n 

a lis t  p a r ty  re fu se d  to  a cc ep t ev en  th e  lim ited  an c illa ry  ro le  a l-S hafiT  c o n c e d e d  to  leg a l 
re a so n in g .

7 6 . S c h a ch t, Origins, p p . 2 8 4 , 286 .
7 7 . Ib id .,  p p . 4 - 2 0 ,  e sp . 16.
7 8 . C o u lso n , History, p p . 5 3 - 6 1 .
7 9 . E c . & S . : 8 1 3 - 1 4 .
80. S c h a ch t, Introduction, p . 5 .
81 . S. K a lb e rg , “ M ax  W eber’s T ypes o f  R ationality : C o rn e rs to n es  fo r  th e  A n a ly s is  o f  
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kiyakdn , w h ic h  I have  re n d e re d  as “ lo ca l lan d -ow ning  n o ta b le s ,” to  m ea n  “ p e a s a n ts ” ).

In  re sp o n se , th e  a u th o r p o in ts  to  th e  m ore  e lev a ted  p ro fessio n s o c cu p ied  b y  th e  S h icites 
(K . N q . :4 7 5 ;  C a lm a rd , p . 5 4 ). A g a in , th e  m ilita ry  p ro fess io n — stro n g m en  o f  th e  c ity  
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F a ith fu l [B e lie v e r]” ( 4 :2 1 :  )• F inally , th e re  are  tw o b r ie f  b o o k s , o n  th e  e x c e l
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126 (1 9 7 6 ) :7 8 .
150. Ib id .,  p p . 6 6 - 6 9 .
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m erits  o f  a c tiv e  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  official po sitio n s is q u ite  s im ila r to  a l-M u rta d a ’s p o litica l 
e th ic . S e e  T ro e ltsch , p . 6 0 0 .

162. Nihaya: 305 .
163. Nihaya : 35 8 . N o te  th a t the  id en tica l p h rases u sed  to  d e sc rib e  the  e th ic a lly  p ro p e r 
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c la im . L am b to n  an d  C a ld e r  do  no t d iffe ren tia te , as they  sh o u ld , b e tw een  a l-T u sI’s u se  o f  
th e  p h ra ses  sultan al-haqq, w h ich  re fe rs  to  the  H id d en  Im am , an d  sultan al-'adil o r  sultan
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tre m is t re lig iosity . I d o  n o t in te n d  to  im p ly  any  h isto rica l o r  id eo lo g ica l co n n ec tio n  b e 
tw e en  th e  v a rio u s re lig io -p o litic a l m o vem en ts  o f  the  p o st-M o n g o l p e rio d  a n d  th e  e a rly  
S h icite  ghuldt.

4 . C . C a h e n , “ L e  p ro b tem e  du  S h H sm e  dans I’A s ie  M in e u re  tu rq u e  p re o tto m a n e ,” 
ShiHsme: 126.

5 . S ee  I. P. P e trushevsky , Islam dar Iran, P ersian  tran s . b y  K . K e sh av arz  (T eh ran , 
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7 . M ir  Z a h lr  a l-D In  M a rca sh l, Tarikh-e Taharistan va Riiydn va Mazandaran, M . H . 

T asb ih l, ed . (T eh ran , 1 9 6 6 /1 3 4 5 ); I . P. Petrushevsky , Kishavarzi va Munasibat-e Ardidar 
Iran-e cAhd-e Mughul, P e rs ian  tran s . o f  Zemledelie i agrarnie otnosheniya v Irane XIII- 
XTVvekov b y  K . K ish a v a rz  (T ehran  1 9 7 6 -7 /1 3 5 5 ) ,  pp . 9 0 9 - 1 7  (h e n ce fo rth , P e tru sh e v sk y ).

8 . M a rca sh l, p p . 166ff, 1 8 2 - 8 3 ,  185, 187, 192, 2 0 1 - 2 .
9 . P e tru sh ev sk y , p p . 8 2 8 - 3 2 .
10. J . M . S m ith , J r .,  The History of the Sarbidar Dynasty, 1336-1381  A .D .,  and Its 

Sources (T h e  H a g u e /P a r is ,  1970), p . 133.
11. M . M . 2 :3 6 5 .
12. P e tru sh ev sk y , p p . 8 7 7 - 8 0 ;  S m ith , p . 133.
13. P e tru sh ev sk y , p p . 8 9 1 - 9 2 .
14. P e tru sh ev sk y , p p . 8 9 5 ff.; S m ith , p p . 146ff.
15. S m ith , p p . 5 5 - 5 6 .  A n  a p o ca ly p tic  trad itio n  re p o rte d  fro m  th e  E le v e n th 'Im a m  c o n 

c e rn in g  th e  ev en tu a l parousia o f  h is so n  re la tes: “ In d eed  G o d  w ill h id e  H is fr ie n d  (wait)

289



Notes to Pages 71-75

f ro m  th e  p e o p le  an d  co n ce a l h im  from  h is  slaves, and no  one  sh a ll se e  h im  u n til G a b rie l 
b rin g s  fo rw a rd  h is  h o rse  fo r  h im  . . (c ited  by  S ach ed in a , p . 82 ). T h e  p ra c tic e  o f  sa d 
d lin g  a  h o rse  fo r  th e  H id d e n  Im am  in  K ash an  in  th e  ea rly  13th c en tu ry  is re p o r te d  b y  
Y aqut; Ib n  B a tu ta  re p o rts  th e  sam e in  H illa  in  the  m id -1 4 th  cen tury .

16. I t  is  in te re s tin g  to  n o te  th a t in n o v atin g  e x ten sio n s o f  th e  sc o p e  o f  th e  sa c re d  law  is 
u su a lly  a c h ie v e d  b y  b re a c h in g  th e  p rin c ip le  o f  th e  ax io log ica l su p rem acy  o f  th e  trad itio n s . 
T h e  S h a h id  is  re p o rte d  to  h a v e  w ritte n  th e  Lumca sec re tly  in  se v e n  d ay s , c o n stan tly  fe a r
in g  to  b e  c a u g h t in  th e  a c t b y  th e  S u n n i culama' o f  h is  a cq u a in tan ce  [Amal al-Amil 1 :1 8 3 ; 
e d ito r ia l n o te  1). T h e  s to ry  illu s tra te s  th e  fa c t th a t in  p rac tice  m a jo r  ad v an ces in  law  find
in g  o c c u r  w ith o u t m e ticu lo u s  ex am in a tio n  o f  th e  trad itio n s  an d  th u s  in  d is re g a rd  o f  a  ca r
d in a l ax io lo g ica l p r in c ip le  o f  th e  trad itio n a lis t v a lu e -ra tio n a lism  o f  S h icite  ju r isp ru d e n c e .

17. C ite d  in  C a ld er, p . 8 2 .
18. C ite d  in  C a ld e r, p . 162; e m p h asis  added .
19. A . B a u sa n i, H U R U F IY Y A  in E l2 3 :6 0 0 ;  H . A lgar, A S T A R A B A D I, F a z lo llah , 

Encyclopedia Iranica, fo rth co m in g .
2 0 . E . G . B ro w n e , “ F u r th e r  N o tes on  th e  L ite ra tu re  o f  the  H u ru fis  and T h e ir  C o n n e c 

tio n  w ith  th e  B ek tash I O rd e r o f  D e rv ish e s ,” JRAS (1 9 0 7 ): 541 - 4 2 .
2 1 . A . B a u sa n i, Persia religiosa (M ilan , 1959), p . 364 .
22. B a u sa n i, H U R U F IY Y A , p. 601 ; E . G . B ro w n e , “ S o m e N o tes o n  the L ite ra tu re  and  

D o c tr in e s  o f  the  H u ru fI  S e c t,” JRAS (1898); R . T evfiq, “E tu d e  su r la  re lig io n  des 
H o u ru f is ,” in  C . H u a r t, e d . ,  Textes per sans relatifs a la secte des Hourufis (L o n d o n , 
1909); an d  H . R itter, “ D ie  A nfange  d e r  H u ru fisek te ,” Oriens 1 (1 9 5 4 ): 1 - 5 4 .

2 3 . E . G . B ro w n e , Literary History of Persia (C am b rid g e , 1924), 3 : 3 6 5 - 7 5 ;  P e tru - 
shevsky , p p . 3 2 2ff.

2 4 . S ee  B ro w n e , “ S o m e  N o te s ,” p p . 8 1 - 8 2 .
2 5 . B ro w n e , “ F u r th e r  N o te s ,” p . 54 1 .
2 6 . H u ru fI  v e rse  c ited  a n d  tran s la ted  b y  B row ne , “ S om e N o te s ,” p . 65 .
2 7 . R itte r, p p . 2 5 - 2 8 .
2 8 . M . J . M ash k u r, Tarikh-e Tabriz td Payan-e Qarn-e Nuhum-e Hijri (T eh ran , 1 9 7 3 — 

7 4 /1 3 5 2 ) ,  p . 6 9 2 ; P e tru sh ev sk y , p p . 3 2 3 - 2 4 .
2 9 . A lg ar, A S T A R A B A D I, F az lo llah .
3 0 . R .J .J .J .  1 :4 7 8 - 8 1 .
3 1 . M ash k u r, Tarikh-e Tabriz, p . 69 8 . S ee  Q ut°an  3 2 :1 7  fo r  th e  c o n n o ta tio n  o f  qurra 

acyunin as e sc h a to lo g ic a l reco m p en se .
3 2 . R . M . Savory , “A  15th  C e n tu ry  S afav id  P ro p ag an d is t a t H a ra t ,” in D . S inor, e d .,  

American Oriental Society, Middle West Branch: Semi-Centennial Volume (B lo o m in g to n , 
1969); B ro w n e , Literary History of Persia 3 : 4 7 3 - 7 5 ;  M lrk h w a n d , Rawdat al-Safa (T eh
ra n ,  1 9 6 0 /1 3 3 9 ) , 4 : 6 9 2 - 9 4 .

3 3 . F o r  th e  Ism a T lls , se e  M . G . S . H o d g so n , The Order of Assassins: The Struggle of 
Early Nizari IsmaHlis Against the Islamic World (T he  H ag u e , 1955).

3 4 . R .J .J .J .  2 :5 8 3 .
3 5 . T h is  p o in t  is  n o t ad eq u a te ly  s tre ssed  b y  M o le .
3 6 . M . M . 2 :1 4 8 ,  58 3 .
3 7 . R .J .J .J .  2 :2 5 0 .  Qa<U N u ru llah  co n cu rs on  th e  fa irly  p ass iv e  ro le  o f  N u rb a k h sh : “ H e  

c a lle d  S ay y id  M u h a m m a d  N u rb ak h sh  M a h d i an d  Im a m ” (M . M . 2 :1 4 4 ) .
3 8 . M o ld , p p . 1 3 2 - 3 3 .

290



Notes to Pages 75-81

3 9 . N u rb a k h sh : 151.
4 0 . M . M . 2 :1 4 6 .
4 1 . N u rb a k h sh : 7 3 - 7 7 .
4 2 . R e p ro d u ce d  in  R .J .J .J .  2 :5 8 3 - 5 8 4 .
4 3 . M o l6 , p . 136.
4 4 . T h is  is b o rn e  o u t b y  th e  hadlth: “ T h e  SharPa is m y  w o rd s , th e  Jarlqa m y  a c tio n , 

an d  Haqlqa m y sta tu s /*
4 5 . N u rb a k h sh . T h e  ju r is ts  a re  d isd a in fu lly  re fe rre d  to  in  su ch  te rm s as th e  “ p e o p le  o f  

th e  e x te r io r” (ahl-e zahir) o r the  “ sh a llo w  sc h o la rs” {culama-ye qishrl).
4 6 . M .M . 2 :1 4 7 .
4 7 . S ee  A . K a sra v i, Tarlkh-e Pansad Sala-ye Khuzistdn, 3 rd  e d . (T eh ran , 1 9 5 1 /1 3 3 0 ) , 

p p . 1 - 5 2 ,  3 1 3 - 1 8 ;  and  V. M inorsky , “ M U S H A CS H A C,” El Supplement (1 9 3 7 ).
4 8 . C ite d  in  P e trushevsky , Islam dar b a n , p . 381.
4 9 . K a sra v i, p . 3 4 , 3 1 3 , 3 1 7 - 1 8 .
5 0 . H . S . 4 : 4 9 6 - 9 7 ;  Ross Anon.: 1 4 7 a -b .
5 1 . M in o rsk y , p . 162; K asrav i, p p . 7 4 - 7 5 .
5 2 . M . M . M a z za o u i, The Origins of the Safavids: ShiHsm, Sufism and the Ghulqt 

(W ie sb a d en , 1972), p p . 6 6 - 6 7 .
5 3 . S ee  P. W ittek , The Rise of the Ottoman Empire (L o n d o n , 1938).
5 4 . M a z za o u i, p p . 5 4 , 5 6 , 6 2 - 6 3 .
5 5 . Silsilat al-Nasab, Iran sch ah r, e d .,  p p . 50; c ited  b y  J . A u b in , “ S h a h  Ism aT l e t  les 

n o tab le s  d e  l ’lra q  p e rsa n ,” JESHO  2  (1 9 5 9 ) :4 6 .
5 6 . G . S arw ar, History of Shah Ism&ll Sefavi (A ligarh , 1939), p p . 2 3 - 2 4 .
5 7 . A . K a sra v i, Shaykh $afl va Tabarash (T ehran , 1977 [19 4 4 ]), p . 4 0 .
5 8 . M a z z a o u i, p . 72 .
5 9 . V. M inorsky , “ P e rs ia  in  a .d . 1 4 7 8 -1 4 9 0 ,” An Abridged Translation of FadlullahB. 

Ruzbihdn Khunjfs Tarlkh-i<Alam-ara-yi Amlnl (L o n d o n , 1957), p . 63 .

60 . Tarlkh-icAlam-ara-y Amlnl: dJl,

6 1 . Tarlkh-e cAlam-ara-ye Amlnl, u n p u b lish ed  ed ition : * *>'>' »* ^

I am  g ra te fu l to  P ro fe sso r Jo h n  W oods fo r  k in d ly  pu ttin g  th is e d itio n  a t m y  d isp o sa l.
62 . M in o rsk y , Persia in a .d . 1478-1490, pp. 6 5 - 6 7 .
6 3 . 1. M e lik o ff , “ L e  p ro b lem e  K iz ilb a s ,” Turcica 6  (1 9 7 5 ), e sp . p p . 5 8 - 6 1 .
6 4 . V. M inorsky , “ T h e  P o e try  o f  S h ah  Ism a 'I l I , ” BSOAS 10 (1 9 4 2 ): 1049a.
6 5 . T. A k h .,  H I re p ro d u c e d  as f . 2 4 3 (a) in  facsim ile  in  O . A . E fen d iev , Obrazovanie 

Azerbaidzhanskogo gosudarstva Sefevidov (B ak u , 1961):

6 6 . Ross Anon.: ff. 18(b), 4 3 - 4 5 ,  6 4 (b ) , 7 1 (a ), 74 (b ) 8 7 (a ), 12 8 (b ), 140 (b ), 2 3 2 (a ). 
S e e  a lso  E . G la sse n , “ S c h a h  Ism a e l,  e in  M ah d i d e r  A n a to lisc h en  T u rk m e n en ? ” ZDMG 
121 (1 9 7 1 ): 61 —69.

6 7 . M e lik o ff , p . 6 5 .
6 8 . M in o rsk y , “ P o e try ,”  p . 1026a.

291



Notes to Pages 81-86
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7 0 . A  c o m p a riso n  w ith  S u n n i ghaza b ears  th is ou t. A s bo th  the  O tto m an  an d  th e  S afa- 
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d e rv ish  o rd e r  d e s ig n a ted  th e  e m ir  o f  the  h ouse  o f  A y  d in  as the  “ S u ltan  o f  th e  ghazls 
g iv in g  h im  a  w a r c lu b  w h ic h  th e  e m ir  la id  on  h is h e ad  and  said : “ W ith  th is  c lu b  I  first 
su b d u e  all m y  p assio n s an d  th en  k ill a ll en em ies o f  fa ith ” (W ittek , p . 39). In  th is  s itu a tio n  
th e  ghazl le a d e r en jo y ed  th e  ch arism a  o f  the  w arlo rd , and  so u g h t d iv in e  b le s s in g  f ro m  th e  
sh a y k h , w h o  p o ssesse d  h ie ra tic  c h a rism a  an d  d isp en sed  it in  the  n a m e  o f  Is la m . T h is  m ad e  
th e  Is la m ic  “ p o litica l e th ic ”  o p e ra tiv e  as a  n o rm ativ e  fo rce  re g u la tin g  the  c o n d u c t o f  the  
f ro n tie r  w a rrio rs . A cco rd in g  to  In a lc ik , “ by  G o d ’s c o m m an d  the  ghaza h ad  to  b e  fo u g h t 
a g a in s t the  in fid e ls ’ d o m in io n s . . . . A cco rd in g  to  the  SharPa th e  p ro p e rty  o f th e  in fid e ls , 
c a p tu re d  in  th e se  ra id s , co u ld  b e  leg a lly  k ep t as booty , th e ir c o u n try  co u ld  b e  d es tro y ed  
an d  th e  p o p u la tio n  tak e n  in to  c ap tiv ity  o r  k illed . T h e  ac tions o f  the  g h az ls  w ere  re g u la te d  
by  th e  Sharia to  w h ich  th ey  p a id  h e e d .” T h e  early  O tto m an  su ltan s a ttach ed  th e  g re a te s t 
im p o rta n c e  to  th e ir  re p u ta tio n  as ghazls. A fte r th e  e s tab lish m en t o f  th e  O tto m a n  E m p ire , 
“ th ey  c la im e d  to  su cceed  th e  P ro p h e t and  the  P a tria rch a l C a lip h s  as  ‘the  b e s t o f  ghazls 
an d  the  figh te rs o f  the  H o ly  W ar’ ” (Cambridge History of Islam 1 :2 6 9 ,  2 9 0 , 3 2 0 ). T h u s  
an  e x p lic it  ite m  o f  the  p o litica l e th ic  o f  Is lam  gave  b ir th  to  a  h ig h ly  e ffec tiv e  p rin c ip le  o f  
leg itim acy .

L e t us c o n s id e r  a  v e ry  d iffe re n t ex am p le  o f  S unni ghaza, tak e n  fro m  th e  h is to ry  o f  
is la m iz a tio n  o f  e as te rn  A fg h a n is tan  in 1580s: the ghaza o f  the S u n n i D a rv ish  M u h a m m a d  
o f  th e  N a q sh b a n d i o rder, as d o c u m e n ted  b y  the  c h ro n ic le  o f  h is c a m p a ig n s , $ifat-nama-ye 
Darvish Muhammad Khan-e Ghazl (ed . G . S carc ia  [R om e, 1965]). H e re , ev en  th o u g h  th e  
w a rlo rd  (pahlavan [h ero ]) is a t the  sam e tim e  the  d iv in e ly  in sp ired  d e rv ish , th e  Is la m ic  
in flu en ce  is fu lly  o p e ra tiv e . T h e  ghazl h ero  (the  pahlavan) is in  no  w ay p riv ile g ed  by  
d ire c t c o n ta c t w ith  G o d . H e  ̂ obtained h is su p e rn a tu ra l v a lo r by  so lic itin g  G o d ’s succor,
i .e . , 'b y  e n tre a tie s  an d  su p p lica tio n s  ( tadarruc va iltimas) du rin g  d a ily  and  sp e c ia l p ray ers  
(namaz, duca va munajat). W e a re  to ld : “ T h e  pahlavah (hero) so u g h t su c c o u r fro m  G o d  
(m ay  H e  b e  e x a lted  and  p ra ised ) and  fro m  the  in d w e lle rs  o f  the  to m b s , and  se t o u t to  figh t 
th e  u n b e lie v e rs” ( ib id ., p . 5 5 ). H is fo llow ers w ere  en jo in ed  to  w ag e  ho ly  w ar; i f  th ey  d ie  
th ey  g o  to  p a ra d ise , as “ ghazls and  m arty rs  (the  fa llen  in the  H o ly  W ar) a re  a cc ep te d  b y  
G o d ” ( ib id .,  p p . 3 6 - 3 7 ) ,  an d  b ecau se  “ w h o ev er d ie s  in ghaza w ill a tta in  e te rn a l h a p p i
n ess an d  e te rn a l life  and  a ll h is  p ast sins w ill be  effaced  and fo rg iv e n ” (G . S c a rc ia , “ D al 
m s . ,  ‘E g e r to n  1104’ del ‘B ritish  m u se u m ,’ e tc . ,” AlON 14, no . 2  (1 9 6 4 ) :2 4 2 - 4 3 ) .

In  th e  c a se  o f  D a rv ish  M u h am m ad  K h an -e  G h a z l, d esp ite  th e  fu sio n s o f  th e  m ilita ry  
an d  h ie ra tic  c h a rism a , the  tran sce n d en c e  o f  G od  is p re serv ed  an d  th e  a u to n o m y  o f  h is  
re v ea le d  n o rm a tiv e  o rd e r u n im p a ired .

Chapter 3
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7 6 . K a e m p fe r : 1 3 7 - 3 8 ;  G e m e ll i : 131; T. J . K ru s in sk i, The History of the Late Revolu

tions of Persia (L o n d o n , 1740), 1 :9 2 - 9 3 .
7 7 . R .J .J .J .  1 :4 6 7 - 6 8 .
7 8 . S e e  p . 197 below .
7 9 . T. A . A b . 2 :9 1 0 .
80 . O le a r iu s : 3 8 2 - 8 3 .
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81 . D u  M a n s :2 1 6 - 1 7 .
8 2 . S a n so n : 1 5 3 - 5 4 .
8 3 . A  d e ta ile d  s tu d y  o f  R .J .  J . J . a n d  o th e r  so u rces is n eed ed  fo r  th e  c o rre c t id en tific a tio n  

o f  m an y  o f  th e  p e rso n s  n a m e d , an d  e sp ec ia lly  o f  th e ir a ffilia tion . P en d in g  th e  a p p e a ra n c e  
o f  su c h  a  study, and  o n  th e  b as is  o f  a  v ery  ro u g h  c o u n t an d  im p re ss io n is tic  a sse ssm e n t, 
ta b le  4 N . 1 d iv id es th e  re a d ily  id en tifiab le  Sufis a m o n g  p e rso n s  w h o se  d a te  o f  d e a th  is 
g iv e n  in to  five c a te g o r ie s , e ach  c a teg o ry  b e in g  ch ro n o lo g ica lly  su b d iv id ed  b y  th e  y e a r  o f  
Isma<Il F s  d e a th  (1 5 2 4 /9 3 0 ) .

TABLE 4N.1

A B

d. 900-930* d. 931-980s
1494-1524 1525-1570s

I. Sufis with specified affiliation:
1. With sayyids  and local orders. 10 6
2. With large (supralocal) orders only. 6 (or 7) 2

I. Total 16 (or 17) 8

II. Sufis of unspecified affiliation:
3. Craftsmen and artisans 2 (or 3) 1 (or 3)
4. Literati (calligraphers, painters, scholars, etc.) 6 4 (or 5)
5. Mystic virtuosi 10 5

II. Total 18 (or 19) 10 (or 13)

TOTAL 34 (or 36) 18 (or 21)

a. Permanent exiles are al$o included among the dead.

T he sim ilarity  o f  the underlined totals o f  affiliated and unaffiliated Sufis in colum n A
confirm s m y statem ent regarding the im portance o f “ unaffiliated” Sufis even before  the
suppression o f  the orders.

84. This is clearly shown in the following table:

TABLE 4N.2

A B

d. 900-930 d. 931-980s
1494-1524 1525-1570s

I. Shaykhs of Sufi orders 16 (or 17) 2*
II. Prominent “unattached” Sufis: 18 (or 19) 16 (or 19)

craftsmen, “dispossessed” local 
sa yy id s ,b literati and virtuosi.

a. This is an underestimate as the shaykhs of the then surviving Nicmatullahi order are not 
represented.

b. Such as the family of the author, the Laleh sayyids. In period B, those Sufis who are affiliated 
to local sayyids (represented by the figure in row 1, column B) becomes “unattached” in the second 
period after the “disestablishment” or suppression of the local orders.
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8 5 . T. H q . 3 : 1 5 8 - 5 9 ,  162; S . J . A sh tiy an i, e d .,  Anthologie des philosophes iraniens 
depuis le XVII e siecle jusqu'a nos jours (T ehran , 1 972), I ,  F re n c h  in tro d u c tio n  (H . C o r
b in ) , p . 31 .

8 6 . T. A . A b . 2 :8 5 1 .
87 . J. M . 3 , p t. 1 :5 0 6 - 1 0 .
88 . Q . K h . : 160ff. T w en ty -fiv e  m en  o f  lea rn in g  an d  n in e ty -n in e  p o e ts  a re  m e n tio n ed  in  

th e  o th e r  c a te g o r ie s  o f  th e  em in e n t m en  o f  the  p e rio d .
8 9 . G la sse n , “ S ch ah  Ism acil I u nd  d ie  th eo lo g e n ,” p . 26 2 .
9 0 . N . F a lsa fI , Zindigani-ye Shah QAbbas-e Avval (T ehran , 1 9 6 0 /1 3 3 9 ) , 1 :2 6 .
9 1 . A h . T. :5 8 3 .
92. M. B. Dickson, “Shah Tahmasp and the Uzbeks,” Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton 

(1958), pp. 192-93 .
9 3 . J . N . H o llis te r, The Shica of India (L o n d o n , 1953), p . 130.
9 4 . H . S . 4 : 6 0 3 - 1 8 .
9 5 . C. A . S torey , Persian Literature: A Bio-bibliographical Survey (L o n d o n , 1 9 2 7 - 3 9 ) ,  

1 : 111.
9 6 . T k . N . :  2 0 7 - 8 .
9 7 . T. B a lb i, “ R e la z io n e  d i P e rsia , d e l c la rissim o  m esse r teo d o ro  B alb i c o n so le  v e n e to  

n e lla  S ir ia  d e ll ’an n o  1578 al 1 5 82 ,” in  G . B erch e t, La Republica de Venezia e la Persia 
(T o rin o , 19 6 5 ), p . 28 2 .

9 8 . F a lsa fI  1 : 2 7 - 2 8 .  A m o n g  the  so u rces , the  b e s t a cc o u n t— an d  o n e  m ay  a d d  a  h ig h ly  
a n a ly tic a l o n e — o f  Ism acIl IT s re lig io u s p o licy  is to  b e  fo und  in  T .A . A b . 1 :2 1 3 - 1 7 .

9 9 . W. H in z , “ S ch ah  E sm aT l II: E in  B e itrag  z u r G esch ich te  d e r  S a fa v id e n ,”  Mitteil- 
ungen des Seminars fur Orientalische Sprachen 2 6  (B erlin , 19 3 3 ): 77 .

100. K h . T . : 339 ; T. A . A b . 1 : 2 1 4 - 1 6 .
101 . K h . 6 . :2 6 9 a ; A h .T . :4 9 1 - 9 2 .
102. T. A . A b . 1 :3 8 8 .
103. J. A u b in , “ L es S u n n ite s  d u  L are s to n  e t la  c h u te  d es S a fa v id s ,” REI33 (1 9 6 5 ): 152.
104. F a lsa fI  3 : 3 6 - 3 9 .  F a lsa fI  a lso  m en tio n ed  the  m assa cre  o f  a  K u rd ish  S u n n i tr ib e , 

th e  M u k ri tr ib e , and  a  n u m b er o f  in stan ces o f  u se o f  v io jen ce  a g a in s t o th e r  S u n n i c o m m u 
n itie s ,  b u t th e re  is no  e v id e n c e  th a t th ese  w ere  c a rr ie d  o u t as  religious persecutions.

105. A . H a q lq a t, “ D a w  fa rm a n -e  ta r ik h i az  d a w ran -e  sa fav iyyeh  d a r  m as jid -e  ja m ic-e  
s im n a n ,” Vahid 7 , no . 1 ( 1 9 7 0 ) :7 3 - 7 4 ;  a n d H . M o d a rre s i T ab a tab a’i ’s c o m m e n ts , Vahid 
7 , no . 2 (1 9 7 0 ): 1 2 2 -2 3 .

Chapter 5

1. A u b in , “ N o ta b le s ,” p p . 3 7 - 8 1 .
2 . F o r th e  re ig n  o f  T a h m a sp , the  ev id en ce  is co m p ac tly  g a th e red  in  a  c h a p te r  o f  T. A . 

A b . (T. A . A b . 1 :1 4 3 - 5 3 ) .  F o r the su b seq u en t p e rio d , the  in fo rm a tio n  is d ra w n  fro m  
K h . T. an d  T. A . A b .,  e sp e c ia lly  the  o b itu a ry  n o tices.

3 . H .-R . R oem er, Staatsschreiben derTimuridenzeit (W iesb ad en , 1952), fa sc . ff. 4 b , 7a .
4 . Ib id .,  com m en ta ry , p p . 1 4 3 -4 6 .
5 . T. A k h . I l l :  u n d e r y e a rs  9 1 5 , 9 1 7 , 919 ; Ross Anon.: 152a, 2 0 8 b . S ee  a lso  K . M . 

R o h rb o m , Provinzen und Zentralgewalt Persiens im 16 und 17. Jahrhundert (B erlin , 
1966), p p . 7 2 - 7 3 .

300



Notes to Pages 123-25

6 . In  K h u ra sa n , w h e re  th e  m ilita ry  th re a t o f  the  U zb ek s c o n tin u e d , h o w ever, M ir  
M u fiam m ad  ib n  M ir Y u su f h e ld  the  o ffices o f  imarat and  saddrat jo in tly  fro m  921 to  9 2 7  
( 1 5 1 5 - 2 1 )  (Ross Anon, :2 9 2 a ; H . S . 4 : 5 5 3 - 5 4 ;  T. A k h .,  III).

7 . T h is  is  c le a r  fro m  T a h m a sp ’s b r ie f  d e sc rip tio n  o f  the  fu n c tio n s o f  th e  o ffice  o f  th e  
?adr in  h is  a u to b io g rap h y  (T. S h . T p . :3 ;  see  a lso  T. A . A b . 1 :1 4 4 ) , a tte s tin g  to  th e  c o n ti
n u ity  in  th e  S a fav id  in stitu tio n a l fram ew o rk  w ith  th e  p rev io u s p e rio d . O v e r  a  c e n tu ry  la te r  
D u  M a n s e m p h a size s  th e  d is tr ib u tio n  o f  awqaf rev en u e  to  the  n eed y  an d  th e  d e se rv in g  
a m o n g  th e  fu n c tio n s  o f  th e  sadr (D u  M a n s : 160). T h e re fo re , S a v o ry ’s fa c ile  b u t g e n e ra lly  
a cc e p te d  a sse rtio n  th a t th e  “ p rim e  task  [o f the  sadr] w as to  im p o se  d o c tr in a l u n ity  o n  
P e rs ia  b y  th e  e n e rg e tic  p ro p a g a tio n  o f  T w e lv e r S h icism ,” w h ich  w as a ch iev e d  u n d e r  Is- 
m a cfl I ,  an d  th a t  its im p o rta n c e  d e c lin ed  th e re a fte r  (Cambridge History of Islam 1 :4 0 2 ) ,  is 
b o th  m is le a d in g  an d  u n ten a b le . I t  is m is lead in g  in so fa r as it p re sen ts  re lig io u s  p ro p a g a n d a  
a n d  a s su ra n c e  o f  d o c tr in a l c o n fo rm ity  a s  th e  m ain  fu n c tio n  o f  th is  o ffice . I t  is  tru e  th a t  th is  
fu n c tio n  w as d isc h a rg e d  b y  Ism aT P s $adrs o n  o ccasion  (Ross Anon.: 2 7 1 a ; T. J . A . : 2 7 8 ). 
B u t th e  so u rc es  in  n o  w ay  su p p o rt th e  c o n te n tio n  th a t im p o sitio n  o f  d o c tr in a l u n ifo rm ity  
w as th e  sadr's p rim a ry  fu n c tio n , n o r th a t i t  w as e n tru s te d  to  h im  a lo n e . W e h a v e  a lre ad y  
m e n tio n ed  th a t the  sadrs w e re  no t ty p ica lly  S h icite  th eo lo g ian s , an d  th a t th ey  in c lu d e  a t lea s t 
o n e  S u n n i. In  a d d itio n , w h a t sh o u ld  b e  s tre sse d  is th e  co n tin u ity  in  th e  fu n c tio n s  o f  th e  o ffice  
w ith  th e  T im u rid  and  A q q u y u n lu  period : m an ag em en t o f  th e  re lig io u s e n d o w m en ts  an d  th e  
d is tr ib u tio n  o f  th e ir re v en u e  am o n g  th e  sayyids an d  th e  re lig io u s fu n c tio n a rie s .

F u r th e rm o re , the  a sse rtio n  is co m p le te ly  u n ten ab le  as reg ard s  th e  a lle g ed  d e c lin e  o f  th e  
im p o rta n c e  o f  the  o ffice . T h o u g h  th e re  w ere  n a tu ra lly  up s an d  d o w n s , b o th  the  e a rly  an d  
th e  la te  S a fav id  so u rces c le a rly  a tte s t to  th e  co n tin u e d  im p o rta n ce  o f  th e  o ffice , w h ic h  in 
fa c t w as e n h an c ed  in  th e  sev en teen th  cen tu ry  w ith  the  stead y  in crease  in  th e  v o lu m e  o f  
re lig io u s  e n d o w m en t o v e r a  p ro lo n g ed  p e rio d  o f  eco n o m ic  p rosperity . A t th e  c lo se  o f  th e  
S a fa v id  e ra , M Irza  A b u  J a l l i b ,  the  sadr o f  S u ley m an , s till ra n k s  as th e  se c o n d , o r  a t w o rs t 
th e  th ird , m o st h ig h ly  p a id  o fficial o f  the  re a lm  (T k . M . :tr . 86).

8 . R . M . Savory , “ T h e  P rin c ip a l O ffices o f  th e  S afav id  S ta te  D u rin g  th e  R e ig n  o f  Is- 
m aT l I ( 9 0 7 - 3 0 / 1 5 0 1 - 2 4 ) ,” BSOAS 23 ( 1 9 6 0 ) :7 9 - 8 3 .

9 . In  1 5 6 3 - 6 4 /9 7 1  M ir  S ay y id  CA1I R atfav l Q u m i is a p p o in te d  the  a d m in is tra to r  o f  th e  
sh rin e  o f  M a sh h a d , and th e  v iz ie r  o f  th e  re a lm  (K h . T. :2 0 9 ). T h e  lac k  o f  d iffe re n tia tio n  
o f  p o litic a l/a d m in is tra tiv e  an d  re lig io u s/fin a n c ia l func tions w as e sp e c ia lly  p ro n o u n c ed  in  
A rd a b ll. T h is  is  c lea rly  sh o w n  b y  a  farmdn o f  S h ah  T ah m asp  c ited  b y  “ R o h rb o m  (p . 7 2 ). 
F u r th e rm o re , in 1637 , th e  mutavalli o f  A rd ab ll is said  to  have  “ b o th  sp iritu a l and  te m 
p o ra l ju r is d ic t io n ” (O le a r iu s : 3 0 7 ). F inally , th e  ten  farmans issu ed  b y  T a h m a sp  II a f te r  th e  
fa ll o f  Is fa h an  (b e tw een  1 7 2 2 /1 1 3 5  and  1 7 2 6 -2 7 /1 1 3 9 )  an d  p u b lish ed  b y  F rag n e r, c le a rly  
sh o w  th e  m ilita ry  (ra is in g  o f  tro o p s) , a d m in is tra tiv e , and  fiscal d u tie s  o f  the  mutavalli o f  
A rd a b ll (Turcica, 6  [1 9 7 5 ]: 1 7 7 -2 2 5 ) .

10. M . R a v an d l, Tarikh-e Ijtimctl-ye Iran, 2nd  ed . (T ehran , 1977), 3 :4 8 0 .
11. T k . H . L .
12. C h a rd in  5 , c h ap . 2 .
13. T h is  is em p h a size d  b y  C h a rd in , w ho  co m p ares the  g re a t m o sq u e ’s a d m in is tra to r  

(mutavalli) to  a  fac to ry  o verseer. S ee  C h a rd in  6 :6 5 ;  a lso  G e m e lli : 166. T h e  less  im p o rta n t 
re lig io u s  fu n c tio n a rie s  c o n n ec te d  w ith  th e  m o sq u es— the p reach ers  (s in g . vaHz) ,  re c ite rs  
o f  th e  Q u r 'a n  (qari) an d  o f  adhan (mu'dhdhiri)— as w ell as  “ f re e la n c e ” mullas a re  e x 
c lu d e d  fro m  m y  a cc o u n t o f  re lig io u s in stitu tions.
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14. A sn ad  Q . ,  p . 26 .
15. H . A . R . G ib b  an d  H . B o w en , Islamic Society and the West 1, p t. 2 ,  (O x fo rd , 

1 9 57), c h ap s . 8 - 1 2 .
16. S a n so n : 13, T k . M . c o m m e n ta ry : 111; C h ard in  6 :4 9 .
17. H . M o d a rre s i T ab a tab a3i, Mithalhd-ye $udur-e Safavi (Q u m , 1 9 7 4 /1 3 5 3 ) , pp . 

2 1 - 2 3 .
18. D u  M a n s :8 1 .
19. R a v a n d l 3 :4 8 5 .
2 0 . C h a rd in  6 :2 9 8 .
2 1 . S ee  ab o v e , p . 120.
2 2 . H .S . 4 : 6 0 3 - 1 8 ;  J .M . 3 , p t. 1 :2 9 8 - 3 7 9 ,  3 8 2 - 9 0 .
2 3 . A stro lo g y , num ero lo g y , m ed ic in e , an d  a rch itec tu re  a p p e a r  as p ro fess io n a lize d  

b ra n ch e s  o f  lea rn in g  an d  n o t so  m uch  as the  in g red ien ts  o f  the  g en era l c u ltu re  o f  the  
lite ra ti.

24 . O f  th e  th ir ty -se v en  p e rso n s  ex tra c te d  from  H .S . ,  tw o a p p e a r as e x c lu s iv e ly  re li
g io u s  sc h o la rs , an d  tw o  to  h ave  re lig io u s e x p e rtise  in  the  re lig io u s  sc ien ces an d  a t  lea s t 
o n e  o th e r  b ra n c h  o f  lea rn in g . T h e  n u m b er o f  the  e x clu siv ely  re lig io u s  sp e c ia lis ts  c an  b e  
p u t a t se v e n  o u t o f  a to ta l o f  so m e  100 p e rso n s m en tio n ed  in J .M . In  bo th  c a se s , no  sp e 
c ia liz a tio n  is sp ec ified  fo r  a  su b stan tia l n u m b er o f  the  p e rso n s m en tio n ed . I t d o es n o t seem  
u n re a so n a b le  to  a ssu m e  th a t th e  o u tlo o k  o f  th is las t g ro u p , w ith  no  e v id e n t sp e c ia liz a tio n , 
c o n fo rm s  to  th e  g en era l d iv ers ified  p a tte rn .

2 5 . Q .U . : 2 0 4 - 3 5 2 .
2 6 . Q .U .,  R . A d . and  R .J .  have  b e en  co n su lted  fo r th is  p u rp o se .
2 7 . T h e  o b itu a ry  n o tices in  A h . T ., K h . T ., and  T. A . A b . T h ese  a re  o f  co u rse  less  

d e ta ile d  th an  th e  p rev io u s  so u rces , and  re la te  on ly  to  th e  m o st e m in e n t o f  t h e culama3.
2 8 . C o lu m n  6  o f  tab le  5 .4  show s th e  em erg en ce  o f  a  Sh icite  sc h o la rly  c o m m u n ity  in  

M e c c a  in  th e  sev e n te en th  cen tury . T h is  co m m u n ity  co n sis ted  m a in ly  o f  sc h o la rs  fro m  
Ja b a l cA m il an d  Iran  (n o tab ly  A s ta rab a d ), and  it w as th e re  th a t th e  A k h b a ri m o v em e n t w as 
lau n c h ed  b y  M u h a m m a d  A m in  A sta rab a d l, tho u g h  n o t w ith o u t e n co u n te rin g  th e  o p p o s i
tio n  o f  th e  culama3 o f  Jaba l cA m il.

2 9 . A fte r  b e co m in g  the  c ap ita l o f c A b b a s3’s e m p ire , ro u g h ly  o n e -h a lf  o f  th e  to ta l n u m 
b e r  o f  th e  im p o rta n t culama? re s id in g  in  Iran  in h ab ited  it ( tab le  5 N .1  b e lo w ). A fte r  an  
in itia l d isp ro p o rtio n a te ly  la rg e  influx  w ith  the  fo u n d in g  o f  th e  madrasas (se e  ro w  II  o f  
tab le  5N . 1), a b o u t th e  sam e  p ro p o rtio n  o f  im m ig ran ts  w as ab so rb ed  b y  it.

3 0 . A l-K a rak l w as g iv en  su p e rv iso ry  p rim a ry  over th e  shaykh al-1 slams. T h e  o th e r  e m i
n e n t mujtahid o f  Ism aTT s tim e , S hay k h  Z ay n  a l-D In , th e  seco n d  m a rty r  (d . 1 5 5 7 - 5 8 /9 6 5 ) ,  
w as Shaykh al-1 slam o f  H a ra t  fo r  so m e  tw o  years (fro m  928  to  9 3 0 ) b e fo re  re tu rn in g  to  
S y ria  (H .S . 4 :6 1 0 ) .  M ir  S ay y id  H u say n , th e  “ m u jtah id  o f  th e  a g e ”  w as th e  Shaykh al- 
lslam o f  A rd ab ll u n d e r T a h m a sp  (K h. T. :2 2 4 a ; T. A . A b . 1 :1 4 5 ) . S h ay k h  CA1I M u n sh a r 
K a rak I (d . 1 5 7 6 - 7 7 /9 8 4 )  w as th e  Shaykh al-lslam o f  Isfah an  (K h . T . : 2 4 9 ). M ir  cA b d  a l- 
$ a m a d  H u say n  a l-cA m ili (d . 1 5 7 6 -7 7 /9 8 4 )  w as ap p o in ted  Shaykh al-lslam o f  H a ra t an d  
o f  K h u ra sa n  (T. A . A b . 1 :1 5 6 ) ,  an d  h is  re n o w n ed  son  B aha3 a l-D In  cA m ilI b e c a m e  th e  
Shaykh al-lslam o f  Isfah an  in  1 5 9 7 -9 8 /1 0 0 6  (T. A . A b . 1 :1 5 6 ; N afisI, p p . 2 0 - 4 5 ) .  F i
nally , a l-H u rr  a lcA m ilI, a rriv in g  in  Iran  in  th e  las t q u a r te r  o f  the  se v e n te en th  cen tu ry , w as 
a p p o in te d  Shaykh al-lslam o f  M ash h ad  (El2: a l-H u rr  a l-cA m lI).
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TABLE 5N.1____________________________________________________

Main residence

Resident of Isfahan

Date of death Iran Total
from
Iran

first-gen.
immigrants

I. 907-79 6 1
1501-72 — 1

II. 980-1050 19 9
1573-1640 4 5

III. 1051-1100 18 8
1641-89 7 1

IV. 1101-51 18 9
1689-1738 7 2

Note: this table is a further breaking down of the data of table 5.4.

31 . T. A . A b . 1 :1 5 7 - 5 8 ;  K h . T. :9 7 , 201 .
3 2 . J .  M . 3 , p t. 1 :3 1 0 - 1 5 .
33 . K h . T . : 177; J . M . 3 , p t. 1 :3 6 0 , 3 7 5 - 7 6 .  O n  the  o th e r  h a n d , as ev id e n ce  o f  a ss im i

la tio n  o f  th e  shaykh al-Islams in to  the  h ierocracy , the  fo llo w in g  re fe re n c e s  m ay  b e  c ited ; 
J .  M . 3 , p t. 1 : 3 0 7 - 8 ,  3 1 0 - 1 5 ,  3 6 1 - 6 3 .

3 4 . Mujtahids and  pish-namaz o f  th e  m o st im p o rta n t m osques o r  o f  th e  ro y a l h o u se h o ld .
3 5 . T h e  ab o v e , p lu s the  “ c le rica l e s ta te ” — sch o lars , q a d is , sadrs, a d m in is tra to rs  o f  

im p o rta n t h o ly  sh rin e s , an d  p o w erfu l p rov incia l sayyids.
3 6 . G la sse n , “ Ism aTI u n d  T h e o lo g e n ,” e sp . p p . 2 6 2 - 6 3 .
37 . C ite d  fro m  a  m an u sc rip t o f  T. J . A . in  R a v an d l 3 :4 8 3 .
3 8 . Ross Anon.: 1 13(a).
3 9 . K h . T . : 102(a); Ross Anon.: 198(a); cAlam Ara-ye Shah !smdclly A . M u n ta z ir-S a h ib , 

e d . (T eh ran , 1 9 7 1 /1 3 4 9 ) , p p . 4 7 9 - 8 1 .
4 0 . K h . T . : 104(a); V .S .A . :4 6 1 . T h e  farman re s tric ts  re lig io -leg a l au th o rity  in  th e  

p ro v in ce s  to  th e  d ep u tie s  (vukala>) o f  a l-K ara k l as th e  fo rem o st re lig io u s  au th o rity  o f  th e  
re a lm . L a te r  an ach ro n is tic  ve rsio n s o f  th e  farman given  in  R .J . an d  re p ro d u c e d  in  R . A d . ,  
5 :2 4 6 ,  a re  u n re liab le .

4 1 . K h j. :3 5 ,  4 2 . O n  th is  p o in t, see  fu rth e r  sec tion  5 .3 .2  below .
4 2 . K h j . :1 5 ,  2 7 , 3 5 ,4 2 .
4 3 . A lgar, Religion and State, p . 2 3 , n . 88 .
4 4 . T. S h . T p . : 1 2 -1 3 ;  T .J .A . :2 8 5 .
4 5 . S ee  th e  lis t o f  h is  p u b lica tio n s  in  R . A d . 5 :2 4 7 .
4 6 . K h . T . : 136; A h . T . : 3 0 3 - 4 ;  R . A d . 4 : 2 5 8 - 6 0 .
4 7 . T. A k h . I l l :  u n d e r  y e a r  9 3 8 .
4 8 . T. S h . T p . : 14. T h is  c ru c ia l e n c o u n te r  is a lso  re p o rte d  in  o th e r  m a jo r  so u rc es  (T. 

A k h . IE ; K h . T . : 135—36; A h . T. :3 0 4 ) . E m p h asis  on  the  w o rd  “ th e y ” ad d ed .
4 9 . T. A k h . I l l :  y e a r  93 8 .
5 0 . A h . T. :3 9 8 .
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*51. T .J .A . :3 0 3 ; K h . X :  1 8 3 a -1 8 4 .
5 2 . K h j. :9 6 .
5 3 . Q .U . :3 4 9 .
5 4 . K h j . :  102 , 144, 146ff, 1 5 5 -5 7 .
5 5 . K h . T . : 1 0 3 - 103a.
5 6 . R . A d .,  5 :2 4 7 .
5 7 . K h j . : 169ff; Q . U .:2 3 5 .
5 8 . K h . X  : 3 4 2 a - 4 3 ;  R . A d . 5 : 2 4 8 - 4 9 .
5 9 . W h ile  s ta tin g  th a t a ll th e  <ulama5 ack n o w led g ed  h is ijtihad, th e  a u th o r o f  T. A . A b . 

n e v e rth e le ss  c o n s id e r  M ir  H u sa y n ’s se lf-d esig n a tio n  as th e  “ S ea l o f  th e  M u jta h id s” e x c e s
s iv e  (X  A . A b . 1 :4 5 8 ).

6 0 . B e ca u se  o f  th e  w ritin g s  o n  S afav id  in stitu tio n s re ly  h eav ily  o n  T k . M .,  w h ic h  w as 
w ritte n  a fte r  th e  e c lip se  o f  th e  office o f  Shaykh al-Isldm re su ltin g  fro m  the  c rea tio n  o f  th e  
o ffice  o f  Mulla-bashl, th is  fa c t is n o t a p p rec ia ted  in  the  lite ra tu re . B u t see  C h a rd in  9 :5 1 5 .

6 1 . R . S . N . 8 :4 3 9 ;  C h a rd in  9 :4 8 1 ff ;  G e m elli: 1 4 7 -4 8 ;  L . L o c k h a r t, The Fall of the 
Safavi Dynasty and the Afghan Occupation of Persia (C a m b rid g e , 1958), p . 7 2 .

6 2 . S ee  se c tio n  5 .3 .4  below .
6 3 . X roeltsch  2 : 5 1 7 - 2 1 .
6 4 . Ib n  B a b u y a  w as sa id  to  hav e  b een  b o rn  in to  th is  w orld  th ro u g h  a  p ra y e r o f  th e  H id 

d e n  Im a m  (C o rb in , Islam Iranien 4 :1 2 6 ) ;  an d  th e  Im am  is sa id  to  h av e  w ritten  a  eu lo g y  in  
p ra is e  o f  a l-M u fld  (Ay. H . :5 7 7 ; M . M . 1 :4 7 7 ).

6 5 . X  H q . 1 :2 7 3 ff . an d  th e  re fe re n ce s  g iven  in  th e  fo llo w in g  n o tes  below .
6 6 . H m . X h. :c h a p . 2 .
6 7 . Q .U . :2 0 5 f f .,  2 3 0 - 3 1 ,  2 3 3 , 2 3 6 - 3 7 ,  2 4 4 ff., 2 9 8 - 9 9 ,  3 0 3 - 4 .
6 8 . K h j . :  1 :2 7 6 .
6 9 . Q .U . : 3 0 4 - 5 .
7 0 . Z . B . : 3 4 4 . E arlier, th e  M u q q ad as h ad  ap p aren tly  h e ld  th e  e x tre m e  v iew  th a t  taqlld 

is p e rm iss ib le  e v e n  in  th e  “ P rin c ip le s  o f  R e lig io n ” (Usui al-Dln); V .S .A .: 4 9 4 - 9 5 .
7 1 . Z .U .: p a g es  u n n u m b ere d ; p a rt 4  “f t  l-ijtihad wa’l-taqlld”
7 2 . M .U . :2 3 2 .
7 3 . U. K afi 1 : 6 8 - 6 9 .
7 4 . M c D e rm o tt, Theology of al-Mufld, p p . 2 5 7 - 6 0 .
7 5 . D h . U . S h . : 7 9 7 - 9 8 .
7 6 . D h . U. S h . :8 0 1 .
7 7 . D h . U. S h . :6 5 5 .
7 8 . D h . U. S h . :6 5 6 .
7 9 . cUddat al-Usul, a  tre a tis e  on  p rin c ip les  o f  ju risp ru d en c e  w ritte n  b y  a l-T u sI, th e  las t 

o f  th e  th re e  g re a t  S h icite  th eo lo g ian s  o f  B ag h d ad , co n ta in s n o  d iscu ss io n  o f  taqlld an d  th e  
ju r is tic  a u th o rity  o f  th e  culama>. S ee  its a b rid g ed  tran s la tio n  and  su m m ary  b y  A . G o ij l ,  in  
A . D a v v an I, e d . ,  Hizareh-ye Shaykh-e Tusl (T ehran , 1 9 7 0 /1 3 4 9 ), v o l. 2 .

8 0 . M . W .-.247 ; T. W .: p t. 12, c h ap . 3 , d iscu ssio n  2  (pages u n n u m b ere d ), c h a p . 4 ,  
d isc u ss io n s  2  an d  3.

8 1 . B ru n sv ig , “ U $ U L  A L -F IQ H  im a m ite ,” p p . 2 0 4 , 210 .
8 2 . In  Minhaj al-Kardma, p re su m ab ly  w ritten  b e fo re  h is w orks o n  th e  U$ul al-Fiqh, a l- 

H illi  c a te g o ric a lly  s ta te s  th a t th e  S h icites d o  n o t accep t ra'y (p e rso n a l op in io n ) an d  ijtihad
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(Persian trans. by S. A. Husaynl ChalusI under the title Jadhaba-ye Vilayat, 2d ed. 
[Tehran, 1967/1346], p. 25.)

84. T.W.: pt. 12, chap. 4.
85. M.W. :243; T.W.: pt. 12, discussion 1.
86. cAbduh, p. 205.
87. M. Nw.: IV, no. 20. In fact, they continued down to the present century.

8 9 . M . D i n : 2 3 6 - 3 7 .
9 0 . M . D i n : 2 3 2 - 3 3 .
9 1 . Z . B . : 3 4 3 - 4 7 .
9 2 . M ukhtasar: 2 7 2 - 7 3 .
93 . Shar. I s . , c h ap te r  on  Khums, 1 :1 8 4 . I t is  on ly  in  the  s ix teen th  c en tu ry  th a t th e  g lo ss  

on  th e  above  p h ra se  by  cA li ibn  Z ay n  a l-D ln , th e  seco n d  m arty r, id en tifie s  th e  re fe re n t o f  
th e  p h ra se  as “ th e  ju s t  j u r i s t . . . as h e  is  th e  n<Pib o f  th e  Im am  and  H is a p p o in te e ” {Mas- 
alik al-Afham ila Shark Sharayic al-Islam  [B eiru t, 1957], 1 :5 7 ) .

9 4 . C a lder, p p . 1 6 3 - 6 4 .
9 5 . S ee  ab o v e , p . 00 0 .
9 6 . C alder, p p . 169, 164.
9 7 . Ib id .,  p . 165.
9 8 . N .B .R . :9 4 a ,  1 1 9 b -1 2 0 a .
9 9 . M . N w .: IV , su b sec tio n s 19 and 2 0 .
100. N .B .R . :9 2 a .
101. M o d e sty  is no t a c h arac te ris tic  o f  M ir  D am ad , o f  w h o m  it is  sa id  th a t  “ th e  sp ir it o f  

G o d  w as h is s p ir i t” (ruh allah ruhuh). In  h is poetry , M ir D am ad  w o u ld  s ta te , “ l a m  th e  
k in g  o f  th e  re a lm  o f  k n o w led g e  by  heaven ly  a rm ie s” (T k. N . : 1 4 9 - 5 0 ) ,  an d  in  h is  p h ilo 
so p h ic a l w o rk s he  w ou ld  d e ig n  to  co n sid er F a rab i an d  Ib n  SIna (A v icenna) h is  p a r tn e rs  in  
in s tru c tio n  o f  lead ersh ip  in  ph ilosophy . In  v iew  o f  these  e x trav ag an t c la im s , \iis in te re s t in  
p h ilo so p h y , an d  h is  v ag u e  b u t u n u su a lly  am bitious in te rp re ta tio n  o f  g en era l v iceg eren cy , 
in  re tro s p e c t,  it is easy  to  see  h im  as a fo re ru n n e r o f  R uhu llah  K h u m ay n l.

102 . C ite d  in  th e  b io g rap h y  o f  M ir  D am ad  by  Ish k iv ari in  M ir  D a m a d , Kitab a l- 
Qabasatt M . M u h a q q iq , ed . (T ehran , 1 9 7 7 /1 3 5 6 ), p . 39:

103 . I b id .,  p . 4 1 .
104 . C h a rd in  5 : 1 9 4 - 9 5 .
105 . N .B .R . :9 4 a .

106. ; v i V n ' i ,
107. H m . T h .:  ch ap . 1.
108 . N . B .R . : 1 1 9 b -1 2 0 b ; M . Nw. :4 ,  no . 20 .
109. C h a rd in  5 :2 1 0 .
110. H m . T h .:  esp . ch ap . 1.
111 . W eber, Religion o f  China , p . 142.
112 . S . N a f ls l ,  Ahval vaA sIfar-e Shaykh-e Bah&U p p . 1 9 - 2 8 .
113 . Ib id .,  p p . 5 1 ,6 8 .

83. T.W.: pt. 12, discussion 1:

88. Z.U.: pt. 4:
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114. S . J . A sh tiy a n i, e d . ,  Anthologie des philosophies iraniens depuis le XVII* siecle 
jusqu'a nos jours (T eh ran , 1972), 1 (P ersian  in tro d u c tio n , v ii).

115. R . J . (Tatmim), 7 :1 2 0 .
116. M a d e lu n g , “A K H B A R IY Y A ,” El2 Supplement.
117. M u lla  M u h s in  [Fayd] K ash an l, Safinat al-Najat, ed . an d  tran s . M . R . T afra sh l 

N a q u sa n I (? , 1 9 7 6 -7 7 /1 3 9 7 ) ,  p p . 3 6 - 3 9 .  E lsew h ere  F ayd  a cco rd in g ly  defines th e  fu n c 
tio n  o f  th e  nafib camm, w h o  sh o u ld  b e  v ir tu o u s  an d  fa m ilia r w ith  th e  w ays o f  th e  Im am s, 
a s  s im p ly  d irec tin g  the  la y m a n ’s a tten tio n  to  th e  re le v an t trad itio n s  o f  the  Im am s (K . M k . : 
1 0 4 - 5 ) .

118. A n  in te re s tin g  le tte r  fro m  S hah  T a h ir  D akanI to  Shah  T ah m asp  w ritte n  a t th e  end  
o f  th e  Ghuluww p e rio d  illu s tra te s  the  im p o rtan ce  o f  the  c h a rism a  o f  lin eag e  in  the  early  
S a fav id  p e rio d . H e  re fe rs  to  the  “ h a rem  o f  im a m ate ” (haramsara-ye imamat) (A sn ad  T p : 
7 4 , 7 6 ). W ritin g  ab o u t th e  em in en t sayyids and  naqlbs, Q adI A h m ad  Q um I a d d u ces  a 
fam o u s hadith to  re fe r  to  th em  as the  asse ts le ft by  the  P ro p h e t am o n g  m an k in d  (K h . 
T. :3 6 6 a , tex t c o rru p t).

119. 'Alam-ara-ye Shah Ismafil, p . 48 0 .
120. FadcHl aUSadat (T ehran , 1 8 9 6 -9 7 /1 3 1 4 ) ,  p p . 113, 3 5 9 , 4 2 8 - 2 9 .
121. E c . & S . :  1009.
1*22. T. H q . 3 : 1 6 4 - 6 5 .
123. T. A . A b . 2 : 8 5 1 - 5 2 .
124. H m . T h .,  w ritten  in  1 6 3 4 -3 5 /1 0 4 4 .
125. T. H q . 3 : 1 6 3 - 6 4 .
126. Q . K h . :5 2 .
127. Q . K h . :  1 5 6 - 5 9 .
128. T k . N . : 152. K h w an sari w as also  a s tu d en t o f  M ajlisI th e  E lder, an d  o f  S u ltan  

a l-culama> h im se lf  (T. H q . 1 :2 6 7 , 269 ; 3 :1 6 4 ) .
129. A b . N . :2 5 6 , 32 1 .
130. A b . N . : 2 5 4 - 5 5 ,  32 1 ; T k . N . : 2 0 9 -1 0 .
131. R o h rb o m , p . 33 .
132. C h a rd in  9 : 5 1 5 - 1 8 .
133. J .M . 3 , p t. 1 :5 0 6 - 1 0 .  I t  sh o u ld  b e  p o in ted  o u t th a t b o th  rec lu s iv en ess  (gusheh-glri, 

cuzlat) an d  a sc e tic ism  (zuhd, riyadat) w ere  h ig h ly  v a lu ed , a lbe it n o t eas ily  re a liz a b le , id e 
a ls ; th a t th ey  find  in c id e n ce  n o t o n ly  a m o n g  the  m y stic s , b u t a lso  a m o n g  th e  le a rn e d  an d  
th e  p io u s  in  g e n e ra l (J .M . 3 , p t. 1 :3 1 9 ,  3 3 2 - 3 3 ,  3 4 2 - 4 3 ,  3 5 1 - 5 2 ;  T. A . A b . 2 :8 0 5 ) .

134. J .M . 3 , p t. 1 :3 1 5 - 1 7 ,  3 2 7 , 3 3 6 , 3 4 3 - 5 1 .
135. R .T .S . : 1 2 - 2 8 .
136. Q .U .:  3 3 4 - 3 5 .
137. F. R a h m a n , The Philosophy of Molla Sadra (A lbany, 1975), p p . 2 2 4 , 2 3 6 - 4 4 .
138. S e h  A s l:  7 4 , 8 4 - 8 6 .
139. S e h  A s l : 5 - 7 .
140. S eh  A sl :7 ,  3 6 - 4 5 .  C h ard in  w as to  no te  th a t th e  Sufis firm ly  d e n y  (p h y sic a l) re su r

re c tio n  (C h a rd in  4 , c h ap . 11).
141. S e h  A s l : 6 - 7 ,  2 0 , 3 6 , 68; K .A .J . :7 9 ,  83 , R a h m a n , p p . 2 5 4 - 6 2 ;  H . C o rb in , En 

Islam Iranien (P a ris , 1 972), 4 : 9 5 - 1 0 5 ,  e sp . 9 6 - 9 7 .
142. Kilid-e Bihisht, S . M . M ish k a t, ed . (T ehran , 1 9 3 6 /1 3 1 5 ).
143. C o rb in , Islam Iranien 4 :2 0 .
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144 . M u l l a cA b d  a l-R azzaq  L ah ijl, Gawhar-e Murad (Tehran  1 9 5 8 /1 3 7 7 , H . Q .) .
145. W. M a d e lu n g , “ cA B D -a l-R A Z Z A Q  L A H U l,"  Encyclopedia Iranica, ( fo r th 

co m in g ).
146. M u h s in  ibn M urtacja Fay<J KashanT, Raf al-Fitna, C e n tra l L ib ra ry  o f  T eh ran  U n i

versity , M S  n o . 33 0 3 , ff. 1 , 2 ,  6 - 7 .
147. D u  M a n s :6 0 - 6 1 .
148. A r b . :2 b ,  4 a - 4 b .
149 . A rb . : 3 b - 4 a .

150. T h is  is  b o rn e  o u t by  the  in sc rip tio n s on  h is ea rlie r  co in s . S ee  K a e m p fe r :5 1 .
151. R . A d . 5 :2 3 9 .
152. S h ay k h  Ja cfa r is the  au th o r o f  a  b o o k  e n titled  Tuhfa-ye Sultanl dar Hikmat-e Tablet 

va Hikmat-e Ilahl (p rin te d  in  T ehran , 1 9 6 0 -1 /1 3 3 9 ) ,  w h ere  he  a ttem p ts to  in te g ra te  
“ n a tu ra l” an d  “ d iv in e  p h ilo so p h y ” (co m p risin g  the five “ p rin c ip le s  o f  re lig io n ” ). A c 
c o rd in g  to  H a z ln  L ah ijl, h e  h ad  been  p ro m ised  th e  g rand  v iz ie ra te , b u t h is  o p p o n e n ts  
c h an g e d  the  sh a h ’s m in d  (T k . H . L . : 33). In  h is in stance , the  p h ilo so p h ica l o u tlo o k  can  b e  
se e n  in  d irec t c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  the  ad m in is tra tiv e  ben t.

153. T k . N . : 168.
154. S ay y id  M u h a m m a d  M ah d i T ab a jab aT , B ah r a l-cU lum , Rijal (N a ja f, 1 9 6 5 /1 3 8 5 ) , 

3 : 2 2 5 - 2 6 .
155. T k . N . : 157.
156. T. H q . 1 : 1 7 7 - 7 8 .
157. R .S .J .  :5 .  M ajlisI a lso  re fe rs  the  re ad e r to the  last vo lu m e o f  th e  Bihar.
158. F .D . :7 6 7  (se ria l fo lio  n o .) .
159. F .D . :7 6 8 - 6 9 .
160. T. H q . 1 : 1 7 8 - 8 0 ,  2 5 7 - 5 8 ,  285 .
161. Ib id .,  1 :2 8 0 - 8 4 .
162. Ay. H . :  2 3 3 - 3 6 ,  5 7 5 - 8 2 .
163. Q .U . : 300 .
164. T. H q . 1 :1 7 6 ; Ay. H . :2 3 7 .
165. R a v an d l 3 :5 1 7 .  T h e  co m p o n en ts  o f  th is s te reo ty p e  in c lu d e  th e  in co rre c tly  g u ttu ra l 

p ro n u n c ia tio n  o f  P ersian  co m m o n  w o rd s , and  an ex ag g e ra ted  p ro p e n sity  fo r  the  u se  o f  
fatha in s tea d  o f  th e  m o re  c o n g en ia l kasra am ong  th e  vow els.

166. R .S .N . 8 :4 9 3 .  B o th  “ in n o v a to rs” (mubtadic) and “ in v e n to rs” (mukhtaric) a re  p e 
jo ra tiv e  te rm s. S ee  a lso  B . S i. : 5 1 - 5 2 .

167. T k . H . L . : 8 5 - 8 6 ,  1 8 9 - 9 0 ,  192*.
168. V .S .A . :5 4 0 .
169. Ib id .,  p . 56 6 .
170. S . A . A rjo m an d , “ T he  O ffice o f  Mulla-bashl in S h icite  I ran , “ S / 57 (1 9 8 3 ): 

1 3 7 - 3 8 .
171. S e h  A s l :2 7 ,  6 4 , 9 1 . T h e  m u lla  does no t hesita te  to  u se  s tro n g  w o rd s . In  o n e  p a s 

sa g e , h e  re fe rs  to  th e  w o rld ly  o rth o d o x  o r  official culama5 as th o se  “ a p es , sw in e  an d  w o r
sh ip e rs  o f  th e  W orld ly  Id o l [taghut] in  th e  ro b e  o f  p ie ty  and  p ro p r ie ty ” (S eh  A s l:4 8 ) .

172. K . A . J . : 110.
173. E c . & S . :1 1 7 5 .
174. K . A . J . :3 .
175. D u  M a n s :221 ; C h ard in  4 : chap . 10.
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176. K . M k . : 9 - 1 0 .
177. S eh  A s l:8 4 .
178. Ay. H . :2 3 4 . M a jlis i, lik e  so m any  o th er S h icite  culama> a fte r  h im , u ses  th e  p h ra se  

cawamm kaH-ancam  (m asses w ho  a re  like  ca ttle ). O c ca s io n a lly  th e  p h ra se  bal hum adallu 
(nay, ra th e r  th ey  a re  fu r th e r  a stray ; Q u r’an , 7 :1 7 9 )  is a lso  added .

179. Ay. H . : 2 5 1 , 4 0 7 .
180 . R .S .J .  :4 ;  B ro w n e , Literary H istory , 4 :9 0 4 .
181 . F .D . : 7 2 1 - 2 3 ,  7 7 5 - 7 6 .
182. M u h a m m a d  B a q ir  M a jlis!, lkhtiyarat (? , 1 9 1 0 /1 3 2 8  Q ), p p . 1 1 7 - 1 8 .
183. L o c k h a r t, p . 76 ; C a rm e lite s  1 :4 7 4 .
184. T k . H. L . :5 3 ; B . S i. : 5 1 - 5 2 .
185. S ee  a lso  J . A sh tiy a n i’s in tro d u c tio n  to  M u lla  $ a d ra ’s Shawahid al-Rububiyya 

(M a sh h a d , 1 9 6 6 7 /1 3 4 7 ) , p p . 1 1 7 -2 5 .
186. M . M u d a rris  C h a h ard ih l, “A qa  M u h am m ad  Ricja Sal?ba Q u m sh e h -i,” Yadigar 

1 (1 9 4 6 /1 3 2 5 )  :7 7 .

Chapter 6
1. S a c h ed in a , pp . 1 5 0 - 5 1 ,  168, 171.
2 . S . Sadr, Kitdb al-Mahdi (T arjum a-ye), P ersian  tran s . b y  M . J . N a jafi (T ehran , 

1 9 6 5 /1 3 4 4 ) , p . 14.
3 . A  d e sc rip tio n  o f  th ese  e v en ts , i .e . ,  the  re ign  o f  to ta l ch ao s an d  ty ranny , th e  a p p ea r

an ce  o f  th e  Dajjal (A n tich ris t)  and  o f  Su fyan I, the  re tu rn  o f  Im a m  H u say n  an d  Je su s 
C h ris t , and  so  o n , is  g iv en  in H . Y q . : 3 3 3 - 6 8 .

4 . C h ard in  7 : 4 5 6 - 5 7 .  S e e  a lso  G e m elli: 154.
5 . C h a rd in  9 :1 4 4 .  A n  in d ic a tio n  o f  th e  p rev alen ce  o f  m ild ly  a p o ca ly p tic  e x p ec ta tio n s  is 

fo u n d  in  D u  M a n s : 59 . C o rru p tio n  o f  ju d g e s  and  d iso b ed ien ce  o f  c h ild ren  a re  in te rp re te d  
a s  s ig n s  o f  th e  ap p ro ac h in g  e n d  o f  tim e .

6 . K . G h . : 2 6 1 - 6 2 ;  S a c h ed jn a : 156.
7 . K . N q . :5 0 0 .
8 . Ay. H . : 152. I t  sh o u ld  a lso  b e  n o ted  th a t bo o k  6  o f  Haqq al-Yaqin o n  R e su rrec tio n  

(M acad) fo llo w s im m e d ia te ly  u p o n  th e  sec tion  on  th e  re tu rn  o f  th e  M a h d i, b e g in n in g  w ith  
“ p h y s ic a l re su rre c tio n ,” “ th e  su ffe ring  o f  th e  p eo p le  o f  c ru e lty  an d  m isc h ie f  b y  th e  p h y s i
c a l f ire ,” an d  th e  e n try  o f  “ th e  p e o p le  o f  fa ith ” in to  “ p h y sica l p a ra d is e ” (p p . 3 6 8 - 8 3 ) .  
Ju s t o v e r a  c en tu ry  la ter, th e  re tu rn  o f  th e  M ah d i w as to  b e  te rm ed  th e  “ L esse r  R e su rre c 
t io n ” a s  d is tin c t fro m  th e  “ G re a te r  R e su rrec tio n ” in  th e  o th e r  w o rld . S ee  below , p . 0 0 0 .

9 . D u  M a n s :5 7 .
10. K . G h . :2 7 7 .
11. C o n c lu d in g  sec tion  o f  b o o k  1 o f  H . Y q . : 3 3 4 - 3 5 ;  Sadr, p p . 2 7 0 - 7 4 .
12. M .M . 1 : 7 8 - 7 9 .
13. H . Y q . :331fF.
14. H t. Q . : 5 - 6 .
15. H . Y q . : 3 0 1 - 2 .
16. D u  M a n s :58 ; Q .U . : 106 , 2 9 9 , 322 ; R . A d . 4 :4 8 0 .
17. H . C o rb in , “ P o u r u n e  m o rp h o lo g ie  d e  la sp iritua lity  sh icite ,” Eranos Jahrbuch 29  

(1 9 6 0 ): 82 . P o ten tia l ghuluww  is  thus sub lim ated ; g n o stic  Sh icism  o b v ia te s  th e  n e ed  fo r  
ch iliasm .
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18. H . M o d a rre s i T ab a tab a ’i, “ D o  r isa la  d a r S a y r v a  su luk : A q a  M u h a m m a d  B ld a b a d l,” 
Vahid 11, n o . 4  (1 9 7 3 /1 3 5 2 ) :  14.

19. E c . &  S . : 4 9 0 - 9 2 .
2 0 . E c . &  S . : 1 1 7 5 -7 6 .

2 1 . E . G . B ro w n e ’s tran s la tio n . T h e  p h rase  “ fr ien d s  o f  G o d ” h as b e e n  su b s titu te d  fo r  
B ro w n e ’s “ s a in ts ” in  th e  seco n d  v e rse  {Literary History, 4 : 1 7 5 - 7 7 ;  P e rs ia n  tex t ib id .,  
p p . 1 7 3 - 7 5 ) .

2 2 . V .S .A .:4 4 8 .
2 3 . N .B .R . :  1 0 4 (b ) -1 0 5 (a ) ,  125(b), 126(b).
2 4 . M .M . 1 : 7 8 - 7 9 .
2 5 . H m . T h .:  ch ap s . 1 an d  5 ; p ag es  u n n u m b ered .
2 6 . L a o u s t, “ C ritiq u e  d u  S u n n ism e ,” p p . 40 ff.
2 7 . H q . Y .: 1 5 4 -2 7 8 .
2 8 . M rt.  A . :2 2 a .
2 9 . O le a r iu s :  2 4 4 - 4 6 ,  322 ; C h ard in  6 :3 0 2 :  “ O n  vo it des im am zad £ s p a r to u t ,”  

K a e m p fe r : 1 3 2 - 3 5 .
3 0 . C h a rd in  5 :2 .
31 . D u  M a n s :73 .
3 2 . M u lla  M u h a m m a d  T a h ir  Q u m I, Shish Risala-ye Farsi, ed . M . J .  H u say n l U rm a v l 

(T eh ran , 1 9 6 0 - 6 1 /1 3 3 9 ) ,  p p . 3 - 1 5 ,  4 8 - 7 3 ,  3 1 8 - 1 9 .
3 3 . Ib id .,  p . 316 .
3 4 . In  Haqq al-Yaqin, p ro p h ecy  a lso  rece iv es little  a tten tio n . E v en  th en  w e  a re  to ld  n o t 

so  m u ch  ab o u t th e  fu n c tio n  and  n ecessity  o f  p ro p h ecy  (as in a l-H illl’s Bab) as ab o u t th e  
m ira c le s  o f  M u h am m ad : th a t he  w as sh ad o w less, th a t no  b ird  flew  o v e r h is  h e a d  an d  n o  fly 
o r  m o sq u ito  sa t up o n  h im , th a t h e  co u ld  see  ahead  an d  b eh in d , th a t “ th e  sea l o f  p ro p h e cy  
w as p la c e d  u p o n  h is  au g u st b a ck , an d  th e  lig h t ra d ia tin g  fro m  it  w as g re a te r  th an  th e  lig h t 
o f  th e  s u n ” (p p . 2 6 - 2 7 ) ,  e tc .

35 . H . Y q . : 1 5 4 -2 7 8 ,  3 6 8 - 5 3 4 .
3 6 . Ay. H . : 152.
37 . Ay. H . :4 0 3 .
3 8 . Ay. H . : 4 0 3 - 2 3 ;  Z d . M .
39 . T h e  e d itio n s  u sed  fo r  the  above tab les 6 .1  and  6 .2  are  as fo llow s: K u la y n l, al-Kafi, 

Furuc (T ehran , 1 9 5 7 /1 3 7 7 Q ), 4 : 1 8 4 - 3 8 0  on  H a jj, 4 : 5 4 8 - 8 9  on  Z iy a ra t; Ib n  B a b u y a , 
Man la yahfuruhu *l-faqih (T ehran  1 9 7 0 /1 3 9 0  Q ), 2 : 1 9 6 - 3 4 4  o n  H a jj, 2 : 3 4 5 - 8 3  on  
Z iy a ra t; a l-T u sI, al-Istibsar (N a ja f, 1 9 5 6 /1 3 7 5 Q ), 2 : 1 3 9 - 3 3 6  on  H ajj; a l-T u sI Tahdhib 
al-Ahkam  (N a ja f  1 9 6 0 /1 3 8 0 Q ), 5: e n tire  on  H a jj, 5 : 2 - 1 1 9  on  Z iy a ra t; a l-T u sI, ab 
Nihaya  (B e iru t, 1 9 7 0 /1 3 9 0 Q ), p p . 2 0 2 - 6 8  on  H ajj; M a jlis i, Bihar al-Anwar (T eh ran , 
1 9 6 8 / 13 8 8 Q ), 99: e n tire  on  H a jj, 1 0 0 :1 0 1 - 4 5 5 ,  101 and 102: e n tire  on  Z iy a ra t; a l-H u rr  
a l-cA m ilI, WasaHl abShFa  (B e iru t, 1 9 7 1 /1 3 9 1 Q ) , 8 and 9: en tire  on  H a jj, 1 0 : 1 - 2 3 4  on  
H a jj,  1 0 : 2 3 5 - 4 7 0  o n  Z iy a ra t.

4 0 . T h is  d ire c t su b s titu tio n  is co n firm ed  by  a  se ries  o f  rev ea lin g  rh e to rica l q u estio n s 
M a jlis i  a d d resses  to  th e  Sufis in Ay. H . w h en  he asks the h y p o th etica l Sufi w h e th er in  the  
h e re a f te r  h e  w o u ld  m ak e  th e  M ulla-ye  R um I (Jalal al-D In) the  in te rce sso r (ShafT), o r  
w h e th e r  h e  w o u ld  tak e  a  re fu g e  w ith  M u h y  al-D In (Ibn  cA rabI). S ee  Ay. H . : 578 .

4 1 . H t. Q . : 38; cf. D . M . D o n a ld so n ’s tran s la tio n  in TheShiHteReligion (L o n d o n , 1933).
4 2 . T k . N . : 6 6 ,  114, 117.
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Chapter 7

1. H .Q . :2 2 ,  1 8 4 - 8 6 .  In  th e  tran sm iss io n  o f  th e  sa c re d  lo re , v e ry  little  is a c tu a lly  d is
c a rd e d  b u t th e  re la tiv e  sa lien ce  o f  p ro p o sitio n s is c o n stan tly  a lte re d  th ro u g h  acc re tio n s 
a n d  c o m m e n ta r ie s . In  th e  (u n fin ish ed ) v o lu m e  3 o f  Hay at al-Qulub o n  im a m a te , M ajlis! 
d o e s  re ite ra te  a l-H illi’s s ta te m e n t q u o ted  above (p . 3 8 ) in  a  b r ie f  se c tio n , b u t th e  te n o r  o f  
th e  b o o k  a s a  w h o le  in  n o  w ay  su g g ests  a  p o litica l c o n cep tio n  o f  im a m ate . I t is s ign ifican t 
th a t  in  th e  se c tio n  d ev o ted  to  in te rp re ta tio n  o f  th e  v e rses o f  th e  Q u i°an  “ e n tru s tin g  k now l
e d g e , c h a rity  an d  th e  m ete in g  o u t o f  ju s tic e  [qisf va mtzan] to  th e  ru le  [vildyat] o f  the 
Im a m s” — w h ic h  w o u ld  c le a rly  h ave  p o litica l im p lica tio n s— th e  o th erw o rld ly  co n n o ta 
tio n s  a re  u n m is tak ab le : th e  Im am s a d m in is te r  ju s tic e  in th e  o th e r  w o rld .

2. Z d . M . :4 8 0 , 4 9 7 . T h e  b e lie v e r  w ill b e  b ro u g h t o u t o f  h is g rav e  and  re su sc ita te d  fo r 
th a t p u rp o se  w h e n  necessary .

3. F a lsa f l, p p . 1 7 - 2 0 .
4 . Q .U . : 2 7 0 .
5 . A s n a d Q . : 8 7 - 8 8 .
6 . L a m b to n , “ N in e te en th -C e n tu ry  V iew  o f  J i h a d p . 185; A lgar, Religion and State, 

P- 2 2 .
7 . A rjo m an d , “ R elig io n , P o litica l A c tio n  an d  L eg itim ate  D o m in a tio n  in  S h icite  I ra n ,” 

pp*. 9 6 - 9 7 .
8. M u h a m m a d  ibn  cA b d u l-H u say n  a l-H u say m , FadcPil al-Sadat (T eh ran , 1 8 9 6 -  

9 7 /1 3 1 4  [1 6 9 1 - 9 2 /1 1 0 3 ] ,  p . 96 . T h e  p u b lish er w ro n g ly  a ttrib u te s  th e  a u th o rsh ip  o f  the 
b o o k  to  M ir-D am ad .

9 . FadaHl al-Sadat, p . 96 ; c f. Q .U . : 235 .
10. Ay. H . :5 0 3 .
11. C h a rd in  5 : 2 ,  2 1 9 - 2 0 .
12. T h e  u se  o f  th e  te rm  “ e so te r ic ,” ch o sen  b y  C o rb in , to  re fe r  to  th e  S h icite  Hrfan o f  

th is  p e rio d  is u n sa tis fac to ry ; an d  I  h ave  th ere fo re  e m p lo y ed  th e  te rm  “ g n o stic  S h icism .” 
T h e  te rm  “ e so te r ic ” seem s b e s t re se rv e d  fo r  m y ste ry  re lig io n s o f  th e  H u ru fI  ty p e , eso te ric  
Ism aT l! co sm o lo g ie s  and  the  lik e . S h icite  Hrfan o f  th e  sev en teen th  cen tu ry  is a  d iffe ren t 
ty p e  o f  p h e n o m e n o n .

L e t us tak e  a  b o o k  w ith  an  ap p aren tly  e so te ric  title : M u lla  M u h s in  F a y d ’s Kalamat-e 
Maknuneh  ( “ T h e  H id d en  W o rd s” ), w hose  title , to  co n ced e  ev en  m o re , has a  n u m ero lo g i- 
ca l v a lu e  co rre sp o n d in g  to  th e  year o f  its  c o m p o sitio n  (K . M k . :2 2 1 ) . I t  c e r ta in ly  is an 
e lo q u e n t h y m n  to  p a n th e ism , b u t i t  u ses  n o  “ e so te ric ” sym bology . T h e  w o rd s  a re  used  
u n am b ig u o u sly , an d  the  a rg u m e n ts  c o n stru c ted  as ra tio n a lly  as  p o ss ib le , ev en  th o u g h  the  
m y stic a l e x p e r ie n c e  o f  p an th e is tic  u n ity  is a tte m p ts  to  ev o k e  is n e ith e r  a tta in a b le  n o r  fu lly  
a p p reh e n s ib le  b y  m ean s o f  d iscu rs iv e  re aso n  a lone . A s fo r  th e  n u m e ro lo g ic a l/a s tro lo g ic a l 
re fe re n c e s  c o n ta in e d  in  th e  b o o k , it sh o u ld  b e  p o in te d  o u t th a t th ese  d o  n o t d is tin g u ish  
Kalamat-e Maknuneh  f ro m  o th e r  lite ra ry  an d  p h ilo so p h ica l w o rk s o f  th e  p e r io d , as they  
p e rm e a te  th e  w o rld  v iew  a n d  cu ltu re  o f  p re m o d e m  Iran .

A fortiori, th e  te rm  is m u ch  less ap p licab le  to  th e  ra tio n a l p h ilo so p h ic a l sy s te m  o f 
M u lla  S a d ra , w h ic h  is n o  m o re  “ e so te ric ”  th an  th o se  o f , say, H e g e l o r  H eidegger. In  fact, 
in  h is  a tta c k  o n  p o p u la r  m y stic ism , M u lla  S a d ra  firm ly  re je c ts  th e  shathiyyat ( th e  ecs ta tic  
u tte ra n c e s  o f  th e  Sufi sh a y k h s , o ften  c o m p iled  by  th e ir d isc ip le s) o n  g ro u n d s  o f  th e ir  c ry p 
tic  a m b ig u ity  (e sp ec ia lly  in  K .A .J .) .

13. H . C o rb in , “ Im am o lo g ie  e t p h ilo so p h ic ,” in  ShiHsme, p . 165. E m p h asis  ad d ed .
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14. Ib id .,  p . 167.
15. M u lla  M u h s in  F ay d , Risalat: Tarjumat al-Saldt, Ulfat-nameh, AHneh-ye Shahl 

(S h ira z , 1941 /1 3 2 0 ) ,  p . 5 (p ag es n u m b ered  sep a ra te ly  fo r e ac h  tra c t) .
16. T ro e ltsch , p . 810 .
17. I b id .,  p .  5 6 3 . H ow ever, th e  d iffe ren ces b e tw een  S h icite  an d  L u th e ra n  m y s tic ism  are  

e q u a lly  in te re s tin g . F o r L u th e ran ism , m y stica l love p o u rs i ts e lf  in to  ex is tin g  fo rm s o f  h u 
m an  l ife ,  in c lu d in g  th e  s ta te  ( ib id .,  p p . 5 2 5 , 52 9 ). B y  c o n tra s t, social a r ra n g e m e n ts , in 
c lu d in g  th e  s ta te , a re  n o w h ere  en d o w ed  w ith  a  c o m p arab ly  s tro n g  a cc en t o f  o n to lo g ic a l 
rea lity . R a th e r, th e  acc en t o f  o n to lo g ica l re a lity  is p laced  on  th e  e n tire  co sm o s w h o se  m o st 
s ig n if ic a n t te rm in i a re  th e  m ac ro co sm — co n ste lla tio n  o f  a stra l b o d ie s  an d  th e  su b je c t o f  
th e  sc ie n c e  o f  a s tro n o m y — an d  th e  m ic ro co sm — th e  c o n stitu tio n  o f  the  s e lf  an d  th e  su b 
je c t  o f  th e  sc ien c e  o f  psycho logy . In  F a y a ’s Mirror^thc soc ia l o rd e r  is ty p ic a lly  not e n 
d o w e d  w ith  m u ch  s ig n ifican ce . F o r gn o stic  S h icism , p sy ch o lo g y  an d  a stro n o m y  in  p a r tic u 
la r  an d  ra tio n a l p h ilo so p h y  in  g e n e ra l a re  th e  m ean s fo r  th e  co g n itiv e  p e n e tra tio n  o f  the  
c o sm o s an d  a tta in m en t o f  in n e r  lig h t, a f te r  w h ich  re lig io u s tex ts c o u ld  b e  h e rm e n e u tic a lly  
c o m p re h en d e d . T h u s , th e  a ttitu d e  o f  g n o stic  Sh icism  to  re lig io u s tex ts  in v ite s  an o th e r  
c o m p a riso n , th is  tim e  to  th e  Jew ish  m y stic ism  o f  th e  cab a la , w h e re  R a b b i S im eo n  o f  th e  
Zohar p ro to ty p ic a lly  opens the  v e rses  o f  th e  S c rip tu re  an d  w h ere  th e  w o rd s o f  sa c re d  tex ts  
“ m u st b e  in fin ite , or, to  p u t it in a d iffe re n t way, th e  ab so lu te  w o rd  is as su ch  m ea n in g le ss , 
b u t it is pregnant w ith  m e a n in g ” (G . S c h o lem , On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism [N ew  
Y ork, 1965], p . 12; see a lso  p . 3 0 ). F o r g n o stic  Sh icism , it is th e  g n o sis  o f  o rig in  an d  
d e s tin a tio n  (mabdac and  macad) th a t g u a ran tees  th e  c o rre c t h e rm e n eu tica l c o m p re h e n 
sio n , an d  th e re fo re  o p e n in g , o f  th e  sac red  tex ts .

18. M . T. D a n ish -p a ju h , “ D a v a n  m iy an -e  p a rsa  v a d a n ish m a n d ,” Nashriyeh-yeDanlsh- 
kadeh-ye Adabiyyat-e Tabriz 9 (1 9 5 7 /S u m m e r  1336): 1 2 7 -2 8 .

19. T k . N . : 156.
2 0 . J . A b . :  1 3 7 - 3 8 .
2 1 . D u  M a n s : 79 . C h ard in  b a se s  h is  a cc o u n t o f  th e  S h icite  re lig io n  o n  ex te n siv e  tra n s la 

tions f ro m  the  Jam? (C h ard in  6 :3 2 6 - 4 9 6 ,  7 : 1 - 2 4 6 ) .
2 2 . J . A b . :  1 6 1 - 6 2 .
2 3 . I b id .,  p p . 1 5 0 - 6 1 .
2 4 . A . M u n z a v l, Fihrist-e Kitdbhd-ye Farsi (T ehran , 1 9 7 0 /1 3 4 9 ) , 2 :1 8 .
2 5 . Ay. H . : 4 9 9 - 5 0 1 .
2 6 . Ay. H . : 4 8 9 - 9 2 .  In  h is  em p h asis  o n  ju s t ic e , h is  re fe re n ce  to  p a te rn a l b en ig n ity , and  

in s ta tin g  th a t “ th e  k in g d o m  m ay  ev en  las t w ith  in fide lity  [kufr], b u t it  w ill n o t la s t w ith  
in ju s tic e  [zulm ] ,” M a jlis! is d ra w in g  e x ten siv e ly  o n  th e  p a tr im o n ia l th eo rie s  o f  k in g sh ip .

2 7 . Ay. H . :  5 0 5 - 6 .
2 8 . C ite d  b y  L am b to n , State and Government in Medieval I slam y p . 2 8 3 .
2 9 . N q . A . : 4 1 , K h . T . : 2 5 5 a - 2 5 6 ,3 0 4 a .  A cco rd in g  to  th e  la tte r  so u rc e , M ir  S ay y id  CA1I 

on b o th  o ccas io n s .
3 0 . S e e  n o te  7 0  to  c h ap te r  5 ab o v e , p . 304 .
3 1 . C ite d  b y  L am b to n , State and Government, p p . 2 7 9 - 8 0 .
32 . C h a rd in  9 : 4 8 3 - 9 1 .  O n  th is  o c ca s io n , th e  shaykh al-Islam w as M Irza  CA1I Ri<ja. 

T h e  se c o n d  c o ro n a tio n , w h e n  S u ley m an  ac tu ally  to o k  th a t n am e  in stead  o f  h is  o rig in a l 
nam e  o f  S a f i  I I ,  to o k  p lac e  so m e  tw o y ears  la te r  in  1 6 6 8 /1 0 7 9 . M u h a m m a d  B a q ir  
S a b z av a ri d e liv e re d  the  khutba and  gave  the k in g  the  new  n am e o f  S u le y m a n  (C h a rd in  
1 0 :9 2 - 9 5 ) .

3 3 . R av an d i 3 :4 8 5 .
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3 4 . L . L o c k h a r t, Nadir Shah (L o n d o n , 1938), pp . 1 0 7 - 8 .
3 5 . S ee  a p p en d ix  3 to  H. M o d a rres i T abataba’i, “ Kharaj in  S h H  L aw ,” D. P h il, th es is , 

U n iv e rs ity  o f  O x fo rd , 1982.
3 6 . S o u rd e l, p . 196.
3 7 . S ee  above p . 9 7 , an d  W oods, p . 151 and  n o te , p . 26 4 .
3 8 . Mihman-ndmeh-ye Bukhara, M . S o to u d eh , ed . (T ehran , 1 9 6 2 /1 3 4 1 ) , s e e e s p .  the 

c o n c lu s io n , p p . 3 5 4 - 5 6 .
39 . R o h rb o rn , p . 2 4 .
4 0 . Q u o te d  in  M inorsky , in tro d u c tio n  to  Tadhkirat al-Muluk, p . 13. I t  sh o u ld  be  

p o in te d  o u t, h ow ever, th a t th e  c la im s to  leg itim acy  p u t fo rw a rd  to  th e  se d e n ta ry  m ajo rity  
w e re  d iffe re n t (a n d  m u ch  m o re  m o d era te ). In  a  farman issu e d  b y  Ism aT l in  1 5 2 1 /9 1 7 , 
tw o  Q u i°an ic  v e rses  (2 :1 1 8  an d  3 8 :2 5 )  are  ad d u ced  to  p ro v e  the  leg itim a cy  o f  h is  re ig n , 
an d  h is  d e sc en t fro m  th e  “ h o u se  o f  vilayat” (G o d -o rd a in ed  so v e re ig n ty  [o f  CAK ]) and  
im a m a te  is  e m p h a size d . A  farman issu ed  o n  the  fo llo w in g  y e a r  b e a rs  th e  sea l “ su fi-y e  
k a m il” ( th e  p e rfe c t Sufi). S c a rc ia -A m o re tti has n o ted  th e  c h an g e  o f  e m p h a sis  o n  th e  ty p e  
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TABLE 1.1 Geographical D istribution o f the Prominent Shicite cUlamc? o f the Post-Safavid Period*_____________________________

____________________________________________ Main residence________________________________________

Arab
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of whom
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1757-76° —  — 1

Zand/Q ajar 2 2 —  —  4 (4)
1776-95 1 — 1

Qajar period
1796-1816 1 5 —  —  6 (6)

1816-35 9

1 _
7 1 2 19 (16)

5 2 2
1835-54 7 3 — — 10 (9)

2 1 4
(1 8 55-74) 7 3 —  3 13 (12)

3 2 2
a. S o u r c e s : R. J. and its “supplement” ( tatim ), the Afysan al-WadFa by Mubammad M ahdl al-Ka?imI, Najaf, 1968/1388

[1929/1348],
b. A total of five cases o f double entry have had to be made. The figures in parentheses indicate the absolute number of persons.
c. The apparent overlap o f  the period is due to the fact that the Christian and not the hijri dates are given.
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C o m m u n a l a c tio n , 1 9 - 2 0  
C o n se n su s . S e e  Ijmfr 
C o n sta n tin e  (e m p e ro r) , 87 
C o n stitu tio n a l R ev o lu tio n , 2 6 6 , 267., 268  
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