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This thesis will analyze the role of shI' l rellgüJlIs 

symbols employed in the Iranian revolution ol 1979. DudllU 

the revolution, the shi'i symbollc structurc o[ lhe KdrlJdl:ï' 

paradigm or the symbols of Karbal~' and of ~usayn's 

martyrdom were extellsively employed to mobilize tllc 

masses. Regarded as the Im~m and as the symbol of the 

revolution, Khumayni extenslvely utlllzed such rclLCjlollS 

symbols in order to generate mass revolutlonary poLILlc[J1 

consciousness against the Shah' s tyrannlcal régJme. l ri 

other words, throughout the revolution the tradJlLonn] 

'~shür~' mour.ning ceremony - cornmernorating a trdqlc 

historlcal event the martyrdom of l,Iusayn who was kllJed 

on the battlefield of Karbala' on Muharralll ] 0, flO/()BO 

was transformed into and politicized to be a vehicle 

of mass revolutionary political rnobilizatlon. 
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Ce mémoire se propose d'analyser le rôle des symboles 

religieux Chi"ites utilisés durant la révolution Iranienne 

de 1979. Durant la révolution, la structure symbolique 

Chi"Ite du paradigme de Karbala' ou des symboles de Karbala' 

et du martyre de ~usayn ont été abondamment employés pour 

mobillser les masses. Khumayni, consldéré comme l'Imam et 

comme le symbole de la révolution, a ~tillsé abondamment 

de tels symboles religleux afin de produire une conscience 

politique révolutlonnaire des masses, et ceia, contre le 

régime tyrannlque du Shah. En d'autres mots, tout au long 

de la révolution, la cérémonie traditlonnelle de deuil 

de ri ashüra' -- commémorant l'événement hlstorique du 

martyr~ de ijusayn tué à la bataille de Karbala', le 10 du 

mols de Mul)arram de l'an 60/680 - a été politisé et 

t rans formé en un véhicule de mobilisa tian politique 

révolutlonnalre. 
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The Arabic-to-English transliteration system 

applied in this thesis follows that of the Institute of 

Islamic Studies, McGill University, as shawn in the scheme 

below. 
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1. Introduction 

This study wlll analyze the role of religious symboLs 

in the Iranian revolution of 1979. To do so, wou! li 

lik€ to apply a functional approdch, which 1 cons l<..lcr-

to be proper for describlng such a role. 'l'tl1S dpproclch 

is derived from functional theory. Accordlng La this 

theory, "re liglous rites and belle[s perforltl ccrLlln 

pos i tive func t lons rela ted to soc lal or pe rsona l p rob! OI1lS 

that cause the partlcipants to adhere to tllem, whel:her 

or not they are consciausly aware of the full cf [ecLs 

and the importance of these effects."1 With respect Lo 

this theory, Comstock has pointed out: 

This suggestIon presupposes tlldt hlullan dcL10II le, conpl!'x 
and ambIguous, and reveals bath conSCLOUS élnd \ IIIt:OJl:-,(, 1 OU:' 

dl1TIensions lT1 whleh dJ_fferent seis uf floLlvdt Hm clpply. 
A persan or socIal ~roup may perfo(m an iJCtl0r) Witt! d ccrLdll1 

goal in mlT1d, but really value dnd rCLnf()rC(~ UI(~ dct fo[ 
other purposes. 2 

1 nad dit ion, ace 0 r d in 9 t 0 t rll s 1. he () r y, rel L q i () lJ !-. 

rites and beliefs contain manifest and lùtent iuncLlons. 

"Manif est fune t ions are the pu rpose of an ac t as thc 

actors themselves understand and express thern: lhe 

latent funetions are the result of the aet which arc 

unknown to or neglected by the actors but which detcrrrane 

the real value of the aet and the need for lts 

repeti tions. ,,3 
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Thus, this functional appraach strives to comprehend 

both the manifest and the latent functions of the 

religious symbols employed in the Iranian revolution 

of 1979. In terms of the • ashura' mourning r ltual, for 

exalllple, its manifest function -- as the shï' l communi ty 

understand and express it -- is ta commemora te a tragic 

tus tor ical evell t the martyrdom of ~usayn who was killed 

in the bat t lef le Id of Karbala' on Muharram 10, 60/680. 

In addition, more than a commemorative ceremony, on the 

level of popular religion the '~shGr~' mourning ritual 

lS also understood as an integral part of -- or at least 

regarded as -- shI'I religious doctrine . 

Furthermore, in the course of shI'I hietory the 

latent functions of this ritual, which in turn created 

the symbo1 of Karbal~' and ~usaynls martyrdom, may be 

seen, for instance, in the way they have been applied 

to create a soclal lntegration which is institutionalized 

through the ta'ziyeh ritual. In the course of the Iranian 

revolution of 1979, Karbal~' and ~usayn's martyrdom 

played a central part as religious symbols of the 

revolution. In additlon, ln the context of the 

revolution the symbols of Karbala' and of Husayn's 

martyrdom served sociopolitical functions by genprating 



• 

• 

• 

political consciousness of social deprlvatl0n dnd 

discontent leading to revnlt ùgùlns t' the d1ctatorLll 

government of the Shah. 

In the anna'Ls of twentieth ccntury revolllllollllry 

history no other revolutlon has atlrdcted 50 9'_Cllt 

concern in the eyes of soc laI scientlsts dnd in tc' nId LI onLl J 

political analysts as has the IraniLm revolullon 01 1979 

which represen ted a un l'lue phenomenon. ln con LI dS L lo 

the Russ ian and the Chinese revol u llons, i or '2xamp Le' , 

in which "class confllcts - espee,lally bct ... een pl~dsdnls 

and landlords - were pivotal dur ing the revu 1 u li und ry 

interregnum,,,4 "the Iranian revolution Jackeù pCdsé..wl 

participation until the flnal stage: even then, pedsdllts 
r: 

were never essen tial to the downf aIL ot U1C r09 imc. ",) 

Moreover, the Iranian revolutlon dii tcred f rOITl 

J 

"the revolution from above carried oul in KCllldlJst 

Turkey, Egypt after 1952, and Syria and Iraq aiter I~SH."6 

Another aspect of the un iqueness of lhe J rün 1 an revo lut ion 

has been s tated by Abrahamian: Il l n f ùC t, the l s lamie 

revolution is unique ln the annals of lIlodern world 

history in that it braught ta power nct a ne .... SOCIüJ grOl.p 

equlpped with politlcal partles and secular ldeologies, 

but a tradi tional clergy armed wi th mosque pulp i ts fjfld 

claiming the divine right ta supervise all temporal 
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authoritles, even the country's highest 

representativeso"7 

elected 

Despite the Iranian revolution's being unique, 

to a certain degree, it seems also to have been 

categorlzed as ü Third World revolution, in which the 

major characterlstic lS "the failure of capitalism as 

8 ù model for bùlanced development." Third World 

revolutl0ns may take ~he form of soclallst or middle-

class uprisings caused by soclal demands for political 

partieipatl0n and SOCloeeonomlC Justice. In addition, 

such revolutlons may also occur as a severe reaction 

to liberate natlonallstic interests from dependency on 

imperlallsm and on a strong longing to revive and to 

return to an indlgenous culture or even weltanschauung. 

Once eapltallsm and socialsm have lost their influence 

ùnd legitllTlaey ta provide a viable solution to problems, 

middle-elass revolutions have beeome a major alternative. 

These revolutions are brought about by a "broad coalition 

of popular forces under the leadership of the middle-

class intelligentsia; sueh revolutions often adopt an 

indigenous ldeolagy and are predominantly nationalistic 

in nature."9 Applying this theoretical framework to 

analyze the Iranian revolutian, Amirahmadi has pointed 

out: 

4 
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The lranian revolution is a case 1I1 poin t. ImpJ onen td 1. ion 
of the capitalist growth rrodel between the 1950s dnd 197L1s 
generated poverty, lI1cane and spatial concentratlOI1, ul1C'ven 
sectoral developnent, dependency, cultural destnlct Ion, 
denatl.onalizatl.on, and dl.ctatorslup. ln COn]lU1ctlOI1 Wl th 
memon.es of the Shah's lllegitJJllate return to powC'r wILl! 
the help of the C lA ID 1953 and lus des po t 1 C Ille t hods 01 
governing for rrore than tnuty years, the probl em led 1.0 
the speedy loss of the legi tiIlldCy of the ~_t2:i t:~~._quo 1 or 
the majorlty. Coupled wlth a canplex of oUler 11ls!..or!c(ü, 
sociocultural, economl.C, and IXÜItlC':Ü factors (pdrtlculdJ Iy 
the long and contmued legacy of Icvolutlonîlry p.)1 Lt lCdl 

activism), the system's illegitJJnacy fuelcd lhe revoluL IOl1dt-y 

rrovement. ••. 10 

In pOlnt of fact, as Skocpol says, the Shah WilS 

much more powerful than the absolute monarchs of the 

old régimes in France, Russia, and China, for he was 

equipped with a thoroughly modernlzed army and a powerful 

secret police force. HYet the Shah's state WilS much 

less rooted, less embedded in society -- especially 

rural society -- than the 'agrarian bureaucracies' of 

prerevolutionary France, Russia, and China. Il Il Despi te 

the fact that the Shah had a modernized army, il could 

not protect him from overthrow by the mass revolulion~ry 

forces of the Iranlan revolutlon of 1979. The major 

reason for hls army's incapabllity to protect hlm lS 

that the Shah, as an absolute monarch, centralized all 

state decjsions -- about both internal and foreign 

policies -- in hl.s own hands. 

The Shah's absolutist mode of government caused 

the military forces to be paralyzed in performing theic 

5 
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major function of securing the country at the time when 

the Shah left Iran in January, 1979. His generals did 

not knaw what they should do, whether ar not to takeover 

the power by mllitary coup d'état in arder ta save the 

government. In the meantlme, however, their concern 

was how to secure themselves fram the revo.lutionary 

forces when Khumaynï returned. Consequent1y they reached 

a consensus: "The Shah's departure had to be stopped: 

if he left ILan, all of them wanted ta go with him.,,12 

Whether they actually went with their monarch or not, 

this Dccount shows that the Shah's military officers 

lacked the experience to make maJor political decisions 

on their own. In additlon, Shahpur Bakhtlyar, the last 

Prime Mlnlster of the Shah, failed ta consolidate his 

power. In thlS situation, "the chief of general staff 

6 

announced that the military would not take sldes in the 

struggle between Bakhtlyar and the revolutionary Council.,,13 

About thlS situation Keddie says: "The unexpectedly 

rapld march of events and the continuing indecisiveness 

of the Shah forestalled any posslbllity of a coup and 

paved the way for Khomeini's accesion in February 1979.,,14 

Sa far as the middle class was concerned, the 

emergence of 'AlI SharI'atI as the ideologue of the 

Iranian revolution 15 represented the revolutionary 
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leadership of the middle class intelligentsia. After 

SharI'atI's death in 1977, his supporters among the 

students and young intelligentsia endorsed KhuIllLlynI's 

leadershlp. Despite the fact that the Irù111dn revolut1.on 

was supported by a cross-class based movemcnt, lts strongesL 

basis was the traditlonal mlddle class, notably the 

bazaaris and the 'ulam~'. As modern Iranlan hlstory 

shows, "the bazaars had social, flnancial, political, 

ideology, and hlstorical links wlth the religlous 

16 , -
establishment. " In terms of the bazaar- ulallld' rell glO-

political relationship, the 'ulam~' had becorne lhe leüders 

and symbols of social protest against the polltlcal 

• status quo of the réglme. In the course of the uprlslng 

of 1963, the 'ulam~' - supported by thelr tradltlondL 

ally (the bazaars) - for example, organized nUlllerous 

demonstrations. Such a rellgio-politlcal relatlonship 

provided all over again a strong soclal basis for the 

revolutian of 1979. In additlon, throughout the revoluUon 

the 'ulam~' endeavored ta politlclze the shJ'ï symboljc 

structure of the Karbal~' paradlgm ln order ta generdte 

mass revolutionary conSClousness. Thus lnspite of the 

fact that the Iranian revolutlon was soclaJ, CCOflOml(;, 

and political in nature, its jdeology was based on Slti'T 

traditional cultural values which, in lurn, served ab 

• 
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revolutionary religlous symbols. One may argue, as does 

Parsa, that "antigovernment forces mobllized through the 

mosque not bccause of ideolog1cal consensus, but because 

gove rnrnen t repre s s 10n had le ft no 0 t her opt ion. Il 17 However, 

one rnay nol contradict that the religious symbols were 

ernployed cxtenslvely ln the course of the revolution 

as veh1cles of mass mobilization and rellgious legitimacy. 

Furtherrnore, followlng the capitallst economic 

policy WhlCh tended to undermlne petty shopkeepers, on 

the one hond, and faclng a national economic crisls, on 

the other, from 1975 the Shah's economic policies 

suppressed the bazaaris and put them under control of 

the state. In the meantlme, the government -- launching 

rapld rnodernlzatlon programs from the 1960s combined 

with d secularization process -- made the political 

pOllCy anti-rellglous establishment. These rapid social 

changes not only genera ted an anomle Wl thln the lower 

relig10us class, but also created strong reaction from 

bazaaris, primarily from the 'ulama', against the Shah's 

régime. ln addltion, the centrallzed government, equipped 

with its fac1st-style-totalitarian methods, paralyzed 

aIl sociopolitical institutlons of the community and 

alienated the modern mlddle class from the state. The 

only social institutions that remained autonomous from 
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the state were madrasahs (seminaries), some husayniyyas 

(meeting halls), and, notably, the mosque. ThuR, "mosques 

were safe locations for gathering, communicatIon, bro~d-

casting the government's repression, and orgëlnizlng lhe 

18 opposition nationally through the mosque nelwork." 

The accumulation of those SOCloeconomlC, poillical, 

religious, and cultural discontents created sociorevolulionary 

political forces in the communlty. At this point, lhe . -ulama' - the rellgious Opposltlon, equlpped wIth the 

numerous religious symbols, primarlly thase oi Kdrbill~' 

and of Ijusayn' s martyrdom - came to pluy a IlklJor role 

in legi timiz Ing and mobiliz in 9 the revolu t 10n':1 ry movcmen t. 

Among the 'ulama· particIpating in and orgonjzing 

the revolutlonary movement was KhumaynI who, for his 

refusaI to compromise with the Shah1s rcqlmc, bccame 

a major figure and was recognlzed by the oppositjon groups 

as the leader of the revolution, notably ùs the syrnbol 

of the anti-Shah opposition. Because ot his chùrismatlc 

authority, KhumaynI, together wIth other 'ulama', was 

able to mobl1ize sociorevolutionary forces in an extra-

ordinary series of mass demonstratlons and strlkes of 

the middle and working classes, including the unemployed 

people. In addition, the expectatlon of his 

militant supporters and followers of the coming of a 
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savior ta liberate them from their socioeconomic and 

poltical predicaments led KhumaynI to be elevated ta 

become the Imam. Thus, as Skocpol sugges ts, "Illall~ \1 

Khomelni's role as a continuing central foc us fOI che 

revolutionary leadershlp resonated with the popular 

messianlc yearning for the return of the Twelfth Imam 

1 the Mahdi 1 
,,19 

Dealing with this thesis, which consists of 

10 

three chapters, a discussion about Mahdism in shi'i 

theology wlil be elaborated in chapter 2. In this chapter 

l attempt to describe the doctrine of the MahdI which 

not only became a basic tenet of the creed, but also 

occupies a central place in shi'I eschatological doctrine: 

the expectation for the return of the Mahdi. Relating to 

the main ldea of th lS thesls, the chapter functions to 

provide a hlstorico-theologlcal basis for understanding the 

shI'i sociopolitical movement. 

Chapter 3 deals with Khumayni's position in the 

Iranian revolution. In this chapter l try to delineate 

Khumayni's revolutionary struggle against the Shah's 

r6gime. Regardlng himself 3S the forerunner of the Mahdi, 

in the course of the revolution he extensively employed 

and politicized the shI'i traditional symbolic structure 

of the Karbala' paradigm in arder ta mobilize mass 

revolutionary political consciousness. 
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Chapter 4, the last one, deals with shI' l 

religious symbols employed in the course of the revolution. 

In this chapter l attempt to show how the Karbala' 

paradigm or the symbols of Karbala and of Uusayn~s 

martyrdom vere extensively employed througl1out the 

revolution. In addition, other religlous symbols l try 

to describe during the course of the revolution are 

religious revolutionary slogans • 
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II. Mahdism in shI61 Theology 

The Concept of the Mahdi 

Before being employed as a specifically eschatologieal term 

in shI"I theological doctrine, the term MahdI was applied 

to "historical personages,,1 who were eonsidered as charis-

matie leaders such as al-Khulafa' al-Rashidün al-Mahdiyyün 

(the divlnely rightly guided khalifahs). The non-esehatol­

ogieal application of the term MahdI was also employed as 

an honoriflc epithet for a leader who was regarded as 

successful in his leadership such as 'Umar Ibn 'Abd al-

'AzIz. In Medina, for example, the conservative religious 

view generally recognized him as the MahdI. One of the 

prominent traditionists in Ba~rah, Abü Kilaba (d. 107/725), 

agreed with the view that 'Umar Ibn 'Abd al-"AzIz was the 

Mé!hdï. In additlon, an eminent figure in Ba~rah, al-ijasan 

al-Ba~rI (d. 110/728), did not believe in the MahdI, but 

said that if there were one, it would have been "Umar 

" • - 2 Ibn Abd al- Aziz. Moreover, as "an honorific epithet 

without messianic significance, the term IMahdII was 

employed from the beginning of Islam •... ~asan b. Thabit 

thus applied it to the Prophet ..•. Sulayman b. ~urad referred 

ta al-~usayn, after his martyrdom, as MahdI, son of the 

M hd "" "3 B "d al.... eSJ. es, with regard to the term MahdI, 

Sachedina has pointed aUL: 

14 
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The title al-Mahdi •.• was, ;n the beginn.lI1g, merely a designatl.On 
for the ideal Islarruc ruler. But with the delay in the great 
social transfoIméltion under al-Mahdi's caumnd, the title took 
on eschatological tones in lmami Shi' ism. The Inumate of lhe 
twelfth Imam was unique in the sense that in tüm mcrgcd the lwo 
ideas of Shi' ite messianism: the occultation and the retum of 
the future restorer of justice.4 

As shI'I eschatological doctrlne, thus the concept 

of the MahdI consists of the belief in the Im~m MdhdI 

(divinely guided one) or the Hldden Imam who will reappear 

at the end of time as a savior realizing soclopolillcal 

justice and equity through which a peaceful lite based 

on the ideals of religious (Islamic) teaching may be rcached. 

In other words, it is belived of the Im5m MahdI thal he 

will realize an ideal religious society. "The bellef in 

the Imam Mahdi becomes not only a basic tenet of the 

creed, but aiso the foundation on which the entire spiritual 

edif ice of the Shi' i te res ts . ,,5 In this rela t ion, 1 Illl~, 11l(~ Ill~ 1 1 (! 1 

creates the shI'ï eschatologlcdl doctr1f18 of Ul(! ('x[)!'('lrll I()II 

of a sociorellglous and polltical situatIon ln Lill' future!. 

In the course of the history of shI'r comrnunity life, one rnay 

interpret that such an eschatological expectation helps ta 

explain the extraordinary resoluteness which the ShI'ah 

have shown in the face of unbearable socjopolilical 

circumstances. With respect to the belief in the Imam 

MahdI, Sachedina has explalned: 

He is the victorious Imam who will restore the purity of the 
faith, which will bring true and uncorrupted guidance to aH 
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mankind, creating an adequately Just social arder and a world 
free fram tyranny and wlckedness. The chiliastic vision of 
his tory in Shl' ism con tinues to be expressed, even today, in 
terms of radlcal social protest in the face of political 
oppress~on. Had lt not been this deep sense of paving the way 
for the reappeardnce of the Imam, Lhe Shi'ites would not have 
felt the need ta re-evaluate thelr social circumstances and 
the shortcomings of their present lives.6 

As a nutter of fact, fran the very beginning the idea of 

the MahdI has served as an ldeological basis of shI'I 

16 

polit1cal protest against social dissatisfaction and socio-

political oppression of both the Ummayad and the 'Abbasid. 

In additlon, "the tradition of the Mahdi grew and developed 

with the dls1ntegration of the caliphate, both Ummayad 

and 'Abbasid, and the flowering and disappointment of 

successive hopes which the Shi'is had nurtured for the 

establishment of the ideal rule.«7 

Considering the ShI'ah as a latent force threatening 

their power, the 'Abbasids always controlled shI'I socio-

political activities alld the lives of the shI'I Imams. 

In this political sltuation, the twelfth Imam (Mu~ammad 

b. ~asan al-'Askarï) was born in Samarra in mid-Sha'ban 

255/868 8 - sorne sources vary by as mUl,:h as one ta f ive 

years from this date -- and until 260/872, when his father was 

9 killed, lived under his father 1 scare and tutelage. These 

circumstances surrounding the birth of the twelfth Imam 

led al-'AskarI to save his successor from the oppressive 
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political structure of the 'Abbasids.He decided to seek 

a place safer for his son in order to avoid the interferencc 

of the'Abbasids. 10 After he died in 260/872, hlS son (the 

twelfth Imam) went into occultation: 11 it was believed 

of him that he was the MahdI who will appear al the end 

of time in order to fill the earth with Justice, Just as 

it had previously been filled with oppression and inJustice. 12 

The title MahdI seems ta have been employed by 

al-Mukhtar b. AbI 'Ubayd al-ThaqafI for MUQammad b. a]-

Hanafiyyah, a son of 'Ali by a women other than F~tlmah, . . 
"in 66/685-86, in his rebellion dgdlnsl 'Abd Allah b. 

Zubayr. "13 Since the movemen t was a fail.ure, when MutldlTUlldd 

b. al-~an~fiyyah died in 81/700, many of the followers 

of-his revoIt did not recognize his death a~ a reality, 

and instead continued saylng that he was ln conccalmenl 

14 and would retun. Later the followers of Mutammad b. 

al-~anafiyyah were associated with the Kaysaniyyah sect 

wbich held that he was the promised Mahdî.
15 

The Kaysaniyyah seem to have been the flrst shI'I 

sect to employ Mahdistic terms for their Imam. This practice 

was afterwards maintained by other shI'I sects, primarlly 

the Imamiyyah, in respect to their Imams. "This was the 

beginning of the two central beliefs in the idea of the 
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Mahdi, the ghayba (occultation) and the raj'a (return) 

of the Islamic messiah at the dppropriate time."16 In 

shI'I eschatological doctrine, the return of the MahdI 

was identified with the raj'~ of the Hidden Imam. 1? 

The term MahdI in lts eschatological significance 

was also applied by the zaydIyyah to their leaders who 

rebelled against the 'Abbaslds, such as Mu~ammad al-Nafs 

al-Zakiyyah (d. 145/762), MUQammad b. Ja'far al-$adiq 

(d. 203/818), and MUQammad b. al-Qasim al-Talqan who 

18 disappeared in the year 219/834. As for the Twelver 

shI'ah, it was al-NawbakhtI (one of the leading shI'I 

theologians who died at t'te beginning of the fourthjtenth 

century) who was the earliest to formulate the Twelver 

shI'I eschatological doctrine of the concealment of the 

twelfth Im~m, the Mahdi. Following al-NawbahktI, it was 

al-Mufïd (one of the leading shI'I theologians of the 

18 

tenth century who died in 413/1022) who developed and 

systematized the shI'I point of view concerning the MahdI: 9 

In shI'! eschatological doctrine, in addition to 

al-MahdI, the twelfth Imam had many other titles such as 

Imam al-'Asr (the Imam of the Period), S~hib al-Zaman . - . ~--'==-=--=-==--
(the Master of the Age), ~~~ib al~Amr (the Master of 

Authority), MahdI al-Anam (the MahdI of the People), 
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al-Q~·im (he who will Rise), and al-~ujjah (the Divine 

Proof). AlI these Mahdistic titles had significances of 

eschatological expectation and gave expression to the 

soci~l discontent and political deprivation of the shI 'ah 

for centuries. In other words, these Mahdistic titles 

reflected and represented a myth of eventual shI'I vengeance 

agdinst their experience of social injustice and polttical 

inequi ty. So far as the Mahdistic ti tles are concerned, 

"the title al-Mahdi, with its eschatological connotat1on, 

had much wider recognition that the other t1tles used 

for the messianic Imam such as al-Qa'im or al-Hujja.,,20 

In the case of the title al-Qa'im (meaning he who 

21 
will rise after his death for a great task), however, 

the title reflected obviously a myth of shI'ï eschatological 

revenge since al-Qa' im "will rise wi th the sword. Il 22 Ile 

thus symbolized an avenger against those who had caused 

disturbances. According to al-KulaynI's report, "al-Q~'im 

will rise with the sword as God's avenger against those 

who caused troubles to 'Ali and his wife Fatimah. He would 

also take vengeance against those who were responsible 

for the suffering of the Imams and their followers, 

particularly against those who assasinated Husayn. 11

23 
In 

addition, the shI"âh also associated al-Qa'im with socio-

economic issues such as their dissatlsfaction with the 

feudal economic system of the 'Abbasid state. 24 
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Abü Ja"far claimed that all land belonged to the 

ShI"I Imams; they had inherited the land from God through 

the Prophet. Thus the Muslims must pay the kharaj (land 

tax) on aIl the land they cultivated. When al-Qa'im rises 

. d h 1 d t b . d h' 25 l wlth the swor , t e an tax mus e pal ta lm. n 

this context one may deduce that the appearance of al-

Qa'im with the sword will mean that the socioeconomic 

inequity, like the sociopolitical, will be resolved with 

violence in order to bring about justice and equity. In 

shI'I eschatological doctrine, social justice and equity 

become the main issue of its idea of the return of the 

awalted llnam . 

In this connection, the accumulation of shI'I 

discontents with the sociopolitical system of the Umayyads 

and the "Abbasidsled them not only to revoIt against 

the two dynasties, but also generated their eschatological 

-.-expectations for the future. In other words, the Shi i 

eschatological expectations on which the doctrine of the 

MahdI developed rested on their historical experiences 

in terms of sociopolitical and economic 1njustice. Thus 

they entitled their last Imam al-Qa'im (he who will rise 

with the sword) and ~ahib al~Amr (the Master of Authority); 

these titles represented the functions which they attributed 

the the MahdI Imam. When al-Qa'im rises, he will rule and 
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fill the earth with justice in his capacity as the Master 

of Authority. In this regard, the Mahdi Im~m was called 

as al-Qi'im bi al-Im~mah (the one who carries out the 

dut Y of Imimate) and al-Qi'im bi al-Jihad (the one who 

carries out the dut y of the holy war). 

In addition to political functions, the MahdI also 

has religious duties which were indicated by the title 

al-ijujjah (the Divine Proof). These religious functions 

of the MahdI were inherited from the Prophet and his 

legatees (aw~iya,).26 Thus, the title al-~uj]ah was not 

only the designation of him who became the vicegerent 

of God (khalifat Allah), but also that of the Prophet 

(khalIfat al-Rasül) who guides mankind to the true path 

in order to give them the knowledge of God and His religion. 

The final goal of the religious functions of al-Uujjah 

is to bring about the religious society upon which social 

justice and political equity depend. 

In shI'i tradition, it is believed that the Imams 

have both esoteric and exoteric knowledge. Moreover, the 

- 27 Imams possess knowledge of the past and of the future. 

These extraordinary capacities of the Imams lead al-~ujJah 

to be an authority on religious matters. In this respect, 

Sachedina cüncludes that "the title al-Hu]]a, in contrast 

to other titles which are often used to designate the 
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twelfth Imam, emphasizes the religious and spiritual 

aspects of his function, whereas al-Qa'im or Sahib al-amr 

convey his role as the ideal ruler of Islam who restores 

Islamic justice in the world."28 

Despite the fact that it is unlawful to call the 

twelfth Imam by his name, 29 his various titles seem not 

to have been subject to that restriction; rather they 

were ways to indicate various aspects of mahdistic functions 

in terms of socioeconomic, political, and religious 

categories. In this respect, the title al-MahdI is the 

central one of the twelfth Imam who will reappear at the 

end of time as the restorer and savior • 

The Occultation of the Hidden Imam 

In the course of shI'I history, the death of 

each shI'I Imam at every turn generated a serious problem 

of succession. The death of the twelfth Imam "produced 

what appears to have been the worst of the crises of 

succession"30 to the shI'I imamate. This crisis situation 

occured not only because of theological debate in shI'i 

'ulama Y circles to determine who would be the successor 

of the eleventh Imam (Hasan al-'AskarI), but aiso because . 
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of the 'Abbasid political repression of the shI'I Imams 

and community. In this regard, Hussain has pointed out: 

According to the early Dnamite sources al- 4 AskarI did not 
leave a publicly acknowledged son, nor did he detennme upon 
or ms ta1l his successor openl y. As al-Mufld says, the IlTldlnites 
were suffering oppression at the hand of the 'Abbasids, while 
the caliph, al-Mu'tamid, was searching for iJl-'AskarI's son 
and b:ying to arrest hirn by any means }X>ssible. Moreover, the 
views of the lmamite ShI'a about him were being circuldLcd, and 
it was becaning known that they werc waiting for him to risc. 
For this reason al-' Askad: had not revealed his son dunng his 
lifetime, not even ta greater portion of ms own adherents. 31 

In this relation, when his son (Mu~ammad al-'Askar1) 

was recognized as the twelfth Imam follow1.ng his dealh, 

there appreaed a new problem of political l.nsecurity for 

the twelfth Imam. This political circumstances, thus, 

to a certain extent, led the shI'1 'ulama' to formulate 

a theological doctrine of the occultation (ghaybah) of 
• 

the twelfth Imam. 

In Sh!'! eschatological doctrine, one of the most 

significant tenets is the doctrine of the occultation. 

This doctrine is a direct corolarry, on the one hand, of 

the belief that earth cannot be devoid of an Im~m (UuJJah 

32 from God) who will guide mankind to the right path and, 

on the other, of the political insecurity of the twelfth 

Imam. Ta protect his life and to continue his imamate, 

the twelfth Imam had to remain in concealment. Thus, 
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he was permanently able to apply his imamate functions 

of guiding his adherents through spiritual communication. 

Before being accepted as a theological tenet, as 

has been noted, the doctrine of the occultation become 

a serious issue of theological disputation among the 

shI'l 'ulama' over the problem of whether or not the 

l t - h dIt h' 33 h' l e even t l Imam a e t ~s son as lS s uccessor. n 

fact, from the very time of his birth until it came ta be 

believed that he was the Hidden Imam, the status of the 

twelfth Imam made many ShI'ah confused. Hence in a number 

of shI'ï traditions, the Hidden Imam was well-known as 

34 "ghaybah wa hayrah" (the occultation and the confusion) • 

To authenticate his birth, shi'I traditions contain 

narratives to vindicate the existence of the twelfth Imam. 

With respect to this point, Hussain has noted: 

The possibility that the twelfth Imam was born and his birth 
was kept hidden is supported by a number of narrations. The fact 
that there were already narrations about the twelfth Imam as 
al-oa' lin al-MaWl gave rise to other narrations which can only 
be described as hagiographical. But fram the time of al-~adüq 
onwards, even these were accepted by the rmamites as historical 
facts. Nevertheless, other early narrations present his birth 
as a purely historical fact without the embellishment of 
miraculous reports. 35 

The historical obscurity of the twelfth Imam from 

his birth' until the present time, reports KUlayni, is 

due te the political insecurity in which he lived. 36 It 
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seems to have been the repressive political system of 

2" J 

the 'Abbasids restricting shI'! sociopolitical activities 

which compelled the eleventh Im~m to conceal the birth 

of his son from the shI'! community in gencral. It was 

this state of affairs which may have led the shI'! 

traditionists to report various types of traditions 

narrating and justlfying the birth of the twelfth Im~m. 

As for the occultation of the twelfth Imam, it is 

believed that he went into occultation in 260/872 37 

following his father's death. His occultation, in fact, 

was a continuation of his political insecurity under the 

'Abbasid sociopolitical control. A number of shI'! 

traditions, therefore, report that the occultatlon of the 

tweltfh Imam is appropriate before he rises for fear of 

his being killed. 38 In this respect, al-KulaynI reports 

a theological justificatlon of the occultation: the twclfth 

Imam went into concealment until he reappears as a severe 

religious trial from God in order to test His creatures 

and find out who would remain resolute in recognizing his 

imamate. 39 This theological jU3tification was applled not 

only to avoid offering a political idea of the occultution 

of the Hidden Imam, but also to supply a theological basis 

on which the doctrine of the occultation may reste 
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Dealing with nature of the occultation, al-TusI 

holds that the twelfth Im~m went through two forms of 

the occultation: al-ghaybah al-qa~irah (the shorter 

occultation) and al-ghaybah al-tawIlah (the longer 

26 

occultation). Other terms signifying two kinds of occultation 

are al-ghaybah al-~~ghr~ (the minor occultation) and 

al-ghaybah al-kubr~ (the major occultation) or even 

al-ghaybah al~tamma (the complete o~ ltation). As for 

the shorter occultation, al-Tusi goes on, it was known 

where the twelfth Imam was, but during the longer occultation 

only God knowso Hence sorne people speculated that the 

twelfth Im~m dled; some of them considered that he was 

killedi and sorne others said that he went away.40 On the 

contrary, al-Nu'm~nï narrates from Abü 'Abdall~h that 

those who knew where the tweJfth Imam was during his 

shorLer occultation were his special followers (kh~ssah __ 00-

min ShI'atih), but it i8 only his ilite religious patrons 

(kh~~filah maw~lIh) who know where he is during his longer 

occultation.
41 

Thus, there appeared a disagreement about 

the existence of the longer occultation among the shI'I 

theologians. In addition, al-Nu'manI says: 

As for the first ghayba, it is that occultation in which there 
were the mediators (al-sufara') between the Imam and the people, 
carry mg out (q.l. Y9'IIll) 1 the duties of the Imam 1, having been 
designated Iby him living amang the people ° The se were the 
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aninent persons and leaders frou whose hands emanated cures 
derived fran the knowledge and the recondite wisdan which 
they possessed, and the answers to aIl the ques tions which 
~re put to them about the problems and difflculües lof 
religion 1. This is the Short Occultation (al-glldybat al­
qasira) f the days of which have cane to an end and whosc 
time has gone by. 42 

The second ghayba is the occultation ln which the exclusive 
mediators (askha~ al-sufara') of Ireligiousl af!alrs pass~~ 
away for Gad' s will ••. as He says 1 in the Qur' an 1: l t is not 
(the purpose) of God to leave you in your presents td te un l il 
He shall seperate the wicked fron the good. l\nd .1 t is not 
(the pUllPDSe) of God to let you know the ghayb~.43 

Four exclusive followers of the twelfth Im~m who 

27 

served as mediators between the Im~m and the people 

during the shorter occultation were (1) 'Uthman al-'AmrI 

(d. 260/916-17); (2) Abü Ja'far Mu1:,lammad b. 'Uthman al­

'AmrI (d. 304/934-38); (3) Abü al-Qasim ~usayn b. RUQ 

al-NawbakhtI (d. 326/937-38); and (4) Abu al-Uasan 

MUQammad b. • - 44 Ali al-Sammari (do 329/940-41). Following 

them after the death of al-SammarI, the longer occultation 

commenced and will endure untll the end of time. God alone 

knows when the Hidden Imam will return. 

The period of the shorter occultation was sorne 

sixty-nine years. Since the twelfth Imam went into 

occultation when he was five years old (260/872), the 

complete occultation began when the age of the Imam was 

sorne se~ety-four years (329/940-41). With respect to the 

doctrine of the occultation, it was believed that a week 
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before the death of al-SammarI the twelfth Imam issued 

n pronouncement {tawgI'} predicting the time when al-SammarI 

would die: 

May lülah g~ve good rewards to your bretheren conceming you 
{i.e. on your death}, for indeed you shall die after six days. 
Sa prepare your affairs, and do not appoint anyone to take your 
place after your death. For the second occultation has now occured, 
and there can be no appearance until, after a long time when Allah 
gives His permission, hearts becane hardened and the world becanes 
filled with mjustice. And saneone shall cane to my partisan 
{shi' a} claimii1g that he has seen me; but beware of anyone claiming 
to have seen me before the rise of al-~ufyanI and the outcry fDOm 
the sky, for he shall be a slanderous liar.45 

Thus, this pronouncement (tawgI') of the twelfth 

Im~m predicting the death of the fourth mediator functioned 

as a theological justificatlon of the doctrine of the 

occultation. Furthermore, it is interesting ta note that 

the complete occultation began following the death of 

the fourth mediator. At that time the age of the twelfth 

Imam was sorne seventy-four years. This situation leads 

one to speculate that in aIl likelihood the twelfth Imam 

died following -- if not before -- the death of the fourth 

mediator. Consequently, not only did the mediator 

institution come to an end, but also there was generated 

a crisis of religious belief in the doctrine of the 

occultation. With regard to this point, Sachedina comments: 

The period followlOg the death of al-Sammari marked the critical 
situatIon of internaI resistance to the belief in ghayba 
lin whichl the situation was regarded as inconceivable. The 
explanatlon that the Imam had no mechators during the second 
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occultation indicates the uneasiness felt by the Shi' ite leaders 
in their atteropt ta advance a longer than nonnal l ife-spùn for 
the Imam, who cou Id not cœmunicate wlth his followers through 
his personal representatives.46 

Such a situation led the shI'! leaders to formulate 

a theological justification of the occultation in order 

ta vindicate that the twelfth Imam went into occullatlon 

following the death of al-SammarI (the Eourth mediator). 

The strongest theological argument which was employed 

to endorse the doctrine of the occultation W.JS thù t the 

twelfth Imam went into occultation to satisfy God's will. 

Vindicating the occultation of the Hidden imam, the shI'1 

leaders employed not only scriptural and trad~tianal proafs 

(al-dal!l al-sam'I), but also rational ones (al-dalIl 

al-'aqlï). As for the shI'1 traditionists, such as aJ-Kul.:lynJ 

and Ibn BabGyah, they applied mostly al-dalil al-sam'I. 

However, shi'I theologians, such as al-Shar1f al-Murta~~, 

employed chiefly al-dalII al-' dglI. In addi tl an, Sachcdlna 

says, al-1Gs1 developed a delicate compromlse blending 

al-dal!l al-sam'I and al-dalil al_'aql1. 47 

Whatever proofs and methods the shI'1 leaders 

employed to vindicate the occultation of the tweJfth Imam 

they were endeavoring not only to justify, but alsa ta 

rationalize it in order that the occultatlon became a 

theological doctrine. In this regard, al-SharIf al-Murtaça, 
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for example, attempts to rationalize the obscurity of the 

occul ta t ion when he argues that "the mode of that 1 ghayba 1 

has not been known in detail, because that is one of the 

things the knowledge of Wh1Ch has not been imposed on us 

as a duty. If we have taken lt upon ourselves to offer 

mentioning this, this is an act of supererogation."48 

In addition, to vindicate the occultation of the 

twelfth Im~m, Ibn B~bGyah and al-T~sI report numerous 

traditions identifying certain Prophetie stories about 

Y~suf, MGs~, Yün~s, • Ïsa, MulJammad, etc., who have 

disappeared from the sight of their followers for a period 

of time, with the occultation of the twelfth Imam. 
49 

Despite 

the fact that the stories of certain Prophetie disappearances 

did not occur in the contex t of the occultation, Ibn Babüyah 

strives to justify and rationalize the matter as follows: 

Sanetunes a person goes into occultation fran a city where 
he lS well-known and whose inhabitants were used to seeng him: 
lat the same bme 1 he is in occultation in respect to sare other 
city Iwhere he is not known or seen 1. Sometimes a pers on is in 
occultation fran one ccmnunity while he is present for another, 
or, he is hiding fran his enemies and not from his fnends, but 
still he is said to be in occultatl.On and in concealment •••• 50 

-Thus the occultation of the twelfth Imam was believed 

to be a reality, and its formulation as a theological 

doctrine was accomplished. In this connection, it was 

believed that the complete occultation would go on for an 
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unlimited period of time with ooly God knowing the time 

when the Hidden Im~m will reappear. During this perlod 

in which the Hidden Imam has no speclal mediators or 

represen ta tives (nuwwab al-kha~~), "the med.ld torsh i p 

between the Im~m and the followcrs was .1.ndirectly dSSUIllCd 

by the ruwat, who perform the dut les of the speclùl 

agents of the Imam, without holdlng the offIce 01 the 

deputyship. ,,51 Hence the ruwat fune t ioned as the ~1Cnc ru l 

representatives (nUl',wab al-'~mrl!) of the HIdden 1[1\,1111. As 

the nuww~b al-' amm, the ruwa t were ln le rpre Led ùs lH~ .LIll] 

institution of the ruwat itself hos beeomc a conlrovcnHc11 

theological issue cetween the two maJor group'. (JI t Il(' 

5h1'1 'ulama': the !:!~ülïs and the l\khba_rï~. It W<.IS the 

!:!.~ülls who endorsed the instltution of the !~JWé]~ dllriw~ 

the period of the complete occultation of the HIdden 1[I\~m.S2 

Apart from a theological controversy, lhe 

transformation of the nuwwab al-kha~~ instltution into 

that of the nuwwab al-'amm durlng the u)llIplet(~ occultdt1on 

indicates that the shI'i community remains in need of 

certain institutions of the Imamate in order ta pcr(orm 

sociopolitical and religious functions. This dem~nd 

corresponds with its theologlcal doctrine of the Imamate 

according to which the Imam must exist ln every periode 
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Thus, when the Imam disappears, or goes into occultation, 

a certain institution of his representatives is required. 

In this respect the ~uwwab al-'amm institution is needed. 

This matter obviously has relationship to the authority 

of the 'ulama', something that is of great important for 

the Iranian revolution. 

The Expectation for the Return of the Hidden Imam 

Vindication of the doctrine of the occultation 

has a direct corollary which necessitates believing 

in the return of the Hidden Imam after his complete 

occultation. In other words, the expectation of his 

return was inseperable from or a direct consequence of 

the doctrine of the occultation. In relation to socio­

political clrcumstances, initially, to a certain degree, 

this expectation corresponds with the repressive political 

structure of the • J\bbaslds, under which the shI' i community 

hoped for the coming of a savior (the Hidden Imam). In 

additlon, subsequently such an expectation corresponds 

with the political disintegration of the 'Abbaslds. 53 

As a consequence, the collapse of the 'Abbasids 

was assumed ta be the sign of the return of the Hidden 

Imam, and "many other events taking place at that time 
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were identified with the vague prophecies and traditions 

handed down by the Imams about the days before the Mahdi 

will appear."54 Unfortunately both the signs and the 

prophecies were mistaken sinee the Hidden Im~m has never 

reappeared. Henee to perpetuate the authority of the 
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prophecies and traditions of the Imams, the shI'I leadccs, 

such as al-T~sI, widely quoted traditions dealing with 

the prohibition of trying to determine the time of the 

return of the Hidden Imam sinee it is only God who knows. 55 

The extension of an lnaccurate early propheey that 

the Hidden Imam would come in seventy years to an lndefinite 

time,56 in fact, undermined the authority of tradltions 

and theology. Thus ta perpetuate their authority and to 

give a theological justification for their stance, the 
• 

shI'I leaders found it necessary to formulate a specifie 

doctrine, the so-ealled doctrine of al-bad~. In shI'ï 

theological doctrine, al-bada means divine alteratlon. 

In other words, it was not beeause of the lnaceuraey of 

the early prophecy that the Hidden Imam did not reappear 

in the near future, but because of divine alteration, 

al-bada. The doctrine of al-bada, therefore, was included 

in the beliefs about MahdIsm as a theological justification 

for prohibiting an effort to fix the time of the return 

of the Hidden Imam • 
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Any attempt to determine the time of th~ MahdI's 

reappearance is forbidden, and those who do so are 

regarded as liars;57 those who do not believe in his 

reappcarance are declared to be unbelievers. 58 The 

obligation of the people is only to expect and believe 
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in his reappearance. Yet a theological dictum that prohibits 

fixing the time of the return was unable entirely to 

prevent the clrculation of traditions that prophesied 

the day of the return of the MahdI. A number of traditions 

reports that the Mahdi will return on the day of 'Ashura', 

the tenth of Mu~arram, which will fall on a Saturday.59 

The emergence of traditions pI~phesying the day 

of the MahdI's reappearance gave added significance to 

the 'Ashüra' tradition which was a Mahdistic ritual 

symbolizing the expectation of the return of the MahdI. 

On the occasion of the 'Ashura' ritual, the people usually 

pray to Gad: "May God grant us great rewards for our 

bereavement causen by the martyrdom of al-Husayn (peace 

be on him), and make us among those who will exact vengeance 

for his blood with his friend (wali) the Imam al-Mahdi, 

from among the descendants of Muhammad (peace be on him). ,,60 

Ta a certain extent, the 'Ashura' tradition was 

able to bridge the contradiction between the prohibition 

concerning the fixing of the MahdI's reappearance at 
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a certain time and the shI'I eschatological expectation 

of the MahdI who will take vengeance on his enemies and 

an unjust world. In addition, the 'Ashüra' tradition 

functions as a socioreligious solace to the shI'r 

community for their suffering. Mady would say it is an 

opiate ta dull people's sensitivity to the realities of 

life. It turns one's eyes away from concrete problems 

by promising ~pie in the sky." 

As for prophecy of the day of the MahdI's 

reappearance, it is believed that before he reappears 
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on the day of 'Ashüra' he will be summoned on the twenty­

third night of the month of RamaQan. In this respect, 

Ja'far al-~adiq has pointed out: 

(A voice) will s\.ll111On the one who will rise (al-ga'.im) on the 
night of the twenty-third of the month lof Ramadan 1 and he will 
rise on the day of 'Ashüra', the day on which ai-~Iusayn b. 'A II 
••. was killed. It is as if l cou Id see him on Saturdüy, lOth 
of the rnonth of al-Mt..l.Qarram, standing between the corner (of 
the Ka'ba) and the statl.on (of Abraham) and Gabriel ... on his 
right will calI for the pledge of alleglance ta CDd. 1115 ShI' ü 
will cane to him from the ends of the earth, rul 1 lfHj IIp Ifl 

great nunbers to pledge allegiance to him. Then (bd wi 11 fiU 
the earth with Justice as it was filled with lnJustice.61 

This tradition was trying to prov ide a theological 

justification of the sacredness of the event of the MahdI's 

reappearance. As a matter of fact, the twenty-third night 

of the month of Ramaq~n, " .•. in the shi'I liturgy, is 

considered ta be the laylat al-gadr (The Night of Power 
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in which the Qur'an was revealed), in which the angels 

descend with the decrees from God about the events that 

will take place during that year from Gad to al-Qa'im, 

" h"" 62 H1S uJ]a. 

Furthermore, maintaining the sacredness of the 

eschatological event, the ShI-ah believe that as the 

reappearance of the MahdI nears extraordinary natural 

phenamena will occur, such as "the rise of the sun from 

the west, and the occurence of the solar and lunar 

eclipses ln the middle and the end of the month of 

d ,,63 th" Sh-=---=- d S.,. "t" Rama an.... Ba ln 1 1 an unnl communl les, in 
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fact, these phenomena are typically believed ta be signs 

of the coming of the day of Resurrection. In addition, 

another natural phenomenon that will come as a sign 

accompanying the year of the return of the MahdI will 

be twenty-four times of rain bringing about the blessing 

of God. 64 These natural phenomena are inextricably a part 

of the mythical characteristics of the eschatological 

doctrine. 

Another significant theme of the expectation of 

the return of the MahdI has ta do with the place where 

the MahdI will rise. There are three central places that 

mlght have been expected to serve for the return of the 

MahdI: Karbala', Küfah, and Mecca. Karbala' as the battle-
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field of ~usayn's martyrdom has become a symbol of shI'! 

redemptive suffering. "Since the significance af the 

'Ashura' is tremendous in the pious literature of the 

Imamites, one would have expected Karbala' ••. ta have 

been designated as the most likely place far the mCGsianic 

Imam to rise and commence his mission of canquering the 

evil forces obstructing his ultimate establishment of 

the kingdom of GOd."65 

K~fah, however, was the seat of 'AII's government. 

From the shI'I political point of view, 'Ali's gavernment 

was an ideal one, in which 'AlI was considercd ta be 

the only Khallfah who had inherited the legitimate palitical 

authority of the Prophet. Thus Khüfah has a specifie 

historical significance in the shI'I traditional literature; 

it symbolizes the ideal shI'I capital. Ta rebuild such a 

historical symbol, Kufah was expected ta be the plilce 

of the MahdI's rise, and in turn ta be the center af 

the MahdI's government. 

Mecca was the birthplace of Islam. As a restorer, 

like the Prophet, the MahdI will come with a new order 

and will call the people to adhere to that arder, as 

did the Prophet in the beginning of Islam~61n this regard, 

Abü 'Abd Allah says: 

When Gad gives the one who will rise (qa' im) pennission ta 
cane forth, he will go up the pulpit and SU1l1T'On the people 
to himself. He will commend them to Gad and summon them ta 
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His truth. He will practlse éITlOng them the practice (sunna) 
of the Apostle of God •••• God, may His majesty be exalted, 
will send C;dbnel •.. to go to him. He will cane down on the 
wall of the Ka"ba saying: "what are you calling people for?" 
The Qa' lm ••• will inforrn him. Gabriel will say: "I will he 
the first to pledge allegiance to you. Stretch out your rend." 
He will IUb i t. Three hundred and sane tens of men will cane 
ta hiIn and plcdge allegiance ta hiIn. He will stay in Mecca 
untll his followers number ten thousdnd ... persons. Theo he 
wil l go to Madma. 67 

1 Fran Madlna, al-Ldqir says, the MahdI 1 will enter Küfa and 
there will be three standards wTIŒch will have became confused. 
They will be clear ta him. He will go in until he canes to 
the pulpi t . Then he will preoch, but the people will not know 
wha t he suys hecause of the wBepmg. On the second Friday, 
the people wül élsk him to pray the Friday prayer wi th them. 
He will order that a place of prostration be marked for him 
with red dye and he will pray there with them. Then he will 
arder that a river should be dug fram the back of the shrine 
of al-Ijusayn ... whlch would flow to the Ghariyyayn so that 
the waler would descend into al-Najaf •••. 68 

In addition~to the birthplace of Islam, Mecca, 

from which the MahdI was expected to commence his rise, 

is the Holy City as weIl. Thus Mecca occupies a central 

position as an eschatological locus of the MahdI's rise. 

As for Küfah, since it become 'AII's seat of 

government, it is also believed, therefore, ta be al-Qa'im's 

capital. "The Mahdi will rule from Kufa assisted by three 

hundred and thirteen of his close associates. The flrst 

thing that will occur under the rule of the Mahdi will 

be the islamicizing of the whole world. The followers of 

aIl other religions will embrace Islam and profess faith 

69 
in one God." Concerning the length of the MahdI's rule, 
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however, there is a disagreement in 5hI·I traditions. 

In this respect, al-Mufld has explained: 
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It is reported that the period of tlJl1e of the statp of the 
oë'im will be nineteen years •... 1 However 1 we do noL posltively 
assert any one of the two matters (whether the state w.lll be 
seven or mneteen years) even though the rc[X)rts abou t the 
seven years are clearer and rrore numerous. there is no s ta te 
to anyone after the state of the Qi)' im .•• exccpt lhdt thcre 
is a narration of one under the control of hlS sons, II qlxl 
wishes that. The rTlél]ority of reports (main tain ) thdl the MclirlI 
... will never depart except fort y days before the 
Resurrection •..• 70 

One may deduce from these reports that the Mahdi 

will rise and rule the kingdom of Gad for sorne seven 

years or more prior ta the day of Resurrection, and 

that there will be no other state following that of the 

MahdI. In 5h1'1 eschatological doctrine, it is held 

the Hidden Im~m will return at the end of time to 
• 

establish a religious state and ta bring about socio-

~conomic and palitical justice ln the earth. Hence the 

kingdom of the MahdI functions not only as a messianic 

kingdom, but also as a solace for the people suffering 

from unjust sociohistorical experiences. 
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III. KhumaynI as a Symbol of the Revolution 

How KhwmaynI Regards Himself 

Before l attempt to delineate KhumaynI's view 

of himself, l would like to look back on his background. 

~yatull~h Ruhull~h Khum~yni was barn in Khumayn, a small 

town sorne hundred miles to southeast of Tehran, on 20 

Jumada al-Thanlj24 September 1902 1 and died on 3 June 

1989. He was from a family with a strong background of 

religious life and tradition. 80th his grandfather, Sayyid 

AQmad, and father, Ayatullah Mustafa, were religious 

seholars. His grandfather was known as al-HindI because 

of the length of time he had spent in India. 2 

When his [ather died, Khumayni was five months 

old. From that time his mother Hajar and his parental 

aunt ~ahiba were responsible for his early upbringing. 

In 1918, at the age of sixteen, "he lost bath mother 

and aunt ln the course of a single year, and the task 

of supervising his education then fell ta an eIder brother, 

3 Sayyld Murtaza." 8y the age of fifteen, he had finished 

his Persian studies and was ready to continue to Etudy 

Arabie and Islarnic studies. 4 Then, by the age of nineteen, 

"Khomeni was sent ta study the religiaus sciences in the 
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nearby town of Arak under guidance of Shaykh Abd al-Karim 

Ha'iri,"5 and in 1926 he completed the stage of curriculum 

in SharI' a, Ethies, and Splrl. tuaI Ph1.losophy (IJ ikma 1:) • 

In addition, he also studied 'lrf~n (Ta§awwuf or lslamic 

Mysticism), Fiqh, and ~~ül (Islal1llc Jurispr.udence). In 

1929, at the age of twen ty -seven 1 he began las tcach Lng 

career. At the same tlme, he wrote a treat1se on EthlCS 

and Spiritual Philosophy in Arabic: ~~~bah al-H~~~~ 

(the lamp of Guidance), which ûcl trLlcled hls tecJcl1crs. b 

In addition to Ethics, he also laughl Islamic 

Jurisprudence and Philosophy, but hlS lectures on Ettlics 

drew the largest audiences. The fact that hlS lectures 

on Ethics were attracting the people is understanddble, 

sinee he strove to correlate ethlcal rnatters wlltJ the 

sociopolitical ideas. At that time, Ri~~ Kh~n was launchlng 

his sociopolitical modernizatlon prograrn. Yet unt]l the 

1940s and 1950s, KhumaynI remained distantly removed 

from the politicai movements. During these years, his 

major activity was teaching Islamic Jurisprudence. 

The fact that KhumaynI remained aloof from poiiticai 

invoivement during these periods is very interesting to 

note. During the 1950s, for example, the major reasan 

for his aloofness was "the restraining hand of his patr.on, 

Boroujerdi, who eontinued throughout the 19508 tü give 



• 

• 

• 

46 

7 valuable support to the Shah." In 1960, however, Bur~jirdI 

protested against the land reform proposal of the Shah. 8 

When BurujirdI died in 1961, KhumaynI had the opportunity 

to become a central figure replacing BurujirdI. Fo110wing 

Burüjlrdï's death there appeared a crisis over religious 

leadership and authority,9 and this situation allowed 

him the possibility to play an influential role as a 

revolutionary figure. 

When BurujirdI died, there was no one who could 

claim to be outstandlngly superior to other mujtahids 

in his knowledge. In Qum there were Avatullahs SharI'atmadarI, 

GulpayganI, and Mar'ashl-NajafI; in Mashhad, Ayatullah 

Muhammad H~dI MilanI; in Tehran, iyatull~h Ahmad 

KhwansarI; and in Naj af, iyatullahs Khu' I, • Abd al-HadI 

Shlrazi, nl-Kashlf al-Ghita, and Mu~sin al-~akIm. The 

last mentioned received the largest support, but was 

unable to consolldate his position sufficiently among 

the 'ulama' of Qum, in order to be recognized as the 

l . ,10 23 1963 f d b f 50 e marJa On January , our ays e ore the 

referendum about the White Revolution, the 'ulama' organized 

a demonstratlon in which KhumaynI was one of the most 

influential 'ulam~' involved. The government accused 

KhumaynI as one of those who had ordered the boycott of 

the referendum. At the same time, the Shah made a statement 
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that the -ulam~' were "black reactionaries." On 23 March 

1963, the political upheaval led to an attack by 

governrnent forces on the Fay~iyya Madrasa in Qum. 

Consequently, on the occasion of the fortieth day afler 

the assdult on Fay~iyya Madrasa, Khumayni delivered a 

declaration in Qum on 3Aprl] 1963, stating, in pilrt: 

l have repeatedly pointed out that the guvernrnent has evil 
intentions and is opposed ta the ordinances of Islùln. One by 
one, the proofs of its enmity are becaning clear. The Minjstry 
of Justice has rrade clear its opposüion to the ord ir\éJnces of 
Islam by various measures like the abolitlon of the n ... 'quircment 
that judges be Muslim and male; henceforth, Jews Chnst:.wns, 
and the enemies of islam and the Muslims are to decide on ü[[il irs 
concerning the honor and pers on of the MusllllLs. 'J'he strategy of 
this government and certain of its manbers is ta bdng atx)uL 
the total effacement of the ordinances of Islam. I\s long uS 

this usurpatory and rebellious governmen t is in power, the Muslims 
can have no hope for any good. 

l donlt know whether aIl these uncivilized and crünillaL iJets 
have been cœmitted for the sake of the ail in Qum, wheltJer 
the religious teaching institution is ta be sacrificed for the 
sake of oil. Or is aIl this being done for the sake of r s rue l, 
since we are considered as obstacle to the conclusion of il trccJty 
with Israel directed against the Islamic states: In any cvent, 
we are to be destroyed. The tyrannical régime üTlLlgmes thilt 
through these inhuman acts and this represslOn it Cd!\ dcflcd 
us fran our aim, which is none other than the great cJirn of i! . .>tc.lIfl 

- ta prevent oppression, arbitraI)' rule, and the VlO]dtlon 
of the law; ta preserve the rights of islam and the niltJ..oni 
and to establish social justice. Il 

It was his strong criticism of the governmcnt 

at the time which contributed most to his growjng 

reputation. Thus the events of the 19608 were the decisive 

and the turning point for KhumaynI ta become a central 



• 

• 

• 

48 

figure. From 1963 onwards, he was the most outspoken 

Ayatullah who criticized the government. In consequence, 

on 5 June 1963 he was arrested and incarcerated until 

August, 1963. Upon being released from prison, he continued 

his outspoken crlticism of the Shah and was eventually 

exiled ta Turkey in November 1964, and in October 1965 

12 he was moved to NaJaf. Thirteen years later, in September 

1978, the Shah requested the Iraqi government to expel 

KhumaynI from lts territory, and in October of the same 

year KhumaynI went to France where he remained until 

) February 1979, when he "returned triumphantly to Iran 

to preside over the creation of an Islamic republic and 

to demonstrate his authority over aIl other potential 

leadership: the more liberal constitutionalist leadership 

of AyatulJah S. Muhammad-Kazem Shariatmadari, the more 

socialist-leaning S. Mahmud Taleghani, the lay leadership 

of Engineering Professor Mehdi Bazargan, or the would-be 

heirs of Dr. Ali Shariati."13 

In the course of t~e 19705, during which he spent 

his Iife in exile, KhumaynI showed his great ability 

to manipulate the sociopoiitical situation by organizing 

and mobillzing the social forces i~ order to revoIt against 

the Shah's dictatorshi~. In this period, he become a 

central figure and a symbol of the anti-government feeling 
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of the community. His poli tical strategy of anti-compromise 

with the government generated a social conviction in 

the community that he had launched a revolutionary political 

manoeuver through which the fall of the Shah was 

anticipated. 

This social conviction was based not only on 

his anti-compromise attitude and his political extremism, 

but also in his own personality. His ascetic style of 

life symbol ized an ant i-extravagan t stance towards t Il<' IUXll r 10U!; 

living of the Shah's régime. "His spartan style of l~le 

won him popular standing among people who were sick of 

th t l f h . . .. " 1 tl e sye 0 t e corrupt and luxury-llvlng polltlclans . 

The fact that he was a spiritual leader gave hlm a 

charismatic authority that secular leaders lacked. In 

addition, "Khomeini's supporters among the muJlahs said 

that he .•• showed his selflessness and otherworldliness, 

which was confirmed by his refusaI to let his followers 

address him by any extraordinary titles even in prlnt."IS 

With respect to Khumayni's personality, Fischer 

says: "Dimensions of Khomeini's persona are the cultivation 

of a legend of distress that connects his life ta lhal 

of Imam Husayn; the cultivation of mysticism and 

ascetism; the populist language; and the flexibl1ity 

of his arbitration style of decision-making.,,16 The 
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populist language, for example, was important in mobi-

lizing the lower classes. His personal asceticism was 

important in defusing complaints of corruption in the 

17 -government. Summarlzlng Khumayni's personality, 

Fischer notes: 

In SLD11, Khaneini 1 s persona draws on a series of traditional 
images in a forceful way none of the other top ulama can match. 
Like Hosayn, he represents perseverance for justice against 
aIl cx:lds, with an ability to endure inJustice and suffering. 
Like Ali, Khanemi represents canbining political and religious 
leadership and utilizing aIl means at iJand, including force 
and cunning on behalf of Islam, the Muslim cœmuni ty, and the 
just society. Like the imams, Khomeini represents access to 
wisdan and abillty to control the dangers to ordinary men of 
dabbling 10 esoteric knowledge or in power.... Khaneini 1 s 
persona appeals on three levels: to the senses as a forceful, 
uncanpranising, ••• suffering man of justice; to the reason 
as a shrewd tactician, with a sense of tlining, with a populist 
appeal, and as the man who kept the revolution fram failing; 
and to the splri t as providing a sense of tragedy and a sense 
of what is worth dying for, drawn from an anger at a traditional 
way of life which must be transfonned to survive.18 

One may deduce from hlS personality, at least durlng 

he was living in eXlle, that KhumaynI was not an Âyatull~h 

who struggled to be a ruler. Thus, those who have 

regarded him as a Mull~h who thirsted to be the ruler 

are contradected by his personality. Moreover, someone 

who searchs to discover whether he regarded himself as 

ùn Imam has no easy task. Was it possible for hlm ta 

rcgdrd hlmself as an Im~m? It lS very hard to believe 

thdl he dld 50 even though Moosa mentions that Hat one 

t illlc Khomeln l called 11lmself Sahib al- Zaman (mas ter 

of tlllle), dn epithet excluslvelu used by Ithnaashari 
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Shiites for the twelfth Imam, the Mahdi."19 On the other 

hand, the fact that KhumaynI's followers called him the 

Im~m was self-evident, as Arjomand has shawn: 

Khaneini' s militant followers were calling hi.ll1 the imam in 
Persian by 1970. The acclamation of Khaneini as II11Lun by hls 
followers was a startlmg event in Shi' J. te IllStory li1 Iran. 
Never since the majority of Iranlans hud becone Sin' i le in 
the sixteenth century had they called (my ljv mg rx-rson 
Imam. The term had hitherto only been used in referCllCC lo 
one of the twelve imams and its connota tl_ons - 1 the mlIld of 
the Shi 'ite believers as dlVillely guidcd, illfûllü>le l('(jdcrs 
undoubtedly worked ta build up Khomeilll ' s chcJrlSITliJ. l t ct Id so 
especially by being suggestive of a 1ink œtwcen K.homClnl ,md 
the Hidden Imam of the Age, the Lord of the T1lT1e. 20 

The elevation of KhumaynI as Imam and tltc cxpectalion 

of his followers of the coming of a saVlor ta lLbcrdLe 

them from their socioeconomlc and political predicaments 

led to controversies by 1978, particularly among hlS 

uneducated followers, "as ta whether he was in fact the 

21 Mahdi or merely his forerunner." Furthermare, according 

to Arjomand: "On at least one televised occasion, KhomcJni 

was asked by a Majles deputy from Tehran, with a conf)rmed 

habit of comparing Khomelni with Abraham and other Prophcls, 

whether or not he was in fact the Mahdi. Khamcini con­

veniently observed noble silence."22 Notwllhstanding, 

eventually "Khomeini opted for the mllder claim iJnd let 

currency be given to the idea that he was the forerunner 

of the Mahdi • .,23 
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Thus, to legitimize his authority, it was not 

necessary for KhumaynI to claim himself to be the mahdI, 

as Shah Isma'il, the founder of the Safawid dynasty, 

had done. Without any clalm that he was the MahdI, the 

authority had already been,given into his.hand. Regarding 

himself as the forerunner of the MahdI meant that 

KhumaynI had paved the way for the reappearance of the 

Mùhd 1. ThlS combination of his revolut ionary poli tical 

struggle with his claim to be forerunner of the MahdI 

may be regùrded as his claim for historical responsibility 

for the leadership of the shI'I community • 

KhumaynI as the Imam and the Symbol of the Revolution 

In terms of sociological point of view, the 

concept of the "Imam" in shI'I theological doctrine 

may be defined to be the charismatic leader in Weber's 

sociological conceptualization. According to Weber: 

The term 'charisma' wlll be applied to a certain quali ty of 
an individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart 
fran ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, 
superht.nnan, or at least specifically exceptional powers or 
qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the 
ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine origin or as 
exenplary, and on the basis of them the individual cOl:~omed 
is treated as a leader. 

Sociological analysis ••• will treat aIl these on the same 
level as the men who ••• are the ' greates t' heroes, prophets, 
and sav iours. 24 
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The shI'! community believe that their Imams 

have, more or less, such qualities. In the case of 

KhumaynI, his militant followers have regarded him as 

h ' t 1 l' t' 25 d . aVlng superna ura qua 1 les an a grcdt personallty. 

In addition, during the 1970s there existed legend~ 

surrounding the figure of KhumaynI, as Fischer has 

shown: 

It is said that when he was first invited ta join the Qun hawza, 
he did a simple divination (istikhara) with the Qur' an and it 
indicated that he would die in Qum, Slgn enough that he should 
roove there. Khomeini's followers took this as eVldcnce thùt 
although exiled to Iraq, he \\Duld retum to Qum, for he WdS 

fated ta die there~ and indeed he dld return ln 1979. This 
waiting for the return of the maqa' -1 taqlid 100 to eldborat ions 
of s:imilarities between • Iméun' Khaneini and the aWcl1 ted tweH th 
Imam, who will usher in an era of Justice bcfore the final 
judgement.26 

Thus, in terms of Weber's sociological category, 

KhumaynI may be regarded to be a charismatic leader. 

Furthermore, "Charismatic founders of revolutionary and 

religious movements emerge in env~ronments of acule soc1al 

crisis," and the existence of which lS "a prime prerequisite 

for the emergence of charismatic leadersh lp and the 

concomitant spread of revolutionary movements of both 

27 
religious and ideological nature." In the course of 

the Iranian revolution, " Khome1ni was able ta carry 

out this revolutionary transformation of the Shi' He 

tradition in part because of his charismatic authority."28 
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In addition, the creation of his charismatic 

authority in part is because of his militant followers called 

him the Im~m in 1970. In terms of the Mahdistic movement, 

that appelatlon may be "transformed into a mythlcal symbol 

29 KhumaynI's charismatic authority of the hidden Imam." 

allowed him to serve as the symbol of the eschatological 

expectation of the return of the MahdI as the savior. 

On the other hand, newspapers and intellectuals 

disagreed with the elevation of KhumaynI to the position 

of the Imam. 30 Thus Khumayni' s charisma was well-entrenched, 

primarily, amorg the lower class and the middle- and 

lower-level bazaaris. In terms of the social level 

of religious tax payers, for example, one may see that 

"the upper echelon paid religious taxes to Ayatollahs 

Khonsari, Sayyed Mohammad Kazem Shariat-Madari, and Sayyed 

Abolghasem Khoie, while some middle- and lower-level 

shopkeepers paid taxes to Ayaloolah Khomeini.,,31 In 

general, however, during the Iranian revolution KhumaynI 

was supported by the bazaaris, and he was regarded by 

them as a revolutionary figure. In this respect, Parsa 

has pointed out: 

Bazaaris supported Ayatollah Khomeini and respected him as 
the revolution 1 s leader for several important reasons. They 
considered Khomeini an indanitable fighter dgainst "despotism." 
••. Khcrneini was the only religious or political leader who 
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continuously called for the overthrow of the Shah and refused 
to canpranise with him. Bazariis also supported Khœ1ell1i 
because he consisten tl y condamed the Shah' s dictatonal ru le 
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as weH as the IfOral decadence and corruption of the Pahlavi 
dynasty. Throughout the revolutionary period, he prolliscd 
political freedom to aIl social groups under an IsILroic govcrn­
rrent. Khaneini also advocated soclal ]Ustlce, wInch bazLlarJs 
found lacking under the Shah's régime. Finally, Kha11emi ilttackcd 
:irnperialist plundering of Iranian wealth. These stalanents 
~re widely supp::>rted within the bazaar because they rcUectcd 
bazaaris's own central concerns.32 

In point of fact, KhumaynI's revolutionary program 

become a central concern of other social groups as weIl, 

especially those who came from the lower class. In his 

populist language and rhetoric, by means of which he 

mobilized the masses, KhumaynI addressed the lower class 

as the mustaç' afin - Il a loose term used ta depict the 

general populace: the meek, the poar, the masses, the 

ppwerless, the disinherited, the exploited, the dlspossessed, 

and, for sorne, the sansculottes and the wretched of the 

earth.,,33 

The growing of the musta~'afln caused by Iranlan 

socioeconomic crisis happened, primarily, from 1975. A 

rapid urbanization, for example, was another indication 

of such a crisis. According to Hooglund," at least 

2 million villagers may have migrated to cities just 

in the decade 1966-1976.,,34 The migrants becé.lrnr: a part 

of the urban poor communi ty. This lower class bec urne 

KhumaynI's chief supporters; to whom his radical rhetoric 
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and his revolutionary speeches were addressed. In this 

respect, Abrahamian notes: 

In his public statements, Khaneini increasingly used radical­
sounding phrases as 'Islam belongs to the Mostazafin': 'A countxy 
that has sluns is not Islamic': 'We are for Islam, not for 
capitalism and feudalism'; 'In a truly Islamic society, there 
will be no landless peasants': 'Islam will elirrdI.ate class 
differences'i 'The lower class is the salt of the earth'i 
'Islam represents the shant:{ town dwellers, not the palace 
dwellers'; and 'The ulama and the mostazafin are the true 
bastions against the corrupt West, agair,st the pagan (taghutti) 
Pahlavis, and against those who spread gharbzadegi' 1 awe-struck 
by the W8st 1 .35 

Thus, as has been noted, KhumaynI's charismatic 

authority and his strength of personality, supported 

by his ability to articulate his view8 in populist language 

and his radical rhetoric, in turn, generated not cnly 

the sociopolitical response and endorsement of the masses, 

but also served to establish his position as the Imam 

and the symbol of the revolution. On the - -,-Tasu a 

commemoration, a day before that of 'Ashüra, 10 December 

1978, millions of demonstrators were asked by the speakers 

to approve a l7-point revolutionary program which included 

recognition of KhumaynI as the Imam, abolition of the 

monarchy, the establishment of social justice, and the 

establishment of an islamic state. 36 

In Tehran, on the day of the 'Ashüra commemoration, 

11 December 1978, the large demonstration continued. The 

slogans shouted by the massive crowds were such as: 
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"The only party is God's party! The only leader is 

Khomeinil" •.. "Neither communism nor imperialism; only 

the Islamic Republic!" "The beauty of life is freedom! 

Th bl . f f d' l' t ! ,,37 e ossomlng 0 ree om lS equa 1 y •..• In addition, 

" .•• the religious opposition offered a chQrismatic leader 

1 KhumaynI1 to symbolize its unit y against the Shah.,,3B 

On 29 August 197B, the clerical community of MiJshhad 

issued a political statement. One of its demande was 

for the return of Ayatullah KhumaynI. Similarly, on 

2 December 1978, "pro-Khomeini clerics ln Qum he Id il 

mourning ceremony •.. and issued a public statemenl" 

in which one of the points was a demand for the Immediate 

- 39 return of Khumayni. 

In terms of the clerical reaction to the 

revolutionary situation, according to Abrahamian, there 

were three major factions. The first faction consisted 

of the apolitical ·ulama', headed by Ayatuilahs Khü'I 

NajafI, Ayatullah Ahmad KhurasanI, and AyatuJlah 

Mar'ashr NajafI. This faction considered that the 'uIama' 

should avoid political affairs and should coneentrate 

on religious matters, sueh as teaching wi th in the seminaries, 

and preparlng the future generation of the ·ulama'. 

The second faction comprised the moderate 'uIama' 

opposition, headed by Ayatullah MUQammad RiQa GulpayganI, 
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Ayatullah Hadi Milani, and, the most important, Ayatullah 

Ka~im SharI'atmadarI. This faction did not strive to 

overthrow the Shah' s régime but instead sought the 

establishment of a constitutional monarchy based on 

the 1905-1909 fundamental laws. Thus, although this 

faction "opposed the régime, especially on the questions 

of women' s suffrage and land reform, i t preferred to 

keep open channels of communication to the Shah, use 

these channels ta moderate gavernment policies, and lobby 

as much as possible behind the scenes ta protect the 

vital lnterest of the rellgious establishment." 

The third faction was composed of the militant 

'ulama' opposition, headed by Ayatullah Khumayni, 

Ayatullah Ijusayn Munta~ irI, J\yatullah Ijusayi Bihisti. 

Ayatullah Murtaga Mutahha-r:-I. ~ujjat al-Islam Akbar 

Hashimï Rafsanjani, and ~ujjat al-Islam -Ali Khamini'L 

In fact, Khumayni's faction "can be described as 

ex tremis t ,,40 S .lnce thlS fact ion was an tl-compromise 

wi th the Shah' s régime in order to establish the Islamic 

government based on the Vilayat-i Faqlh doctrine. Thus, 

as Abrahamian says, KhumaynI "sought the creation of 

not j ust an Islamlc governmen t, but a clerical Islamic 

41 
governmen t • " 

Furthermore, i t is not suff icien t to mention 

KhumaynI'a charismatic authority without mentioning 
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also the socioreligious structure of the shi' i communi ty 

in the periad of the revolution and the mechanism for 

spreading the revolutianary messages. In this respect, 

Stempel has pointed out: 

• 

A very significant aspect of the development of the 
revolutianary rrovement was -I-J1e steadily increasing particl.pat ion 
of Iran 1 s Shi' ite Islamic organization. There are ôpprox ulliJ.tely 
80,000 to 90,000 rrosques and 180, 000 to 200, 000 clerlcs In 

a population of 35 million. By mid-1977 the growing nCL'Cl of 
the opposition to ccmnunicate gave the religious structuro: 
a special importance. The swiftes t and the lOOS t reliéJb le Wdy 
ta pass the message to leaders in another city WêlS through 
the "masque network" organized by the sen ior cler~1Y. S UllU l L meous 
demonstrations ln various cities durlng 1978 were cexyrù II1Llted 
this way, either by rnessenger or by phone calls between Lrus tc">(j 

contacts. For example, ..• clergy loyal Lo Khaneul i werc dl t actl('ci 
to the IlDsque in north Tehran supervised by Ayat 0 llab Molldmlldo 
Behesti. He would serve as the prmClf>ill contacL between TehrcHl 
and Paris when Ayatollah Khaneini moved to the French cdpi LaI 
frem Iraq in October 1978.42 

Although there was clerical factionalisrn, one 

may speeulate that the majority, if not all, of the 

revolutionary masses reeognized Khumayni as their leader. 

Thus, as Esposito says, "the opposltion, secular and 

religious, regardless of political outlook ônd orlcntatlon, 

united to an unprecedented degree with Khomelnl as lts 

symbol. Islamic ideology, symbols, and the ulama-mosque 

43 
infra-structure formed the core of the revolution." 

In agreement with this point, Abrahamian notes: 

••• Khaneini intentionally propagated a vague populist message 
and refrained frem speeif ie proposals, and thereby crea tcd 
a broad alliance of social forces ranging frem the bazéJars 
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and the clergy to the intelligentsia and the urban poor, as 
weIl as of politlcal organizations varying frOOl the religious 
Liberation rrovenent and the secular National Front to the 
new geurilla anergmg fran Shari -ati 's followers in the 
urllverslties .44 

ThlS broad alliance of social forces, in turn, 

elcvate KhumaynI tn be the symbol of the revolutjon. 

"Khomeinl became a symbol that had different meanings 

for different of Iranian society."45 His significance 

depended on what the social interp.sts at stake may have 

been. In consequence, KhumaynI could be a symbol of 

rellgious, political, economic, or cultural interests. 

As a religlous symbol, KhumaynI was the Imam. For "the 

more traditlonal Iranians, .•. Khomeini was above aIl 

a deputy of the Hidden Imam, a Godly man, a righteous 

idol smasher and the personiflcation of aIl traditional 

46 values vlolated by the Shah." As a political symbol, 

KhumaynI was an extremist revolutionary figure who was 

60 

against compromise with the Shah's régime. As an economic 

symbol, KhumaynI was an ascetic, and hlS ascetlclsm 

was important in defusing complaints of corruption in 

the government and against luxury-living polltlclans. 47 

As a cultural symbol, KhumaynI was " ••• cultural authen-

ticity. He was the -real' Iran of the mosque and the 

bazaar."48 
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Thus, one may not dispute that KhumaynI was 

unanimously recognized as the symbol of the revolution. 

In addition, the fact that he was the marja'-i tùglId 

s~~ ce 1963 gave him an institutional charismatic 

authority, and, therefore, "whatever he said must he 

done without question."49 At this point, even the 

intellect~als and the upper class, who did not recognize 

- - 50 Khumayni as the Imam, could not escape such religious 

(ShI'I, institutional regulations. In addition to his 

personality, it was KhumaynI's position as the marj~~i 

taglId and his identification with the sociorellglous, 

political, economic, and cultural symbols that enabled 

him to attain a great charismatic authori ty. 

How KhumaynI Employed Religious Symbols 

As has been noted, the combination of Khumayni's 

charismatic authority with his ability ta use populist 

language and radical rhetoric in mobilizing the masses 

created great revolutionary sociop01itical forces. 

In addition, KhumaynI's ability was aiso supporled by 

his utilization of religious symbols. In the course of 

the 1960s and the 1970s, he extensively employed the 

central themes of the Karbala metaphor and the paradigm 
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of ~usdyn's martyrdom. "The metaphor of the arch-tyrant 

and destroyer of Islam, Yazid, standing for the Shah," 

for example, was used throughout this period. 51 

62 

From 1963, and notably following the White revolution 

event, KhumaynI was the most outspoken ~yatullih who 

condemned the Shah's régime. Manipulating the sacred 

time and event of the cAshüra ritual, on the tenth of 

MUQarram (3 June 1963) he delivered his speech of reproach 

at the Fay~iyya Madrasa in Qum. "He began with a rawzeh, 

a rhetorical form, normally occuring at the end rather 

than the beginning of a sermon or preachment, which elicits 

weeping and is intended to instill in listeners a stoical 

determination to re-dedicate themselves to the principles 
52 

of Islam no matter what the odds and external pressures: 

l t is now the af temoon of 'Ashura. Sanetimes when l recall 
the events of 'Ashura, a question occurs to me: If the UITléIyyads 
and the régime of Yazid ibn Mu' awiya wished to make war against 
I:fusayn, why did they carrnit such savage and lI1human crimes 
against the defenseless women and innocent children? What was 
the offense of the wunen and children? What had Husayn' s six 
roonth-old infant done? IThe audience cries. 153 It seems to me 
that the Urrayyads had a far IIDre basic aim: they were opposed 
to the very existence of the family of the Prophet. They did 
not wish the bani Hashim ta exist and their goal was to root 
out this "g00dly tree. "54 

A similar question occurs to me now. If the tyrannical 
régime of Iran simply wished to wage war on the maraj i', to 
oppose the 'ulama, what business did it have tearing the 
Qur' an to shreds on the day it attacked Fayziya Madrasa? 
Indeed, what business did it have with the madrasa or with 
its stude,ts, like the eighteen year-old sayyid who was killed? 
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IThe audience cries. 1 What had he done agarnst the Shah, ùgùinst 
the government, against the tyrannical régin1e? IThe ùuthen..;e crics. 1 
We cane to the conclusion that this régime also has a n'Ore bas ic 
aim: they are fundamentally opposed to Islam ltself and the 
existence of the religious clLlss. They do not wlsh this msUtut ion 
to exist: they do not wish any of us to e:dst, the greùt and 
the small alike.55 

From this speech one may see how successful KhurnAynI 

was in manipulating the sacred time and event of the 

,- --Ashura' ritual, in generating deep emotion and weeping 

in the audience. In consequence of his fearless speech, 

"early the next morning, Khomelni was arrested. Thousands 

56 of people in cities aIl over Iran protested." The 15th 

day of Khordad (5 June 1963) become a turning poin t in 

Khumayni's revolutionary struggle • 

Upon his relecse from house arrest, KhumaynI 

again delivered a public speech. "He began with the 

Quranic verse: "From God we come and unto God we shaii 

return," i.e. 1 cannot be intimidated. Again he utilizcd 

rawzeh techniques, eliciting tears and 2motional reponses":57 

Never have 1 felt incapable of speakjng, but tcday l do, for 
r am incapable of expressing my angulsh, angulsh Cdll,.(·rJ tly 'tl(~ 
situation of the Islam ln general, and Iran 1J1 partlcu1ar, the 
events of the past year, and especially the jnc](]cnt Ul Mildraseh 
Faisiyeh. 1 was not aware of the incldent of thc J5th Khordad. 
When my inprisonment was camruted in to houLe arres l, 1 was 
given news fran the outside. Cod knows the c'/cnts of the 15 
Khordad devastated me. 1 Au(hence cries. 1 Now t.hat l luNe 
cane here fran Qeytariyeh, I am confronted wlth sad Unngs: 
little orphans 1 audience cries 1, rrothers who have 1ust U1Clr 
young ones, the women who have lost th8ir brothcrs lmuch crlesl, 
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lost legs, sad hearts -- these are the proofs of their 
"civilizat10n" and our being reactionaries. Alas we do not 
have access to the rest of the worldi alas our voice does not 
reach the world. Alas the world cannot hear the voice of these 
rrourning roothers. 1 Much cry ing. 158 

One may say, in an anthropological framework, 

that KhumaynI -- with his rhetorical speech -- was 

utilizing and manipulating the idioms of the popular 

religion. Fischer says: "One key to the popular religion 

and the relat10n between the masses and the clergy is 

the form of preachirg called rowzeh.,,59 "The rowzeh begins 

with a verse of the Qurani a sermon followSi and at the 

end the subJect of the sermon is connected to the story •.. 

f th t d f H ,,60 o e mar yr om 0 usayn •.•. 

KhumaynI himself followed ~usayn's paradigm, 

to wlich he called attention when said: "The Lord of 

the Martyrs 1 Imam ~usaynl .•• summoned the people to 

rise 1n revoIt by means of sermon, preaching, and 

correspondence and caused them to rebel against a monarch."61 

In this respect, Wright notes: "Khomeini modeled his 

beliefs and his later campaign on Hosain paradigme 6Every 

day is Ashura and every place is Karbala' was one of 

his rallying cries."62 "Khomeini ~as survived the goal 

of self-sacrifice as a means of achieving Islamic 

l "63 goa s •••. 
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Supporting this point, Stempel says: "Sorne of 

Kho~r~ni's power came from his known willingness to martyr 

:l1mself for the isiamic revol' f:lon. he was not afraid 

to die if it would help bring about the Shah's downfdll.,,64 

This willingness to become a martyr was affirmed by 

Khumaynï himself: "We are ready to be killed and we have 

made a covenant with Gad to follow the path of our leader, 

65 the Lord of the Martyrs." 

Mobilizing the masses, KhumaynI tried ta ~ransform 

processions and the passion plays of the 'Ashura' ritual 

(ta'ziya) into revolutionary sociopoJitical forccs. "In 

1978 Khomeini had ~nvoked the dist~nctlon belwcen pùssive 

weeping and active witnessing and flghting for lIusüin's 

cause, and sa he cailed for suspension of fJagelLltions, 

processions and passion plays in favor of po li tJ cé.ll marches 

and mobilization against the Shah."66 In sorne respects, 

Khumaynï's ûttempt to transform the trad~tional 'Ashüra' 

rituai to become more political is in accord with SharI1atI's 

ideas of Islam. 

On 23 November 1978 KhumaynI delivered his declaratlon, 

Muharram: The Triumph of Blood Over the Sword, from Neuphle­

le-Chateau, France, one week before the beginning of 

Mul'}arram: 



• 

• 

• 

66 

The leader of the Muslims taught us that if a tyrant rules 
despotically aver the Musllins in any age, we must rise up against 
mm and denounce him, however unequal our forces may be, and 
that lf we see the very existence of Islam in danger, we must 
sacr.l.fice ourse Ives and be prepared to shed our blood. 

Now the régime of the Shah is ruling tyrannlcally over our 
oppressed people today. He continues to rule m defiance of 
the law and the wishes of the people, who have risen up 
against him throughout Iran, and he threatens the higher interest 
of the Musllins and the dlctates of Islam with linninent destruction 
for the sake of ms own satanic rule and rus parasitic masters. 
It is the dut Y of the ent.l.ré nation trBt has now risen ln revoIt 
to pursue and broaden its st.ruggle against the Shah with aIl 
its strength and to brmg down ms hannful, disastrous régime.67 

On 15 January 1979, two weeks before he returned 

to Iran, Khumaynï intensified his use of the metaphor 

and paradigm of ~usayn's martyrdom, calling for continued 

demonstrations. According to him, "the fortieth-day 

commemoration of Imam Husayn has an exceptional and 

ideal meaning this year.6Blt is our religious and national 

dut y ta organize great marches and demonstrations on 

this day." 69 

The fortieth day after the anniversary of the martyrdan of the 
leader of the oppressed and the Lord of the Martyrs 1 Im:!m Husayn, 
• •• has now arrived. The upright and conscious people of Iran 
have observed rnany such days of mourning. What disasters and 
inhuman cr1J1leS we have witnessed tius year, following on fifb 
years of usurpatlOn rule by the Pahlavi dynasty! AlI fifty ye LS 

have been bitter and painful, but most bitter and painful of 
aU have been the past twelve months and more in which our 
courageous people have risen up against tyranny and imperialisn. 
Tlns yem, the coomemoration of the fortieth day after the 
anniversary of the rmam's martyrdOOl has cane in the midst of 
a whole series of fortieth day commemorations of the martyrdom 
of the followers of that great Islamic figure. It is as if the 
blood of our martyrs were the continuation of the blood of the 
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martyrs of Karbala, and as if the cannerDration of our brothers 
were the echo of the caunenoration of those brave ones who fell 
at Karbala. Just as their pure blcxxl brought ta an end lhe 
tyrannical rule of Yazid, the blood of our I1urlyrs hm shdttCrL~i 
the tyrannical monarchy of the Pahlavis.70 

It became clear in the course of the revolution 

that the rhetorical device of rei terating the Karbala 

metaphor and the paradigm of l;.lusùyn' s mùrlyrdGlll was a 

very power fuI means to mobilize the masses to become 

sociorevolutionary forces. Throughout the seventies, 

KhumaynI succeeded in transforming the ethlco-rcligious 

ritual of the 'Ashüra' festival lnto a revolutionary 

struggle. In other words, in the course of the rcvo lut i on 

KhumaynI successfully politicized the shI'I socloreligious 

ritual traditlon. Moreover, in general, Khumayni trans[ormcd 

"Shi • ism from a religlo-poli tical lradl tlon ln la é1 

revolutionary ideology (which, ln turn, involved a 

fundamental shift in its 10gical structure).,,71 ln this 

respect one may argue that, to a certain extent, KhumaynI 

was influenced by SharI'tI's revolutionary thought. 

Khumayni had used religion nat only as a dCV1CC 

of political legitimacy but also as a political Ideology. 

It i9 self-evident that KhumaynI, in hl;:; Lc"oJ.utionary 

ideology, had used ShI'ism as a basis for political 

legitimacy and political ideology. In t~rms of gonerai 
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theoretical framework, Kertzer notes: "Many of the most 

powerful symbols of legitimacy are of religious origine 

It should come as no surprise, then. that new political 

forces eagerly rummage through the preexisting body of 

religious rituals and symbols to find those that will 

enrich their own ritual forms."72 

KhumaynI's success in utllizing religious symbols 

and in articulating the rhetorical device of the 

Karbal~' metaphor and the paradigm of ijusayn's martyrdom 

was hcJped by the activatlon of che latent Mahdistic 

expectatJon of the community caused by the socio-

rellg10us, economic, and politlcal disillusionment • 

seing recognized as the Imam and considering himself 

68 

ta be the forerunner of the MahdI, in turn. allowed him to 

establish his charismatlc authority. In this respect, 

the position of KhumaynI may be considered that of a 

messianic leader who activated the shI'I Mahdistic tenet. 

With regard to this point, Arjomand has pointed out: 

The ffi:thhstic tenet, when fully activated, has been shown to 
render the ethically rationalized nonnative order looperative. 
Pendlog possible affirmatlon by the claimant ta mahdistic 
authority, ethical tenets are suspended, and ethically 
undisciplined extremist religiosity is channeled loto chiliastic 
action under charlsmatlc leadership. 73 
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IV. Religious Symbols Employed in the Course of 

the Revolution 

The Symb~l~of Karbala and of ~usayn's Martyrdom 

One of the most interesting and significant parts 

of culture is symbolic structure. Symbols differ from 

signs and metaphors. A sign constltutes a relation between 

a word or other signal and one meaning or reference; a 

metaplJor forms a relation between two references; a symbol 

generally has more than two references. 1 In other words, 

symbol has gradation and is more complex in meaning than 

sign and metaphor. "One of the important objectives in 

dealing with symbolic structure (sets of interrelated 

symbols) is te control the complex resonances that a 

particular symbol, action, or statement has for the actor 

or speaker.,,2 Dealing wjth this anthropological framework, 

Fischer attempts to deflne ShI'Ism as follows: 

Shi«ism ••• and its several forms of expression, such as 
preachments, paSSlon plays, and the curricula and debates of 
the lnadrasa, can be viewed as cultural forms canposed of 
synÙJOllc structures. within this perspective Islam i5 not 
a set of doctrme that can be simply catalogued. It i5 a 
"language," used in different ways by different actors ID 
OJ.-der to persuade their fellows, to manipulate situations, 
and ta achi.eve mastery, control, or political position. There 
are in Iran at least four médn styles of using Shi 'ism: The 
popular reUgion of the villages and bazaars: the scholarly 
re 1 igion of th~ madrasas or colleges where the religious 
leaders arc tralned: the mystical counterculture of Sufism: 
and the privatized, ethical religion of the upper classp.s. 3 
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In the course of shIcI history, the sociopolitical 

language of ShI'Ism dealing with the symbolic structures 

of Karbal~ and ~usayn's martyrdom was fLequentJy employed 

by the popular religion, the scholarly rellg ion (the 'u lillna' ) , 

and the religion of the upper or ruling classes. Under 

the Pahlavi dynasty, which was launching the sociocul turdl 

and political modernization of the country, the religion 

of the upper classes no longer employed such syrnbols. 

According to Thaiss: "Throughout the history of lsli1l11lC 

Iran the symbol of ~usayn has been used as a rüllying 

point for national political unit y especially Ln times of 

social change. The symbol was nlready used in the seventh 

century as a focal point in shI']" opposition to lhe 

Ummayad and later the 'Abbasid dync:1sties. 1I4 

The first public mourning ceremonJes of "Ashüra 

were conducted at the command of Sultan Mu'izz al-Dawla, 

the Buyid, in Iraq in 963. 5 Similar cercmonles appeared 

in Syria in the Ijamdanid court, Ln Egypt during the 

6 
Fatimid reign, and later in Iran in the Sa[üwid pcrlod. 

Under the rule of Mu'izz al-Din Allah (970), for exarnplc, 

the ShI'! community in Egypt carried out the 'Ashüra 

7 ceremony. In the sixteenth century, ceremonies of t.he 

Mu~arram festival gained the court patronüge of the Safawids. 

In this period, according to Chelkowski, comrnernoratl0n 
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of ~usayn's martyrdom became a patriotic as weIl as 

religious act. 8 Moreover, under the Safawid dynasty the 

symbol of ~usayn was descr Ibed in the work Rawgat al­

Shuhada' (Garden of Martyrs) mythologizing the drama 

of Karbala. Sin ce then such works have become the standard 

source for present day narrations. 9 In the nineteenth 

cen tury, under the Qaj ars, the dramatiz a tion of the Karbala 

ceremony and the symbol of ~usayn were stressed in 

Opposltion to the growing influence of the Western socio-

political hegemony and the loss of spiritual and national 

. t . 10 
~n egrlty. 

Thus, from the Buyid period, the symbols of 

Karbala and of ~usayn's martyrdom have been employed 

in arder to achieve the sociopolitical interests of 

the ruling classes and the religious élites (the scholarly 

religion). The extensive application of such symbols by 

the religious élites began from the Qajar period onwards. 

At the level of the popular religion, the tragedy rf 

Karbala and ~usaynls martyrdom might have been conceived 

not onJy as symbols of the struggle against sociopolitical 

inequity, but also as the symbols of suffering righteous-

ness. These symbolic structures are concerned with the 

fundamental problem of meaning. As Thaiss says, "that 

the just and righteous may suffer and fail while the 
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• ungodly' may prosper. But why do men suff er? Why is 

there evil in the world? Religion - or more specifieally 

religious symbols as eulturally constituted defense 

meehanisms - are developed and elaboratcd to deal wi th 

1l these problems." 

With respect to religious symbols of suffering, 

Geertz has furnished a theoretical framework: 

As a religious problern, the problern of suffering ls, 
paradoxieally, not how to avold suffering but how to surfer:-, 
how to make of physieal pain, personal 1055, worldly defeût 
or the helpless contemplation of others 1 aqony saœthing 
bearable , supportable - sanething, <lS wc say, suficrablc. 
The problem of suffenng passes easüy into the problem of 
evil, for if suffering lS severe enou~h lt m,u.Jlly, lhouqh 
not always, seems mJrall y undeserved as weIl, cl t leds t lo 
the sufferer • 

The problem of evil •.. is ln essence the SUJIlC sort oL 
problan of or about baîflE":',c.:nt and the problcm of CH ,loouL 
suf fering. . •• inexorable pa in and enigrna t le unaecoun tôbi J j l Y 
of gross iniquHy aIl raise the uncanfortable SllsplClon that 
perhaps the \'.Drld, and hence man's lire J.11 lhe world, Iws no 
genuine arder at all. ..• And the relJgJous wsp:m'-j(~ ta Uns 
suspicion is in each case the sarne: the f. onlllila t LOn, by rneans 
of symbols, of an image of sueh a genulne ord(~r of the worl d 
which will account for, and even celebrdte, the rX.!rccLVC->f] 
ambigui ties, puzz les and paradoxes in hurnan exper i cnee. 12 

In the shl'ï hlstorical eontcxt, one rnay crnp]oy 

Geertz's theoretical framework ta understand the rnournlng 

ceremonies in connection with Ijusayn 1 s rndrtyrdom which 

reflected a suffering tradition based on bOCj )loglcaJ and 

religious values. Under Safawid patronage, for exarnple, the 

ceremonies weIe ernphasü,ed bath ta soc ialize and tu jn terllF.llize 
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religious values of suffering in order to build national 

and spiritual integrity , on the ODe hand, and socio-

historical consciousness on the other. In other words, 

wi th the establishment of the Safawid dynasty, under 

which shi" ism become the state religion of Iran, the 

MuI:larram mour!l1.ng ceremon.Les were transformed into a 

process of religlo-cultural internalization. In this 

regard Baktash says: "In place of former conflicts between 

opposing sects IShi"i-SunnII, the Shisa mourning processions 

now competed with each other, using variou5 fanatical 

pretexts for hostility, sa that each group appeared ta 

the other as its imagined enemy. Real battles were fought, 

and people were lnj ured and even killed." 13 In this drama, 

the bdttlefield of Karbala l5 artificially reconstructed 

in arder ta imitate and identify with ~usaynls fight 

against Yazld. 

As an example of mourning processions in the 

Safawid period, Baktash refer5 ta Antonio de Gouvea, the 

Spanish priest, who came ta persia during the reign of 

Shah "Abbas l, and wrote in 1602-3 of his research in 

Shlraz: 

DJring the ten days of Muharram, processions of people shouting 
"Shah Hussein Alas Hussein! 11 roam the lanes and chant dirges. 
Sone of lhese processions o.re anned while others are not. A lot 
of the people carry bludgeons five or six cubits long in their 
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hands and frequently they split into two groups and attack 
each other. They fight so vigorously that cammonly several 
are killed.14 

One may argue that under Safawid patronage the 

Muç.arram mourning ceremonies were not only ln ter iorized 

to become a socioreligious and cultural tradition, but 

also functioned politically as a means of legltimdcy. 

79 

In other words, its political patronage of the ceremonies 

means that the Safawld court attempted to show to the 

shI'I community that the government supported the shI"! 

socioreligious and cultural tradition. As Thaiss says: 

"In the mythologiz ing of the tragedy of Husayn ... and the 

reenactment of these events in ritual in Iran today, the 

political dimension is stressed. The persistence of this 

ritual over time ls attributable ta tre reflectlve nature 

of that ritual vis-à-vis the contemporary society 

whether it beUrnayyad, Abbasid, Safavid, Qa]ar, or pahlavi.,,15 

Under the Pahlavis, after Reza Shah banned such 

ceremonies in large cities, as in the Clty of Vend ln 1()()1, 

MuQ.arram mourning ceremonies "moved to such large villages 

as Meybod, Zarch, and Ardekan."16 Thus the ceremonies, 

which 1-}ad been continuously conducted since the tirne of 

the Buyids in 963, experienced a process of sociocultural 

marginalization or ruralization. By doing as he did, 
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Reza Shah endeavored to depoliticize the ceremonies. 

His policy was followed by his son, Mu~ammad Reza PahlavI. 

In addition, rapld modernization and secularization 

under the Pahlavls, pr~marily from the 1960s onwards, 

led ta the ~a'z~yeh becoming more secular in its performance. 

Beeman notes: "the p~rformance materlal was being rapidly 

expanded into a series of nearly secular themes which 

were not necessarily presented during the month of 

Muharram at all."17 

Moreover, the ta'ziyeh became a "commercial 

enterprise."18 Beeman cites an example showing that "fees 

paid to performers in 1977 ranged between $100 and $700, 

to which tips from gues ts were often added." 19 Al though 

the ta'z~yeh Legained state support from 1965 until early 

1977, the support was glven only to its art forme During 

this period, no less than fourteen presentatlons of ta'ziyeh 

were c0nducted in connection with the Festival of Arts. 

Because of fear of possible political effects generated 

by those ta'ziyehs, "for the months of Muharram and Safar 

in 1977 d strict prohibition agalnst .!=a'ziyeh performances 

was again announced,,20 by the government. 

However, the government's efforts to depoliticlze 

the drama of ijusayn's martyrdom (ta'ziyeh) were unsuccessful. 

One of the fundamental reasons for tbeir failure was that 



• 

• 

• 

HI 

the syrnbols of Karbala and of I;,lusayn' s martyrdom had alreùdy 

become part of the shI' l sociocultural and rel igio-poli t ical 

l.anguage which was estab1ished in the form of ri tuai 

and mythe Whenever they are requlrcd in a certaln socio-

po1itical situatlon to generate mass mobilization and 

rnovement, the symbols of Karbala éJnd 1~lusayn t s martyrdom 

are activated. In the course of the revolut lonacy lIlùrches 

of 1978-1979, mass political rituals in revoll dgainst 

the Shah's régime extensively employed religious symbols. 

In add tion, specif lC symbols of the MulJarram mourn Lng 

ritua1s were a1so activated. In lhls regard, lIegland 

says: Il In years preceding the revalu Lion, par l ic lpants 

in the mourning rituals of 'asl'ur:-ù had struck lheir chcsls 

and beat thelr backs with chalns whi1e chant 1 nq 1Il0Urll ing 

couplets and cry ing in unison, Il Husaln, Husa Hl, I!USil1 n . " 

In contrast, during the revolutlonary process.wns of 

'ashura 1978, marchers raised their fists to beat the air, 

rnarking the phrase M~Fg_bar Shah (Dawn with the Shah).,,21 

The great number of people parllclpat ing in the 

rnass political ritual of the 
, - --I\shura process lons 

proclaiming themsel ves ready to become marly rs - - on lhe 

one hand, and the general mass revolut1..onury dCllIonstrations, 

on the other, created soclopoll t ical and revolut i Onélry 

forces which paralyzed the morale of the Shah' s Lroops • 
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AnaIyzing the role of the Mul}arram mourning rituais 

in creating and mobilizing the maSB revolutionary forces, 

sorne scholars, such as Hegland and Chelkowski, have tried 

to argue that the rltuals had been changed in their 

tradltional meaning to become more ideological and 

politlcal. Hegland suggests: 

•.. "ideolog1.cal changes, Le. changes ID the interpretation 
of the meanmg of the Ashura rituals and myth, brought about 
invislble, ln temal changes. They brought about a tJ ansformation 
in self-lllldge,- ln views of the world, in perceptiona about 
power, and ln nDtivations and goals. The ideology 0: revolution, 
in conJunctl0n with the old Ashura rituals, not only subverted 
support ln terms of manpower to benefit the side of the 
revolullOrwry movement, but lt also subverted the legitimizing 
myth of lIoSBln' s martyrdom and its associated rituals and 
syrnl:xüs.22 

Chelkowskl says: "In the Iranian 

revolution of 1978-9, the Muharram processions tradition 

23 was converted into a cagent political weapon." One may 

suggest that these changes were in accordance with 

the appearance of transformation of quietist shI'! socio-

political and cultural attitude into that of activism. 

Recons~ructing mass revolutionary ritual in dramatic 

words, Chelkowski says: 

RhythmicdIly strlking their breasts with their hands, the 
demonstrators - n'Ore than a million strong - march a10ng 
the main avenues of Tehran. 'l'hose ln the lead, dressed in 
white bllrial shrouds, chant the story of the mutilation and 
Illilssacre of MuhéllmlBd' s grandson Hussein.... As they sing, 
tl1ey ü1tersperse therr litany with a list of wrongs suffered 
by the lranian people under Shah Muhamned Heza Pahlavi. 
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The hands cease beatlilg chests dnd CLCllcl1 ml\..) ! tsts. 'l'Ile 
moumful groan, "Husseln l s dead, !lusse ln hdS l)(x~n k l li ('<.i, " 

changes mto an angry slIout, "IX)\\11 w11h the Shdll!" 
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Suddenly, the "rdlat" of 11ldcllllk:-qUII lin' l', ht'dni. WllÎlp 
shrouds arc spôttered wllll bltxJd d~, vldllll~-; Idll Ilii tllt, !,lll'I'ls. 
Men pause to dl..p lhctr I1dlldo-. ll1 Lill' bl(xx! ~,pl Ilvd (lll t Il .. 
pavemen t, ,mo the process lon COll 1 t1IUt '!--'. Nu"" 1 hl' ('1 ('Ild 1l '\! 1 1:-,1:; 
open, ùnd bLcxx:'!y p<J1IllS dre rdl~,l'd dhwL' lllL' l'I()W!. 1-'1111'\1 ""Illl 
hatred, the shout lOg becOllC's pl cre lIl~J. 24 

'l'he noleworllly tlLdH:! lI1 

the willlngness and readl..ness of lhe ctcII1ol1s1 rd! or-:-" 

notably those wearlng the wh 1 te shrouds, lu LH' Ill, 1 [-1 YI:, • 

Why did they choose and prepare thell1se] ves lo bl' 11\<11 1 Y rs '! 

According to Flscher: "The theme of martyrdolll Wd~-~ of ('ourhC 

central to the revolutlon. Husayn 18 the Illdrl y r pd r 

excellence. His martyrdom, in the passive vers Ion of 

Karbala, provided an ln tercessor for ord lnary I1IU r- LI J S dL 

the la8t judgement. ln a more active lntcrpret.atl.on, II1S 

martyrdom lS the model for others to emuJ al(~: ! IIYough 

struggle on the s lde of good one achieve~ hCdV(;11 W 1 t.llou L 

need of any intercessor. Slnce martyrs ore Sd Id 1 (l <JO 1 () 

heaven, one need !lot mourn lhclr dedLlls cl!, ofle d()I~:-. IlllJl;(! 

of ordinary people. The symboJ.lsm 01 mdrtyrdolll Wd!. 

omnipresent. ,,25 

As a matter of fact, one rnuy iJryll(~ lhrJt. Lll(~ IIIcIrJ(! 

of marty rdom deals not only W llh lhe escfld t () 1 uq J Cd 1 

expectations of achicving heaven Wl tliou L Il(!(,rj (JI dl1Y 
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intercessor, but also with the problem of suffering. 

ln other words, ln addition to rellglous motivation, 

the SOCloeconomlC and political dlfficulties suffered 
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by the people orten become an ancillary reason - if not 

tlw lllaJor one - for thern to particip"Le ln a holy war 

or a reLlg10us rebellion ta become martyrs. In the course 

of L11(~ revoJ ullon, lhose who participated in mass 

dernons Lra llons came mos t ly trom the lower soc ial class 

dlld groups, and were people who had deeply suffered frorn 

socioeconomlc and polltlcal dlssatlsfactions. One may 

specula te that those who showed themselves ready ta be 

rnarLyrs ln the mass revolutlonary politlcal rltuals 

origlnated moslly from these same social classes and 

groups. Thus the theme of martyrdom may also have to do 

wlLh socioeconomic and politicaJ considerations. 

~evolutionary Slogans 

1\ rc~volllt-l on requlres a symbolic language of slogans 

t hd 1: [Ulle' lIons lo evoke a revolut ionary consciousness in 

the ll1cJsses dS part of- cl process of communlcating and 

sDl'ccJd lnq j ts messages. Another function of the revolutionary 

symbol ic language of slogans lS to manipulate and to 

promote mass participation ln the revolutlonary marches. 

ln prllcL ice, sllch slogans frequently appear in general 
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mass communication symbols and mass media: the press, 

magazines, radio, and T.V. Beca se these mass medi~ 

were entirely controlled by the government, the 

revolutionary groups manlpulated the smQllcr medIa. 

Flscher and Abedi sugges t: "the .. sInal J mod id" of the 

Iranian revolutlon -- ]okes, songs, tapes, lCdfJeLs, 

graff i ti, repartee, cartoons, and pos tors -- - revedl 

important changes of conSClousness and sociologicill 

. . ,,26 posltlonlng. 

In addl tion, tradi t ional channels of commun iCd '- Ion, 

notably public meetings or other meetlngs at which the 

revolutionary groups might spread their messages ilnd 

organize their reslstances,27 played a central role in 

the Iranian revolut1.on. One of the central rnectJllq places 

for organizing revolutionary polltical force was the 

mosque. "Denied the outlets of free newspapcrs, politicil] 

parties, labour unions, student organizatlons, ~nd j r"ce 

speech, opponents of the rêgime gravitated tow~rd lhr ... 

28 
forum that remained open ta them." 'l'hus, the mosque 

network functioned to serve the revoJ utlOniJry lIled J_iJ ur 

to facilitate the communication of the revoluLiun. 

Among the religious revolutionary slogans, d(!~;pj Le 

the fact that "God-Qur'an-Khumaynï" cventually beCiJlfH! 

29 the national slogan, the symbol of Ijusayrl, blc;(Jd, dfld 
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rnartyrdom remalned of central importance. The following 

are examples of religious revolutionary slogans. In terms 

of the God-Our'~nic slogans, besides "l~ il~h illa AlI~h" 

(lhen~ is no god but God) and "Allc3h Akbar" (Gad is Great), 

some Qur' arllc verses, such as: "Nasr min All~h wa Fa th . . 
Oarïb" (when help comes from God, vlctory lS nigh) became 

IfIlporlan l. ln full sen tences, these slogans were incorporated 

J n lo olher themes: "Oh Im~m of the Time, come to rescue 

us tram our Klng killing our youth, AIl~h! AlI~h! Na~r 

rnin 1\ lliih"; and Nasr min Allah wa Fath Qarlb, down wi th . . 
this deceltful monarchy." These slogans might be lnterpreted 

as meaning that the opponents suffered from a psychological 

barrier and polltical powerlessness to confront the 

governrnent. Consequently, they utlllzed thelr fatalistic 

attitude to calI upon dlvlne provldence ln order to overcome 

their disabillty. Surrenderlng themselves to God meant 

that they werc ready to face whatever would happen. In 

becoming so, they transformed thelr psychological fear 

in to iJUddC lly. In add l t lon to hope for God 1 s help, they 

aiso IlILlnipulated an eschatologlcal expectation of the 

lIidden Im.:lm (Imdm of the Time) of lntercession, or even 

of expectation of reappearance of tlle Hldden Imam himself. 

At thJS pOlnt, ta a certaln extent, one may suggest that 

the l ranian revolution employed Mahdis t lC symbols • 
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Another theme of the Qur'~nic slog~ns, for cXdmplc', 

was "inna A11~h yu~ibb a1-1adhlna yuq~tl1Gn rI s~bI1 

Allah ~affan ka annahum bunyal1 rnar~ü~ (vcri ly God 10ves 

those who flght for H1S sake ln Ib.:lttlcl rdnks <If> 11 

they were a solid stucture). One nlùy dcùucelhdr lill~; 

slogan infers the Iranian revolutJondry strllSElll' lI) tw 

a holy war between the bellcvers (lhe Sh ï' j ('Olll1ll1l11Il y) 

and the un be lievers (the Shah 1 s rég imc). Tills S Loqdfl by 

implicatl0n was lnseparLlble fram the thcmc 01 Illdrlynloll\. 

In other words, those who were klllcd ln the rev()}ul l ()JldJ-y 

marches - as long as they were Musllll1S --- lll_lghl he 

considered as martyrs. 

The slogans dealing with the symbol s of I}usdy n 

which were incorporated into Khumaynï"s rcvOl1111onéJry 

figure, for lnstance, were: "Our movelTlcnl 15 I}UbiJyrl1, 

our leader 15 Khumayn ï"; "The f lower of the f lowcr of 

J:lusayn is Aya tullah Khumayn ï"; "ljusayn 1 5 U l ood bo j l!-j over, 

KhumaynI 15 uproarlou5"; and "] rLln hùs bCC()II\(~ Kdrl)d l,]' , 

the leader is solely the Spirit of 1\11,]h" II~;Jt.t l\1J.ïh 

Khumaynï 1. These slogans were attcrnpUng lu f (Hill d 1TI11·~!.., 

consciousness that the lranlan rcvo] ul ion,Jr'y' 

was simi1ar to that of I:lusayn in the uùttl(!fJf..'ld 01 

Karbal~'. Thus, those who particlpatcd HI UI(~ rr!vojut JOfl(Jry 

demon5trations metaphoric~lly were flglllJl1q d<Jd1rt:--,1 '1tlzJd • 
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Recognlzlng Khumaynï as lht.-- sylllbll.1 ut I.lll~';"yli l.ll'llll"ll'd 

the transforma tlon of the mLlSS COIlSC1Ullsn('s~, ni 1 Ill' 

Karbal~P metaphor. 

and the related symbols, l have 

Other central slogans dO<11l W Il Il tilt' t Ill'I\\(' ,) j 

blood and martyrdom, such as: "Wc SWl'dr hl' Ihl' bllllHi ,l! 

the martyrs that we will klll yOli llle' Slldll"; "Hl()lld Will'; 

over the sword"; "Oh martyrs, your blood 1~'; l1H' w.ty 

leading 30 us to our freedom"; "The j-lower nI 

31 
l shall water with my blood." 'l'lie tllC'lIlc ul Ill()()(! 

lS an in tegral pa rt of the syrnboJ sol Kd rhrll ;:ï' dlld 

J:!usayn's martyrdom. BJood is dlso .J symbo] 01 JflJl()('('J\( (' . 

"In the revolution of 1977-1979, young men wedrJJ1~J 

shrouds placed themselvcs belwcen the mass 01 Illclt ('11('1 '. 

d th k 
,,32 

an e army tan s .... When they were sllOt ,Hld j (' II 

on the street as victlms, people parllclpdl:Ul~J III \111' 

marchs immersed the lr hands ln the bl ood fJllc~d ()(J \ II!' 

street, and bloody pa Ims were rel i sed ûbovc l !Jc> (' ] ()wd . 

Such a way of actin 9 whlpped cmo t lon ln to (Hlq(~ r. 1\ t 

this point, mass revolutlonary rage could nul. tJ(~ 

con trolled by the Shah 1 s troops. Olle of the ~J 1 (Jq,HI:-, 

says: "Now, tanks and mach ~neguns arc u,.,c 1 (~:,:.;. " 

This slogan was proven lo he truc. I~,! ()(;('(:ltI!J(:I 

1978, for example, a nUlTIber of tro()p~-.. rcfu',('d Il) "tJ,)rJl 
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t hr: (jr'mrHl:" lrdtors. The Wash1ngton Post dlsclosed that 

"IIV(~ hUfJdrc~d ~)oldJcrs and twelve tanks in TabrlZ 

Jr)IClI~rl the Oppos1t1on, and three Imper1al Guards fired 

tI IJrlll of bulJcis Jnto thelr afficers' mess hall, killing 

t of l t ,,33 
tif) UnKTlOWn nUfriJer raya lS s. It was also "reported 

t 1111 l :-, () 1 ci 1 (~ r s ln many lowns were jOlnlng the 

l 
,,34 

( ('III') ri:, t r,) t () r:-. • 

• 

• 
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V. Con c lus ion 

J~I~m-bt~te rel~tlons or the lnterplay between 

J:) 1 <Jill dfld pul] LI CS lS exceedlngly cornplex. But ln the 

r(~Llll()nshlp b8Lween Islam and reslstance, Islam may 

pLJy il doubJe role: "that of conferring legltlmacy 

Ilf)()11 Lh(~ J eùdership of a rnovemen t, and that of providlng 

Ulf2 J ckolog Leu l bas 15 for unusua l forms of cooperation .... " l 

'l'C) U1J~:3 ~}cneral theoretlcal statement of Clancy-Smlth 

IIldy !Je added dno t her role: tha t of oppos lng change and 

(Jf puLllng obstacles ln the way of an established régime 

IlldL secks lo transform a soclety. In other words, as 

! cJr <lS the relatlonshlp between Islam and resistance is 

concerned, Ls] am may also perform the conserva tive role 

o! opposlng social change, modernlzation, and secularization. 

'l'Ill~'; lheoretlcdl frurnework may be applled to the role of 

shi" ï SIll ln the lranian revolution. The role of ShI'ism 

III con i err lng re ligious leg l timacy upon t he leadership 

01 the revolution, for example, was een tral. In addl tion 

lo Ils conservatlve role, Shi"Ism provided the ldeological 

basls of support for the natlonal revolutlonary leadership 

Will ch WdS able to accommoda te and unify various soc io­

pnlltl-::al forces of oppositlon. The success in doing so, 

in lurn, led to the generation of massive revolutionary 
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forces. In the words ot J!egL3nd: 

a framework wlth wlnch ta or~ldnlzc tl pu! It Il'd! Illll'l-l'~;1 

group.,,2 

ln terms of revolutlondry lCtHiL'rs111p, IL W.b 

Khumaynï who was recognlzed on a c russ-c 1 dSS bd~~ 1 ~l 10 

be t he leader and symbol of the revo luL L()n. On Lill' 

popular level, hlS charlsmatlc cJuttlOrlLy cl llowpd 111111 1 (1 

become the symbol of the mahdlstlc expectdt LOn of tll<' 

lower class people of Iran who yea rned lor Il SLIV Illl f r-tllll 

the lr soc loeconomic and pOIl t lCc.ll pred lcalllCII L~. 1 II dCI '(lnl 

wlth this eschatologic ... ll expectatlon 01 the people, 

Khumaynï promlsed to l ibera te them [roll1 the t y rd!1I1 1 (',II 

rég lme in socloeconomic and po II t lca1 Lerrns. CO[l!-)('quc'lI 1 1 y, 

he was not only recognized as the ledder of Lltc~ r(~v() LilI I()II, 

but also recognized as the Imam. 1 n thlS respecl, ()rt(~ 

may speculate that the mahdlstic ldea and sYlllbo], dt 

least to a certain degree, contrlbuted to tlte l rdlll dll 

revolution. Thus the doctrlne 01 the Mdhdï --- wlllclI 1)(~(,(J1llf' 

a basic tenet of the creed and occuplcd d cen lrd 1 pl dCC 

in sh1'1 eschatologlcal doctrlne: the cxpccLalJ()fl for 

the return of the Mahdï - may supply a l d tcn l tll sI ur 1 co­

theologica l bas lS of the shï' l soc lopoll t lCd l 1TI0V(;IIlerl t . 

ln additlon, the recognition of KhulfIdyn 1 il~ tbr; 

Imam was helped by his abill ty not only tn ut L Il zr; Ulf; 
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~;llï'ï c,ytrl[)Ul1C ..,trur;ture of the Karbala' ,)aradigm, but 

dl ',(1 by hl s ahlll ty to activate the latent mahdlstic 

(;XfJ(~r;Ldl lOf) o[ lhe cumrnunlty. In other words, the elevation 

(If KIJlJrIl,-lynJ lo bccornc the Imam may be lnterpreted as the 

rH()Ct;~'c, of lIlanJfcstation of the latent functlon of the 

((ldhdi~;tJ(' lenct. [n order lo become fully activated or 

((Ijllllf(~sl ln d certaln revolutlonary situatlon, the latent 

f \Jnel Ion of UIC Mûhdï concept requires a powerful figure 

lo[ J. t s f ocus, whLch ln the case of the Iranlan revolutlon 

1 t 1 UlJllCl in the person of KhurnaynI. The latent function 

() fille lT1ù 1 J(ü s tlC tenet was compatible wLth the u~ülI 

duc l r HIC, accordin 9 to WhlCh the • ulama' function as the 

n IIww:ïl~ _(~~::._. alllrn (the general represen ta tives) of the H Ldden 

Illldlll, lhe Mahdi. Thus the pOIl tical legLtllnacy of KhumaynI' s 

rcvo 1 li llOna ry leadership was derived f rom the ~~ülï doc trlne • 

III ~> Cdpé.lCl t! to launch a powerful revolutionary politlcal 

1l10VL'IllCn t res ted not only on hlS strong personali ty, but 

d 1so on IllS presentation of shi 'i theological doctrine 

dS cl sourcc of lhe ldeological basis for hlS revolutionary 

l110vcmcn t. 

Furthermore, Lubeck suggests that Islamic politlcal 

1ll0\'Clllents "llsllally involve IslamlC cultural symbols, 

lslùlllic crlterla of legitlmacy, and Islamic-sanctioned 

~ll)ù 15. Il J These elements were extensively present in the 
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Iranlan revolut~on. The h 19h1y CE'n l l'LI L 1 ~,l'd t l'q \ n1l' l) 1 

the Shah whlch ellmlnated polltlCdl trt'l'dolll dl1d bllhld 

partlcipatlon of the COl11l1lUllity ln the p~)l LI ll'dl flIO,',"':'; 

led to the generat ion 0 f a cross -(' lclSS bd~L'd po lit 1,'.1 1 

reactlon. In addltlon, the Shah's prugrdl1l 01 

modernizatlon and secularizùtlon oi the Lrdd t L lond l '.\h' IIl­

rellgious order evoked the emergence of rel ll] I\)W, UP(H>:,I t 1(1I1. 

To mobilize support for politlCéll reacl lon d~]d 111,-;1 lh,' 

régime the OppOSl t ion groups rcqu ircd ct fec L l V(' sylllbo 1 :, 

to buttress the movement. In tl1e contexl of the lr-.tllltlll 

community, in whlch ShI'ïsm had fol' four centllr le:. [H'\'\) 

the formai rellgion of the state and had bec()IlI(~ <In (!ICIIl('Il! 

of natlonal identity, shï'ï rellglous cuILur(~ ()I/pn'd 

powerful symbols. The vJ_gorous pcJrticipallCJ;J 01 d rrldl( dl 

segment of the religlous class ln the rCSl!~tdJ\C(? 11I()V('I\I<'lIt 

was an important element ln glving a forelllost roi!! lo 

tradi tional shï' l symbols. After aIl, the use (JI ~-,twll 

symbols was in their lnterest and fostered U\(! 1 r (~II ort~; 

to ga ln con trol of the revolu t l on wh 1ch t tJcy 

eventually dld. shI' ï religious symbols wcre CIII[J 1 fJy(·(j 

to leg l timiz e the revalu t ionary poli llCcJ J rrr()Velll(~fl L dlJd 1 Tl', 1 

the repressive polltlcal régime of the Sh<.lh. /\cC(J[rllrl'J 

to Hegland: "During the course of the rcvolut 1UrI. , h<: 

language and ethos of Shllsrn servcd as é.I po J J t 1 Cd 1 1 dl ()III 
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3 [ln) lc::.> l Llfld revo l t . " As we have seen among the 

rrd Hl]()US symor;ls wrllch were extensively lnvoked to 

q(~f1(~rdlc and rnobJ llze mé.lSS revolutlonary consciousness 

1 () r~vo l t ,HjLUn s t the Shùh' s régime were those of Karbala' 

ul l.luLidyn's lTlortyrdorn, and of the Imam and of the MahdI . 

• 

• 
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